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Abstract: The United Nations (UN) in the context of disaster risk reduction has been sensitizing gov-
ernments and all citizens to the need to develop mechanisms that contribute to preventing risks and
reducing vulnerabilities regarding serious accidents or disasters. The search for an adequate response
to the different types of accidents is a social demand; leading civil protection authorities, together
with other national entities, namely the Armed Forces, to create diverse response mechanisms. This
research intends to call the reader’s attention and awareness to disaster risk reduction, characterizing
the UN policy, and evaluating the Portuguese Army’s capacity for organizational change. This article
follows a case study research strategy, considering a deductive reasoning structure and a qualitative
methodological orientation. The evolution of the UN’s growing concern with disaster risk reduction
over time will be studied, and the way in which the Portuguese military has adapted to the new
challenges promoted by the UN will be discussed.

Keywords: organizational change; leadership; United Nations; disaster risk reduction; civil protection;
Portuguese Army; emergency military support unit

1. Introduction

Annually, the UN celebrates the International Day for Disaster Reduction. The cele-
bration is an important milestone in disaster reduction and has been instituted since 1989.
The UN aims to sensitize governments, organizations, and citizens around the world to the
need to develop collaborative actions that prevent risks and reduce vulnerabilities. At the
same time, it increases communities’ resilience and capacity to anticipate and respond to
the occurrence of serious accidents or catastrophes. Disaster risk reduction is a complex
issue that, taken preventively, can save many human lives. This issue should not be solved
independently by a nation or institution, as it is necessary to bring together collective
efforts and combined knowledge from all sectors of society, whether public or private or
from other active members of civil society [1]. Recently, the UN Secretary General António
Guterres stated that “the risk of disasters is not the exclusive responsibility of local and
national authorities” [2]. The idea is to create a political commitment at the highest level to
meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) [3,4], which include the Sendai Framework
for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030 [5]. In Portugal, the Sendai Framework is included
in the National Preventive Civil Protection Strategy 2030 [6]. The search for an adequate
and effective response to different types of disasters is see by the UN as a social call; one
that leads civil protection authorities, together with other national entities, namely the
Army, to make intensive efforts to keep people safe.

This article analyzes the receptivity of the Portuguese Army in developing actions
that contribute to disaster risk reduction. These actions required the Portuguese Army to
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pursue organizational change. To study the risk reduction phenomenon and develop more
awareness about this issue, we decided to conduct some scientific research in this regard.
The objective was to uncover how organizations are managing risk reduction and the way
they are changing in order to do so. Therefore, we used a case study [7] that analyzes the
creation of the Emergency Military Support Regiment (EMSR). The option of using this case
study research is due to the rich data that the Armed Forces can provide in describing the
phenomenon. By conducting this research, we are convinced that readers will have a better
understanding of real life [8]. To obtain this understanding, the analysis and discussion
of the case study was based on different sources of data collection, which included semi-
structured interviews, official documents, and direct observation. The respondents were
selected because they are officers who have performed risk and disaster reduction roles
within the Portuguese Army.

This research was spatially, temporally, and conceptually delimited. In that regard,
this study will be spatially delimited by studying risk and disaster reduction in mainland
Portugal (excluding the Portuguese islands). It is also limited in time because it exclusively
considers the timeframe 2014–2021, the dates within which the organizational transition
from the predecessor unit to the EMSR began. Regarding the conceptual content, this
research focused exclusively on the organizational change of the EMSR in light of the
theory of John Kotter [9]. This research article has a general objective, which is to describe
how the risk and disaster reduction phenomenon takes place within the scope of organi-
zational change in the Portuguese Army, according to Kotter’s theory. This resulted in
the following research question: How did the Portuguese Army reduce risks and disas-
ters within the scope of the UN’s disaster risk reduction policy, using Kotter’s theory of
organizational change?

The main results reveal that, according to John Kotter’s theory [9], the Portuguese
Army managed to overcome some challenges in terms of resistance to change. That is, the
Portuguese Army completed seven of eight stages. The gap is due to the empowerment of
others to act in line with the institutional vision, as in the scope of our analysis we found that
this step is difficult to achieve due to the hierarchical nature of the military organization.

This article is organized into five parts: introduction, conceptual framework, research
methodology, results and discussion, and conclusions. In the theoretical framework, we
analyze and characterize the UN’s policy for disaster risk reduction. Then, we analyze the
methodological framework, relating to the type of reasoning, research strategy and research
design. In this section, we also characterize the participants and research instruments,
explaining the reasons for adopting the procedures used for data collection, as well as the
data analysis techniques. Following this, we present the results, in particular, concerning
the creation and sustainability of the EMSR. Finally, we present our conclusions, taking
into account how the research would not be possible to conduct without the relevant
contribution of the existing literature.

