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Overview 
This manual outlines the Missing Voices Approach and provides guidance on how to implement it to 
capture first-person perspectives of marginalized people in order to inform disaster risk 
management.  

The Missing Voices Approach was conceptualized and developed by the Practical Action Consulting 
International Disaster Risk Reduction team in 2018, which included Sarah Brown, Mirianna 
Budimir, Alison Sneddon, and Sujana Upadhyay Crawford. The methodology underlying it was 
further refined and developed between 2018 and 2021. 

The first version of the manual was originally commissioned by the START Network in 2020 to 
inform their analysis of the different, potentially gendered dimensions of their disaster risk 
financing programming. The manual has since evolved in response to further use of the Approach. 

Further information and details on the Approach as well as recommendations for including 
vulnerable and marginalized groups in research can be found in publications using the Approach. 
For examples where the Approach has been applied previously, please see: 

Brown, S. et al. (2019a) ‘Gender transformative early warning systems: experiences from 
Nepal and Peru’, Flood Resilience Alliance. 

Brown, S. et al. (2019b) ‘Missing voices: experience of marginalised gender groups in 
disaster in Nepal’, Flood Resilience Alliance. 

Brown, S. et al. (2019c) ‘Gender and age inequality of disaster risk’, UN Women and 
UNICEF, report commissioned for Global Platform on DRR 2019. 

Clements, R. et al. (2021) ‘Gender inclusive disaster risk financing’, Practical Action 
Consulting for the START Network.  

Grant, C. et al. (2021) ‘Baguio City gender and inclusion study: findings and solutions to 
inform the Baguio City smart flood early warning system’, ASEAN Australia Smart Cities 
Trust Fund, ADB. 

Thanks go to all the interviewees who took part in the studies, and those who took the time to meet 
with us and provide their insights and knowledge to develop the Missing Voices Approach. Thanks 
also go to all our partners, funders, and colleagues who worked with us to test and fine-tune the 
Approach, in particular Rebecca Clements. 

We welcome feedback on the Approach as we are seeking to continually improve it and learn from 
experiences of applying it in different contexts. Please contact us using the details below if you have 
any feedback (positive or negative) or reflections on using the Approach. We would love to hear and 
learn from you. 

https://www.preventionweb.net/publication/gender-transformative-early-warning-systems
https://www.preventionweb.net/publication/gender-transformative-early-warning-systems
https://infohub.practicalaction.org/handle/11283/621860
https://infohub.practicalaction.org/handle/11283/621860
https://www.preventionweb.net/publications/view/72229
https://www.preventionweb.net/publication/gender-and-age-inequality-disaster-risk
https://startnetwork.org/resource/gender-inclusive-disaster-risk-financing
https://events.development.asia/system/files/materials/2021/08/202108-aasctf-baguio-city-gender-and-inclusion-study_0.pdf
https://events.development.asia/system/files/materials/2021/08/202108-aasctf-baguio-city-gender-and-inclusion-study_0.pdf
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Rationale 
Existing social inequalities increase vulnerability to disasters 
Gender relations and social inequalities are fundamental causes of poverty. Women, girls, and 
marginalized gender groups often face inequality and injustice in access to status, power, and 
resources. Gender inequality and injustice are issues that affect everyone, and inclusive approaches 
are vital to achieving meaningful and deeply rooted change. Without recognising, understanding, 
and addressing the underlying causes of inequality, we cannot achieve the sustainable change for 
people of all genders that we seek.  

Vulnerability to the impact of disasters is increased by gender inequality, particular gender norms 
and social marginalisation…. The less economic, political and cultural power held by women and 
gender minorities prior to a disaster, the greater their suffering during and in the aftermath…  

(Brown et al., 2019c) 

To understand disaster risk better and tackle it effectively, it is important to recognise and 
understand the ‘complexities and inequalities in a given location, the differences within and between 
broad categories of women, men, boys and girls, taking a context specific and intersectional 
approach’ (Brown et al., 2019c). 