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. Risk, Vulnerability and Resilience

The concept of risk has received scholarly attention from several angles in the social,
technical, and natural sciences [10]. However, there is no consensual definition of risk, or
its vulnerability and resilience to a system [11–13]. In that regard, notable researchers, such
as Haimes [11], have been explaining that the most efficient approach can be taken from
a philosophical or methodological point of view, as conceptualizing risk is difficult due
to its multidimensionality and nuance. Defining the concept requires that we understand
that risk to a system is inherently and fundamentally a function of the initiating event,
the states of the system and its environment, and the time period. In light of the above,
Haimes [11] (p. 1647) by defining risk posits that: (a) the performance capabilities of a system
are a function of its state vector; (b) a system’s vulnerability and resilience vectors are each
a function of the input (e.g., initiating event), its time of occurrence, and the states of the
system; (c) the consequences are a function of the specificity and time of the event, the vector
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of the states, the vulnerability, and the resilience of the system; (d) the states of a system
are time-dependent and commonly fraught with variability uncertainties and knowledge
uncertainties; and (e) risk is a measure of the probability and severity of consequences.
The important thing to retain is that, within the risk framework, the consequences for
each risk scenario must be evaluated depending on the initiating event (i.e., the threat),
the vulnerability and resilience of the system, and the timing of the event. Enhancing
community and system resilience can lead to major savings through risk reduction and
rapid recovery [14]. It is in this regard that risk reduction and rapid recovery approaches
should seek to understand how communities learn from their dangerous experiences and
transform these lessons into beliefs, relationships, and capacities that build future adaptive
capacity [15,16].

2.2. Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism in the Search of Security

According to security studies and military science schools of thought, after the World
Wars, different paradigms emerged that aimed to identify and explain the causes of war
and develop strategies to achieve this goal. In general, the best-known theories are realism,
liberalism, and constructivism.

Realism, in a simplified version, is a school of thought that explains international
relations in terms of power [17–19]. One of the main assumptions of this theory is that
the key actor in the international system is the State [20]. Although other actors can be
considered, such as transnational corporations, their role is limited [21]. Therefore, the
State, which has a series of national interests, is defined in terms of power [19]. Liberalism,
in turn, turns its attention to how war can be eradicated [21], and international actors can
identify peaceful methods of resolving disputes [22]. Finally, constructivists present a new
approach in which they believe the prevailing theories are wrong [23]. Hence the argument
that the State is not a given, but a social construction, which may have different interests
depending on the identities at a given moment [21].

Our analysis is that the three paradigms are concerned with identifying the causes
of conflicts and developing strategies to ensure community security. Although these
paradigms are usually analyzed from an international relations perspective, they may be
relevant to understanding State intervention in risk reduction. Of particular note is the
solution proposed by constructivists, who emphasize identity as an essential element in
the formation of security communities. That is, identifying how community members and
their interactions leads to the creation of a collective identity that increases the chances
of making the community more resilient. In other words, identifying how community
members and their interactions lead to the creation of a collective identity increases the
chances of making society more resilient. Although security is not just the responsibility
of the State, it has an active and very relevant role in the security of the community. It
was in this context that the Portuguese State, through the Army, together with the civilian
community, responded to the UN call in the context of disaster risk reduction.

2.3. United Nations and Disaster Risk Reduction

In recent decades, the scientific community has witnessed an increasing occurrence of
disasters that have caused serious damage to humanity. The challenge involved in the fight
against natural disasters has led the international community to admit that humanity will
face a global threat never before felt [24,25]. Numerous facts point to human negligence in
relation to the environment as the main cause of these occurrences, which is progressively
leading to an acceleration of climate change. We can analyze, according to the UN report
on disaster risk increase in 2020 (Figures 1 and 2), that “the first 20 years of the 21st century
was marked by an impressive increase in climate disasters; in that period, 7348 disasters
occurred around the world; approximately 1.23 million people died, about 60,000 a year. In
addition, more than 4 billion people were affected” [26].
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Figure 1. Natural disasters recorded between 1980–1999 and 2000–2019 [26].

Figure 2. Impact of natural disasters recorded between 1980–1999 and 2000–2019 [26].

The studies carried out so far are beginning to shed light on the establishment of a
cause and effect relationship between climate change and the frequency and intensity of
extreme events [27,28]. On top of that, there is an increasingly developed consensus on the
intuitive relationship between climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction [29].

The growing trend of these phenomena led the international community to make a
decision, which led the UN General Assembly, in 1989. This General Assembly approved
the Resolution 44/236, which designated the 1990s as the International Decade for Natural
Disaster Reduction [30]. Resolution 44/236 highlighted some existing technical and scien-
tific resources to face the global threat and proposed that international action take place. In
1994, the 1st World Conference on the Prevention of Natural Disasters took place [31]. In
that conference, the Yokohama Action Plan was presented for the first time, which moved to
the creation of a disaster reduction policy with community social orientations. To organize
an international strategy for disaster reduction, the UN created a permanent secretariat in
Geneva [32].

In 1999, the UN implemented the International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction
(UNISDR) [33], with a focus on increasing communities’ resilience in the face of current
disasters. The UN defines resilience as “the ability of a system, community or society
exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt to, transform and recover from the
effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the preservation and
restoration of its essential basic structures and functions through risk management.” [34].
The UNISDR is a global network structure, consisting of a system of national platforms
that seek to strengthen, at the national level, a set of political, legal, social, and technical
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arrangements. The UNISDR pursues the reduction of vulnerabilities in the face of the
global threat of catastrophe. One of the focuses of the UNISDR is to actively monitor
progress in implementing the Hyogo and Sendai Declarations [1]. The national platform
for disaster risk reduction is a generic term for national mechanisms. It aims to coordinate
and guide disaster risk reduction policies that are multisectoral and interdisciplinary in
nature. They rely on the participation of civil society, both public and private, involving all
interested entities in a country. Disaster risk reduction requires the knowledge, skills, and
contributions of a wide range of sectors and organizations, including UN agencies present
at the national level. Most areas are directly or indirectly affected by disasters, and many
have specific responsibilities that interfere with disaster risks. Thus, national platforms
provide the means to improve national action to reduce disaster risks and represent the
national mechanism of the UNISDR [35].

In 2005, at the 2nd World Conference on Disaster Reduction, in Japan, the Hyogo
Action Framework 2005–2015 was adopted [36]. This conference defined five global priority
actions and the main tasks to be adopted by countries, organizations and other entities
involved in the risk management of disasters according to the following contexts [37]:

• Ensure that disaster risk reduction is a national and local priority, with a strong
institutional foundation for its implementation;

• Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and increase early warning;
• Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience;
• Reduce key risk factors;
• Strengthen disaster preparedness for an effective response at all levels of risk management.

In March 2015, the 3rd World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction took place
(Sendai 2015–2030 Framework) [38], succeeding the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–
2015. The Sendai Framework resolution implemented some changes to the existing Disaster
Risk Reduction 2015–2030 framework, with a much broader scope than that decided at the
previous conference. Specifically, there was a shift from a disaster management concept
to a disaster risk management concept, with a more preventive perspective. The main
objective of this new vision for the years 2015 to 2030 is to prevent new risks, as well
as reduce the risks of existing disasters, through the implementation of integrated and
inclusive measures at the economic, structural, legal, social, health, cultural, educational,
environmental, technological, political, and institutional levels [38].

According to the UNDRR 2015 (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction)
publication, the Sendai Framework 2015–2030, regarding the scope of resilience and risk
reduction, is based on four priorities [5]:

• Deepening knowledge about disaster risk;
• Strengthening the disaster risk management component;
• Investing in the disaster risk reduction component for better resilience;
• Strengthening the preparedness component for an effective response.

The international structure evolved towards a progressive shift, moving from conse-
quence management to risk management; that is, a transition from response to preven-
tion [6]. In Portugal, the Sendai Framework was partially copied to the National Preventive
Civil Protection Strategy 2030 (NPCP 2030). The NPCP 2030 was defined by the Portuguese
Council of Ministers Resolution n. 112/2021 [39]. The NPCP strategy is part of an inter-
national context framed by three relevant global risk management strategies, all adopted
in 2015: (1) Sendai Disaster Risk Reduction Framework (main reference); (2) the Paris
Agreement on Adaptation to Climate Change [40]; and (3) the Sustainable Development
Goals for 2030 [41].

2.4. Risk Reduction in the Portuguese Republic

In accordance with the Portuguese law n. 27/2006 [42], Civil Protection is responsible
for conducting activities carried out by the State, the autonomous regions, and the local
authorities. These activities can be conducted by citizens and by all public and private enti-
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ties with the aim of preventing any collective risks due to situations of serious accident or
catastrophe. Thus, Civil Protection aims to mitigate the effects of accidents or catastrophes;
protecting and helping people and property in danger [42].

In turn, the National Emergency and Civil Protection Authority (ANEPC), in the
matter of emergency and civil protection, is the national authority—with the main objective
of planning, coordinating, and executing emergency and civil protection policies [43];
namely, in the prevention and response to accidents and major disasters. This authority
coordinates with the Civil Protection Agents and ensures the planning and coordination of
national needs in the area of civil emergency planning.

In order to comply with UN recommendations, Portugal put together, in 2010, the
National Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction (PNRRC) [44], which is operated by the
ANEPC. The objective of the PNRRC is to implement an activity plan that includes actions
in the domains of the Hyogo Framework for Action and the Sendai Framework [44].

The ANEPC uses the National Civil Protection Emergency Plan (PNEPC) to respond
to civil protection operations in the event of serious accidents or catastrophes in mainland
Portugal [45]. The PNEPC consists of a platform prepared to respond in an organized
way to situations of serious accident or catastrophe, defining the structure responsible for
Coordination, Direction, Command and Control. This plan also shows how coordination is
carried out between the organizations that are part of the Integrated System of Protection
and Relief Operations (SIOPS) and other public or private entities involved in the oper-
ations [46]. To provide an adequate response at the operational level, ANPEC has a set
of Civil Protection Agents, which are organized within the scope of the SIOPS. Thus, the
SIOPS is the “set of structures, rules and procedures of a permanent nature that ensure that
all Civil Protection Agents act, at the operational level, articulated under a single command,
without prejudice to the respective hierarchical and functional dependence” [46].