Missing data, missing voices, missed opportunity 
There are huge gaps in disaggregated quantitative data that actively contribute to, and reinforce, 
exclusion. The lack of disaggregated quantitative data can impede action on gender and age 
inequality in disaster risk management. Data gaps that exclude marginalized people mean that the 
most vulnerable are often invisible in analysis, policy and practice. Amongst mainstream data 
routinely collected and used to inform disaster risk management, minority, vulnerable, or 
marginalized groups often do not appear or are only mentioned in passing. The voices of the most 
vulnerable and marginalized groups are also often missing from traditional data collection methods, 
such as focus group discussions and surveys. This means their needs are not being addressed, and 
their skills and experiences are not being used for disaster risk management. 

Challenges in reaching the most marginalized 
There are significant challenges to including vulnerable and marginalized groups in research to 
inform disaster risk management – they may not be easy to identify; they may not want to be 
identified; they may not be aware that their opinions matter. Vulnerable and marginalized groups 
deemed different from others in society may not want to be found, or may face persecution when 
being more ‘seen’. 

Even if disaggregated quantitative data exists, any analysis based on this data alone is insufficient to 
meaningfully understand the underlying reasons for differences in impacts and to take action to 
reduce these different impacts. 

Data collected to inform disaster risk management tends to ‘treat groups as homogenous, focusing 
on singular identities (children as a uniform group for example), not capturing the ways in which 
women or children with multiple vulnerabilities or areas of marginalisation are differentially 
impacted’ (Brown et al., 2019c). 
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Using the Missing Voices Approach to listen to excluded perspectives  
The Missing Voices Approach seeks to hear from these individuals who are most marginalized from 
engaging in mainstream methods. The Approach requires ‘building trust, listening, and working in 
partnership with intermediary organizations, and provides a rich intersectional and context specific 
perspective on the impacts of disasters on marginalized groups’ (Brown et al., 2019c). 

The Approach outlined in this manual provides a way of listening to those who are most 
marginalized and thereby gaining insight into their experiences in order to design more inclusive 
approaches to disaster risk management. 

The Missing Voices Approach has provided insight into how and the reasons why individuals are 
more vulnerable to disasters, excluded from decision-making processes, missing from data 
collection methods, faced with barriers in accessing information, and confronted with challenges in 
responding to disasters.  

It is recommended that the results gained from this Approach are combined with other data sources, 
including disaggregated quantitative disaster impact data, census data, qualitative studies of hazard 
events, and contextual information on underlying inequalities. 

Better data can help ensure disaster risk management efforts do not exacerbate existing 
inequalities and vulnerabilities. It can provide an intersectional understanding of disaster risk, 
enabling a shift from gender and age inequality unaware action on disaster risk, to a transformative 
approach. It can provide a foundation for action to reduce differential impact, ensuring no one is 
left behind.  

(Brown et al., 2019c) 
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What is the Missing Voices Approach? 
The Missing Voices Approach involves proactive efforts to listen to the experiences of marginalized 
individuals (Figure 1). The Approach identifies individuals who are most marginalized and accesses 
them through snowball sampling, initially via trusted intermediaries. Anonymity, privacy, and 
confidentiality are prioritized. The interviews are loosely structured, aiming to build understanding 
of pre-identified core themes, but with open questions and active listening to understand the issues, 
challenges, and opportunities that each individual wants to talk about.  

 

Figure 1: Features of the Missing Voices Approach (Brown et al., 2019c) 

 
Benefits of the Approach 
Responding to the fundamental right to be heard 
Everyone has the right to be heard and to shape the decisions that affect their lives and 
communities. Those who experience social inequalities are often not sought out, heard, or supported 
to participate in disaster risk management decisions that affect them. This is particularly the case for 
those most marginalized. 

The Missing Voices Approach is specifically designed to listen to those who are less heard and use 
that insight to shape the decisions that affect their lives. The interviews let people share their 
experiences in their own words. If done right, this process can be incredibly empowering and 
therapeutic for those who are most often ignored, but usually most affected by traumatic disaster 
experiences. The Missing Voices Approach provides them with the opportunity to be deeply listened 
to. 

Example: Nepal Flood Early Warning System study  

I have never attended any trainings or meetings regarding disaster preparedness. I never 
thought I would benefit from them, or others could learn or benefit from my contribution 
to them. If that was the case, I think, I would have been asked to participate, no?  

Young woman with visual impairment, far-west Nepal 
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Using the power of stories and first-person narratives 
Stories are powerful methods for communicating and understanding. They ‘trigger emotional 
responses, put a face on an issue, connect us to deeper issues, humanise us, raise the stakes of the 
discourse, and go beyond telling to showing’ (Rao, 2019). The experiences and incidents described 
in Missing Voices narratives can help transcend data and labels, and get to the core of the issues. 

The stories themselves can provide nuances to big-picture issues, and concrete and clear examples 
of what that experience means to real people. This can be useful for advocacy purposes as it can 
provide human connection and understanding beyond statistics and numbers. 

 

Example: Nepal Earthquake study 

A study combining Missing Voices insights with contextual research on the 2015 Nepali 
earthquake found that:   

[p]eople with acute specialist health needs encountered gaps in healthcare provision, for 
example temporary field hospitals lacked facilities for neonatal care. The cost of access to 
hospitals remained a barrier to some needing healthcare, and poverty is gendered in 
Nepal.  

(Brown et al., 2019c) 

The Missing Voices Approach gathered this testimonial, which complements the data above 
and provides a real-person experience of the earthquake’s impact: 

My son was undergoing chemo at the time of the earthquake. I was at the hospital at the 
time of the earthquake and with the help of others, and with great difficulty, moved my 
son and his bed out to the parking lot. We stayed there for a number of days until the 
aftershocks eased. I was worried about my son catching pneumonia and other infections. 
But the hospital was already oversubscribed with those wounded during the earthquake 
and we were not prioritized. I didn’t want to risk going back home to fetch more money or 
food as I was worried I might not be able to make it back. I slept on the ground and ate 
what others shared. It was a difficult time. The same thing happened again when another 
earthquake struck a month later. My son’s treatment has been affected by this even though 
the doctors tried very hard after things began to settle post-earthquake. He is still in a bad 
way.  

62-year-old woman, whose son was at hospital undergoing chemotherapy at the time of 
earthquake 
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Seeking out those most marginalized 
 

Limited perceptions, understanding, and application of concepts such as gender, inclusion, and 
diversity can result in research being conducted through lenses which are binary, heteronormative, 
and cisnormativity. Individuals and communities who are marginalized as a result of societal 
discrimination due to their gender identity, sexuality, marital status, physical ability, ethnicity, 
religious affiliation or income can be excluded and further marginalized.  
 
When research fails to consider the heterogeneity of the communities with which it engages, 
interventions designed on the basis of these findings risk perpetuating these inequalities and 
divisions. It is vital to ensure that a wide range of experiences are sought, bearing in mind the 
diversity of experiences and perspectives that will exist within a single community.  
 
Extra effort should be taken to hear the voices of groups or individuals with less power and less 
social capital. These people will likely be harder to reach and less able to participate in the 
community platforms that often serve as the basis for surveys, questionnaires, and focus group 
discussions.  
 
Research methodologies must consider the many barriers which prevent marginalized groups from 
being heard, and balance these with logistical efficiency. When conducting research, it is also 
necessary to actively and iteratively review whose voices have been included and who is missing, 
being cognizant of biases which may preclude the consideration of key populations.  

(Brown et al., 2019a) 

Reasons for exclusion from decision-making can include not being invited, not being able to attend 
due to logistical barriers or due to a fear of encountering discrimination, or not being able, willing, 
or encouraged to actively participate in ‘inclusive’ decision-making.  

There are also cases where people’s vulnerabilities are not recognized or acknowledged, and 
therefore their needs become invisible or are ignored. 

Example: Nepal earthquake study 

There were instances of transgender people being refused relief aid. Providing support 
and awareness to transgender people is not easy; cisnormative binary gender 
assumptions can result in incorrect records during data collection. They are often 
homebound and do not engage with the community due to stigma and discrimination. 