The Armed Forces (FFAA) as Civil Protection Agents are also part of the SIOPS and
provide resources and skills in the Emergency Military Support (EMS) on demand. The
EMS is foreseen in the FFAA mission in the “scope of public interest missions, cooperating
with the molds and security services and collaborating in tasks related to the satisfaction of
basic needs and the improvement of the quality of life of the population” [47].

According to the Portuguese Resolution of the Council of Ministers n. 19/2013 [48], it
is necessary to strengthen the Civil Protection System, intensifying the use of operational
synergies between the entities responsible for the areas of internal security, justice and
national defense and the administration. This reinforcement makes it possible to improve
the efficiency and effectiveness of the system through the development of methodologies,
programs and technical-scientific studies on various hazards, threats, and risks. In that
regard, it is essential to create Military Emergency Care Units (i.e., EMSRs) and to deepen
the connection and response capacity of the Armed Forces with the network of entities
responsible for disaster and calamity situations. As a starting point, the Portuguese Military
Strategic Concept (MSC) [49] decided, as a guiding principle, to build a system of forces
dedicated to the generation of civil-military synergies. The objective is to develop military
capabilities and integrated civilian capabilities. In that regard, the MSC reinforces the fact
that the creation of a Military Emergency Unit and the valorization of the principle of “dual
use” is of paramount importance [49].

This research analyzed a single Army Unit, as the unit of analysis (i.e., a Military
Emergency Unit) is approximately 5 years old, as dated from its inception. The opportunity
was taken to allow a holistic understanding of the creation of military capabilities integrated
with civilian capabilities to the present day. However, the reader may wonder why the
National Republican Guard (GNR) was not studied. Why an Army military unit? What
happens is that the Emergency Protection and Relief Unit of the Portuguese National Guard
was created in 2006 [50], so it would be more difficult to collect information (e.g., interviews)
ranging from its creation to the present day. In addition, some of the military personnel
responsible for its creation are no longer in active service. Hence the relevance of this
article is due to the collection, analysis and reporting of a timely case. On the other hand, a
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mixed study is also difficult to conduct since there are still not enough synergies between
the Military Emergency Unit of the Army and the Republican National Guard that justify
research of this depth. In our understanding, the synergies are not yet mature enough
because, although both units are of a military nature, the Military Emergency Unit of the
Army belongs to the Portuguese Ministry of National Defense, while the GNR belongs to
the Ministry of Internal Affairs. However, it is likely that, over time, there will begin to
be greater cooperation between the Army and GNR forces, which could become a good
research opportunity.

According to dispatch n. 44 of the Chief of Staff of the Portuguese Army [51], the EMS
is understood as the participation of the Army in the response to complex emergencies;
namely, accidents or serious calamities, therefore, providing support to affected populations
and assisting from a logistical point of view, emergency communications, engineering, and
health support [52]. As set out in the MSC, the EMS is based on the principle of “dual
use”. According to Palma 2011 [53], the dual based principle is founded on the use of
FFAA resources in the military and non-military public services, enhancing synergies and
managing resources within the scope of logistical support. According to the capabilities that
are expected from the EMS, the Army will be able to count on all forces and/or means that
can employ their actions in this scope. Exclusively, those that make up its operational and
fixed components, e.g., the forces designed and built to strictly fulfill military missions [54].

In 2016, following the Portuguese Army Staff (n. 114/CEME/16) publication, the
general instructions for the creation and entry into operation of the EMSR were published,
having begun operations as of 1 November 2016. According to Barroso [55], the EMSR
has unique capabilities when responding to crises and, in particular, because it has mil-
itary units spread across the various geographic regions of the country, being managed
by the Emergency Military Support Operations Center (COAME). The EMSR is a Fixed
Component Unit of the Army’s Land Forces System that is responsible for preparing the
UAME (Emergency Military Support Unit), which reports hierarchically to the Portuguese
Army’s Land Forces Command (CFT). The UAME’s mission is to support the development
and well-being of the population; namely, in response to serious accidents or disasters.
The UAME seeks to build the maximum synergies within the elements of the operational
component of the EMSR, through its “dual use” concept.

In Figure 3, it is possible to identify the UAME’s organic framework. It is worth
noticing that it complies with a Command Group, General Staff, Emergency Military
Support Operations Center, Emergency Intervention Group and Dual Use Detachment. The
Emergency Intervention Group is the structure, with resources exclusively dedicated to the
EMS. Subsequently, the UAME has a flexible structure that can be adapted to the specificity
of each mission—which is the same to say that the Dual Use Detachment has competences
in the field of fighting rural fires, search and rescue, and surveillance, among others. In
short, the UAME’s structure is essentially based on two axes, the 1st axis consisting of a
minimum permanent service support structure, and the 2nd axis is reinforced by additional
means, depending on the type of mission.

Overall, the UAME can fulfill the following missions and tasks:

• Ensure the Command and Control (C2) to the EMS;
• Ensuring synchronization and synergy in the use of the different Intervention Modules

of the Army’s Integrated EMS System that incorporate its nine intervention capabilities,
shown in Figure 3;

• In coordination with the Portuguese Army’s Land Forces Command (CFT), the UAME
studies and plans the use of Army assets in the field of civil protection;

• Plan the different scenarios for the use of the UAME’s capacities.

In addition, the Portuguese Army Emergency Military Support Plan (PAMEEX) aims
to establish the rules under which the Military Support for Civil Emergencies act [56]. The
purpose of PAMEEX is to establish the form of collaboration with the Army regarding the
prevention and response to complex emergencies. In that regard, PAMEXX addresses the
UAME’s EMS capabilities, which were the result of the 2014 Forces System implementation,
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and which are organized in nine areas of activity (Figure 4). These nine areas of intervention
are focused on several intervention responses to crises, such as extreme events caused
by terrorist attacks, forest fires, floods, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions, among other
crises. Although not exclusive, the UAME’s area of activity is focused on the prevention
and action against events originating from natural causes. The selection of these events is
in accordance with the reports presented by the UN (see Figures 1 and 2).

Figure 3. UAME’s structure.

Figure 4. The UAME´s EMS Capabilities.
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2.5. Organizational Change

Change is a complex transformational process with a high probability of failure.
The concept of change can be defined as any transformation of a structural, cultural,
technological, human or other nature, capable of impacting parts or the whole of the
organization and which requires a well-planned line of effort [57].

No matter how well prepared an organization is, it is likely to face resistance to change.
Resistance can be of an individual or organizational origin. So, if on the one hand resistance
can be positive, since it provides predictability and stability to the behavior of organizations;
on the other hand, it can be a source of functional conflict and can decrease adaptability and,
consequently, organizational progress. Thus, it is necessary to mitigate the mechanisms
of resistance through communication [58], participation, and the sharing of a vision by all
members of the organization [59].

Change begins with a critical idea and a desire for modification, which can be based
on frustration or dissatisfaction and must be oriented towards attractive and achievable
goals. Thus, change is a process that must be done for the improvement of an organization,
but it needs leaders to take over the process and has a high chance of failure [60].

Organizational Change is an essential element for the permanent updating of all
organizations. Changing mindsets and creating new ideas is a big challenge. In this
regard, John Kotter [9] brought a significant advance to overcome the failure of change by
developing a theory, dividing Organizational Change into eight essential steps:

Step 1—Establishing a sense of urgency—Involve the people who will participate in
the change. It is necessary that all employees understand the reasons for the change and
the importance of acting immediately, so that motivation can be awakened in each one
of them.

Step 2—Forming a powerful guiding coalition—Identification of employees and man-
agers who can serve as agents of change. These people can be chosen not only for the
position they hold, but also for their status and experience in the subject. In practical terms,
they will be able to influence the people in their circle during the change process and help
eliminate problems before they even arise.

Step 3—Creating a vision—It is necessary to develop a vision that aligns with the
main values related to change, in a highly concise and objective way, allowing everyone
to quickly understand what will need to be done on a day-to-day basis to adapt to the
new situation.

Step 4—Communicating the vision—Communication must be comprehensive and clear,
encouraging employees to implement the “vision of change” and to have a growth perspective.

Step 5—Empowering others to act on the vision—In this phase, a decentralization of
powers is proposed, i.e., there is a greater participation of the workers in the company’s
activities, being granted decision-making autonomy.

Step 6—Planning for and creating short-term wins—Create short-term intermediate
goals so you do not lose momentum, as true transformation takes time. It is important to
have tight deadlines to meet and celebrate each milestone achieved.

Step 7—Consolidating improvements and producing still more change—Although
short-term gains are attractive at first, real changes take some time to be fully absorbed. At
this stage, it is necessary to consolidate improvements and promote more changes.

Step 8—Institutionalizing new approaches—In this last stage, the institutionalization
of the new approaches is carried out. It is necessary to make change a common part of the
organization’s culture.

3. Materials and Methods

This article follows a case study. It has a qualitative orientation and follows a deductive
approach. The option for choosing a case study strategy is justified by the need to evaluate
the response of the Portuguese Army to the organizational change within the scope of the
UN. To do so, we have defined three methodological phases: the exploratory phase, the
analytical phase, and the conclusive phase.
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The exploratory phase aimed to search for scientific articles, legislation, and other
supporting documents [61]. The analytical phase was based on the collection and inter-
pretation of several data sources, such as semi-structured interviews, direct observation,
and official documentation. Within the scope of the interviews and, similar to other re-
search [62,63], we selected highly acknowledgeable respondents who were responsible for
the creation of the UAME and the EMSR. Therefore, the respondents were selected through
convenience sampling [64], based on accessibility and knowledge in the area. They were:
(1) its first director; (2) an officer who led the organizational transition from the UAME
to the EMSR structure; (3) a third officer who was the head of military operations and
who later assumed relevant roles in the EMSR’s Emergency Military Support Operations
Center; and lastly, (4) a fourth officer who followed the entire transformational process
from the creation of the EMSR, therefore, from 2014 to the present (Table 1). Although the
survey has few interviews, the respondents were able to describe the phenomenon from
different perspectives, regarding the creation of the UAME and its transformation into the
EMSR. To obtain greater research accuracy, we also analyzed official documents produced
by the Portuguese Army, the Portuguese Government, and the National Authority for
Emergency and Civil Protection, although they were not limited to these. A sample of
those documents can be found in Table 1. However, in order not to have an excessively
extensive table, we decided to include only the most relevant ones. Overall, 5720 pages
of official documentation were analyzed. This data collection source was a key part of
the investigation, having also been combined with other open sources (e.g., Internet) for
corroboration and triangulation purposes. Direct observation was another powerful tool
that has provided a first-hand account of the phenomenon. As part of this data collection
technique, a research diary was used [65], which allowed us to collect additional informa-
tion in the greatest possible detail. The information was recorded in field notes, collected
through informal conversations and from discussion in seminars. The record included
comments, direct quotes, and respondents’ behaviors [66]. A common criticism directed at
qualitative research is that it does not adhere to cannons of validity [64]. To reduce criticism,
we added measures to allow for validity, i.e., instruments to measure what is intended
to be measured, and reliability, i.e., the findings are replicable or repeatable. Regarding
reliability, the first researcher made use of a protocol that allows replication. As for validity,
we used multiple sources of data collection as a form of triangulation, to avoid exclusive
dependence on a single data collection method. This technique helps neutralize any bias
inherent in a given data source [64]. In addition, the recording of interviews allowed the
researchers to send transcripts to the respondents to clarify if what they meant was in fact
what the researcher had perceived and interpreted.

The analytical phase ended with the content analysis [67]. This technique allowed us,
after reading all of the content (i.e., transcripts, field notes and official documentation), to
identify the most relevant phrases and ideas. During the coding process, we classified the
categories and subcategories [68]; that is, we had to find patterns in the codes to identify the
most relevant ideas, generating a map that allowed us to have an overview of the data [69].

Finally, the conclusion phase was where the focus was to evaluate, interpret and
debate the results obtained; seeking to identify gaps and contributions in the organizational
change process of the Portuguese Army. Additionally, we presented the conclusions and
recommendations to stimulate higher discussion on the themes of disaster risk reduction.
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Table 1. Data collection sources.

Rank Position Interview Date

Captain Company Commander 25 November 2021

Major Head of the operations of the
EMSR 2 December 2021

Colonel Director of the EMSR
(2016–2019) 3 December 2021

Colonel Director of the EMSR
(2013–2016) 29 December 2021

Rank Position Direct Observation Date

Captain Liaison Officer with the
ANEPC 12 November 2021

Captain Representative of the Armed
Forces 7 December 2021

Seminars UAME Role and actions 3 December 2021
Seminars UAME Role and actions 15 December 2021

Coronel Director of the EMSR
(2019–2021) 28 January 2022

Type Title
Official

Documents(Publication
Date)

SIOPS 72/2013
Integrated System of
Protection and Relief

Operations
30 November 2011

19/2013 DRE Strategic Concept of National
Defense 5 April 2013

44/CEME/2017 Emergency Military Support
Concept 14 March 2017

PAMEEX Military Emergency Support
Plan 26 June 2018

45/2019 DRE National Emergency and Civil
Protection Authority 1 April 2019

PNEPC National Civil Protection
Emergency Plan 24 March 2020

4. Results and Discussion
Organizational Change: The Case Study of the Creation of the UAME in the Light of John
Kotter’s Theory

Since 2001, Portugal has designated the National Emergency and Civil Protection
Authority (ANEPC) as the responsible organization (at national level) for the purposes of
the international strategy for disaster risk reduction. To comply with UN recommendations,
Portugal had also created the National Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction (PNRRC). In
this context, the PNRRC aims to implement an activity plan containing actions in the areas
of the Hyogo Action Framework and the Sendai Framework [38].

With regard to the performance of the Armed Forces in Civil Protection missions,
their mission is framed by Portuguese legislation. For example, the Strategic Military
Concept [49] gives the Army the ability to act within the Emergency Support Concept
(defined in the Strategic Concept of National Defense under the Resolution of the Council
of Ministers n. 19/2013) [48]. The strategic concept of national defense determines the
creation of a Military Unit that operates in the scope of disaster risk reduction. This Military
Unit acts in the framework of “dual use”, which allows the deepening of the FFAA’s
response capacity in disaster and calamity situations. This Unit was established in 2016,
with the creation of the Emergency Military Support Unit. To follow, in this subchapter, we
present the case study regarding the creation of the Emergency Military Support Unit in
the light of John Kotter’s theory [9]. Thus, this research has the objective of evaluating the
Organizational Change capacity of the Portuguese Army.
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Step 1—Establishing a sense of urgency—To create the UAME, it was necessary to
identify from scratch a regiment with a well-defined organizational and hierarchical struc-
ture to assign it a new identity. The first steps were guided by the UAME’s Implementation
Plan to guide the transition from an existing military structure. Thus, the regiment Escola
Prática de Cavalaria was the ground zero for the creation of an EMSR. With the creation
of a feeling of belonging to the Unit, objectives were developed, such as the creation of a
division and a heraldry with the coat of arms of the unit. The development of the mission
sentiment and the elimination of individual and organizational resistance were also valued.
The military involved felt that the creation of the UAME was indeed a necessity for civil
society and a priority for the Portuguese Army.

Step 2—Forming a powerful guiding coalition—Although hierarchically dependent
on the upper echelon, the UAME has a well-defined command unit. The command unit is
headed directly by the UAME Commander, who also relies on the Staff and the COAME to
advise him (Figure 3).

Step 3—Creating a vision—According to the respondents and the Portuguese Min-
istry of National Defense, the Armed Forces defined the Concept of Military Support to
Civil Emergencies, which became effective for the FFAA and has the following purpose
(among others):

• To identify the central idea that characterizes a new joint approach by the FFAA;
• To identify common foundations and operating principles;
• To lay the foundations for the development of a joint doctrine;
• To identify the capabilities and actions needed, at different levels, to validate and

implement the present concept.

As such, the UAME defined the following development vectors: doctrine, organization,
personnel, training, material, leadership, infrastructure, and interoperability. In this regard,
the UAME has a mission to collaborate in the context of supporting the development
and well-being of the population; namely, in response to accidents and disasters. It also
developed a vision of action and employment based on two axes of intervention (Figure 3).
The first axis aimed to expand the capabilities dedicated exclusively to Emergency Military
Support. The second axis contemplates the valorization of the “dual use” equipment of the
different units of the system of military forces assigned to the intervention modules, and
which serve each valence of the Emergency Module (Figure 4).

Step 4—Communicating the vision—The vision of change was obtained via seminars
on the topic of Emergency Military Support, where the possibility of communicating inside
and outside of the institution arose. These seminars aimed to promote introspection on the
new challenges in this area; namely, in terms of the Army’s employment capabilities, as
well as on the future organizational model, still in the implementation phase.

There was also a strong focus on training, as several training courses were given in
the context of training soldiers, so that the next soldiers to join the EMS missions already
had adequate training. In this context, the creation of the CAME (Course of Emergency
Military Support) for all graduated military also arises.

Step 5—Empower others to act on the vision—The military institution requires a
structured hierarchy, where events on major decisions are determined by the Commander
and advised by his General Staff and the COAME. Therefore, as it is a military organization,
the UAME loses some freedom of action when compared to other civil organizations. With
regard to individual commitment within the military at the UAME, we note that there
are no problems related to professional expectations (promotions, public recognition of
opportunities, etc.). That is, the military who work at the UAME felt fully committed to
their duties since they believe that their activity brings practical and tangible contributions
to society. As the UAME belongs to the Elements of the Operational Component of the
Forces System (ECOSF), military commendations have a greater impact on their career;
however, those military feel that this is not important when compared with the feedback
received from the local population. An example that highlights the previous arguments
concerns the task of evacuating people during the occurrence of major fires in Portugal in
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2017 [70,71], and the respective face-to-face thanks of the population within the scope of
these operations. Therefore, the military consider social recognition more rewarding than
one that allows for career progression.

Step 6—Planning for and creating short-term wins—According to the data, the short-
term achievements were reached with the recognition of the civil institutions and the
respective requests for support. The relevant challenge to the UAME was in 2017, when
they supported the civil instructions to fight the great fires that devastated Portugal [70,72].
The wildfires resulted in a record 500,000 hectares burned, with forest devastation ranging
from the north to the center of the country [71] and more than 120 lives lost [70]. That
said, the UAME, which was a newly created unit, had to use its full capacity. That is, the
requested support was so demanding that the UAME had to activate all of its 1st and 2nd
vector capabilities. It was, therefore, the first time that the UAME had to resort to certain in-
tervention modules (2nd vector), such as psychological support, food delivery, body search
and recovery, transport service for the elderly, and so on. After this activity, the UAME’s
military felt more prepared to respond to future requests from civilian authorities, as some
previous unused means were put to the test. The UAME works mainly through requests for
support and acts in the context of emergency situations; these small achievements helped
to create a sense of accomplishment and success within its personnel.

Step 7—Consolidating improvements and producing still more change—A good
example of this stage is the annual FÉNIX exercise, created in 2018. This exercise aimed
to test the level of response of the Integrated Protection and Relief Operations System in
an exceptional emergency situation. During the exercise, the UAME had the opportunity
to test and consolidate its capabilities and continue the development of its TTPs (Tactical
Techniques and Procedures). The UAME’s commitment is detailed in the activity reports,
providing a good assessment of its performance, and producing metrics that document
newly proposed changes for the future. An example of this application is the recent change
in the structure of the UAME (Figure 3), which incorporates a new module—the Emergency
Intervention Group. This innovation comes from the analysis of reports and metrics
raised mainly in the experience of the 2017 fires [70], with the objective of structuring the
command, control, and communications of the UAME.

Step 8—Institutionalization of new approaches—At this stage, we can conclude that
after the implementation of the development vectors contemplated in the UAME’s Im-
plementation Plan and the support shown to the civilian population since 2016, change
management is part of the organizational culture. However, we must point out that the
UAME remains in an ongoing implementation phase, according to its project schedule,
until the end of 2022.

In short, we found that seven of the eight steps of John Kotter’s theory [8] were
successfully achieved. Thus, leaving out the 5th step, “empowering employees”. This
situation is possibly due to the nature of the military institution, which has a solid hierarchy
and centralizes the decisions of its Commander. In general, despite the criticisms of other
authors, such as Galvin [73], on the application of the Kotter model in the Armed Forces, it
was recognized that, in the scope of this research, the model is adequate to understand and
describe the phenomenon and the creation of the EMS. Thus, it is quite evident that the
Portuguese Army has been reducing the risk of disasters within the scope of the UN, to the
extent that it has invested in a component (i.e., the UAME) that has allowed the reduction
of disaster risk. The strengthening of this component allowed an effective response to the
needs of civil authorities and, at the same time, deepening knowledge about disaster risk.

In the above paragraphs, we defined the conditions for successful change and an-
swered the research question; however, the conditions for change were oriented towards
internal concerns and issues of the formal organization. For a broader understanding of
the phenomenon, this research goes further; to the extent that we will also address the
relevant issues of relationship with society and other State entities. According to the data
collected, the UAME is in close liaison with other military units of the Portuguese Army,
Navy and Air Force through the COAME. In this context, support for the UAME can be
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provided on an unscheduled basis, essentially oriented towards supporting populations
in unexpected emergency situations. In this situation, the UAME is normally used as an
initial intervention force when the ANEPC cannot reach all locations. In addition, support
can also be scheduled, i.e., when there are predictable periods of support, such as summer
fires or winter floods in certain geographic areas. Scheduled support is identified in the
PAMEXX, where it is explained what each Army unit must do in support of the ANEPC or
another entity. As an example, the UAME maintains scheduled activities within the scope
of the protocols established with the City Councils or with the Portuguese Institute for the
Conservation of Nature and Forests (ICNF) regarding the surveillance of critical fire zones
during the summer periods. In short, the UAME interacts with other entities mainly within
the scope of previously established protocols or through unforeseen situations; acting, in
the latter case, as an initial intervention force.

5. Conclusions

The main contribution of this research takes into account the UN International Strategy
for Disaster Risk Reduction [2]. In this regard, we were able to conclude that Portugal
actively participated in the strategy for defining disaster risk reduction through the ANEPC.
In order to reinforce the Civil Protection System, the EMSR was created, which allowed the
UAME to be prepared, in order to guarantee the country a better capacity (permanent, multi-
functional, and comprehensive) that could respond to serious accidents or catastrophes [48].
The creation of the UAME is aligned with the UN strategy, as the conventional missions
of the Portuguese Armed Forces were not initially prepared for crisis response actions.
Furthermore, we found that there is still a way to go in terms of military actions in response
to crises. Especially regarding Step 5 of the Kotter [9] model, as military institutions are
very structured and, therefore, without much space to empower their collaborators.

This article also has some limitations, as it cannot be generalized. That is, the results
obtained from the Portuguese military context may not be the same in other European
countries; therefore, there is a need for further research. Another limitation is the difficulty
of accessing military information, as military institutions are highly restricted organizations,
resulting in a reduced number of interviews. However, the understanding we obtained
from the different sources of data allowed for a relatively robust interpretation of the reality.

As for suggestions for future research, it may be relevant to conduct similar research in
other European Union (EU) countries. The idea is to carry out in-depth scientific research
between two or more EU member states, to understand which strategies organizations are
using to be more efficient in their disaster response and risk reduction in light of the Kotter
model [9]. As this article has several abbreviations, it was decided to add an Abbreviations
that improves the readability of the article.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, B.M. and J.R.; methodology, B.M. and J.R.; validation,
J.R.; investigation, B.M.; resources, B.M. and J.R.; writing—original draft preparation, B.M.; writing—
review and editing, B.M. and J.R.; project administration, B.M. and J.R.; funding acquisition, B.M. All
authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the guidelines
of the Declaration of Helsinki and approved under the scrutiny of the military organization where it
took place.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: The data used in this study was collected by the authors, any questions
or clarifications can be addressed to the first author (p40500@ulusofona.pt).

Acknowledgments: The authors are thankful for the valuable support of the respondents.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1834 15 of 17

Abbreviations

Abbreviation Meaning
ANEPC National Civil Protection Emergency Authority
C2 Command and Control
CAME Course of Emergency Military Support
CFT Portuguese Army’s Land Forces Command
COAME Emergency Military Support Operations Center
ECOSF Elements of the Operational Component of the Forces System
EMS Emergency Military Support
EMSR Emergency Military Support Regiment
EU European Union
FFAA Armed Forces
GNR National Republican Guard
ICNF Institute for the Conservation of Nature and Forests
MSC Military Strategic Concept
NPCP National Preventive Civil Protection Strategy
PAMEEX Portuguese Army Emergency Military Support Plan
PNEPC National Civil Protection Emergency Plan
PNRRC National Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction
SDG Sustainable Development Goals
SIOPS System of Protection and Relief Operations
TTP Tactical Techniques and Procedures
UAME Emergency Military Support Unit
UN United Nations
UNDRR United Nations Office for Disaster Reduction
UNISDR International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction
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