Brown et al., 2019c 

 
The Missing Voices Approach aims to actively seek out those who are most marginalized and hear 
directly from those who are unable (for various reasons) to participate in traditional methods of data 
gathering, which are focused on statistical validity and generalizable findings, and in which their 
voices may not be heard or their opinions discounted. 
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Understanding intersectionality 
Insights from interviews can emphasise the importance of taking an intersectional approach – going 
beyond binary considerations of gender, as well as understanding nuances within vulnerable groups. 
For example, ‘women’ are not uniformly vulnerable. Other aspects affect a person’s vulnerability. 
The Missing Voices Approach brings light to these multiple intersecting vulnerabilities – the 
narratives demonstrate how these layers of vulnerability affect an individual’s experiences. 

Lack of political rights and social recognition, inequalities constructed on the basis of ethnicity, age, 
health, disability, marital status, gender, gender identity, and sexuality play into individual and 
group experiences of vulnerability.  

(Brown et al., 2019b)  
 

Example: Peru Early Warning System study 

When we evacuated it was difficult for me, not only to leave my belongings but because the 
road is unsafe. One of my feet was cut with a piece of glass. I cried but it was not because 
of the pain but to leave all my things. 

I did not want to leave. I did not want to leave my things. But it was not possible anymore 
and I had to send my children to my mother because my only daughter was sick with 
dengue and I could not provide the care she needed. 

33-year-old woman, who is blind, with three children, Piura, Peru 

 
Providing a safe space 
The Missing Voices Approach can provide a safe, private space for people to openly share their 
experiences. This can mean they are willing to share experiences that might be considered taboo, 
shameful, or embarrassing in their culture, and would not be discussed in a shared space, such as a 
public interview or focus group discussion. Issues around subjects such as gender-based violence or 
menstruation, can therefore be shared and come to light. 

Closing data gaps 
 

Data gaps excluding marginalized groups were apparent in all data sets, including at census level, 
meaning marginalized groups were often invisible in analysis, policy and practice. 

(Brown et al., 2019c) 

By actively seeking out marginalized people, the Missing Voices Approach can provide new 
information not captured via traditional data collection methods. This shines a light on gaps in 
provision of services to those who need them most 

Traditional methods of gathering information regarding vulnerable groups, such as key informant 
interviews, surveys, and focus group discussions, should be considered complimentary to the 
Missing Voices Approach rather than alternatives. Traditional methods can be more 
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straightforward, less resource-intensive, and/or easier to carry out compared to the Missing Voices 
Approach; however, they have been demonstrated to miss out those most vulnerable and most 
marginalized. The Missing Voices Approach can be challenging to carry out, but the process and the 
insights gained are highly valuable, and incredibly informative and useful for understanding the 
most marginalized. 

Example: Nepal earthquake 

Injuries sustained by the earthquake and loss of relatives, particularly husbands or main 
caregivers, had a significant long-term effect but was not reflected in mainstream data. 

My life has changed forever, and not for the best. I will always have to live with the stigma 
of being a widow. People who I thought were my friends in the village turn away when 
they see me now. They think I will bring them bad luck. The doctors are hopeful I will be 
able to walk unassisted someday, but four years since the earthquake, I still can’t. This has 
made getting any kind of work difficult as most of the buildings here [in Kathmandu] 
aren’t very user-friendly for people with special needs. Staying in the family home [in the 
village] is not an option anymore because it’s a hilly place and I would be totally 
homebound. I worry about my son, worry about providing for him on my own. 

Widow, Nepal, who lost her husband in the Nepal earthquake 

Going beyond ‘what’ and ‘how many’ to get to ‘how’ and ‘why’ 
The Missing Voices Approach goes beyond datasets that focus on ‘what’ (e.g. labelling groups) and 
‘how many’ (e.g. counting how many women are in displacement camps) to provide evidence and 
understanding of ‘how’ and ‘why’:  

• How and why the existing structures and systems are presenting barriers and challenges to 
groups and individuals  

• How and why their experiences are different to other people’s experiences 
• Why they need additional support or recognition 
• Why intersectionality is important and how it plays out in real-world experiences 
• Why inclusion matters and how it affects people when it is not happening 
• How and why the most marginalized are left behind 
• Why we need to recognize most vulnerable  
• How to change our systems to be more aware of, and sensitive to, their needs. 

Limitations of the Approach 
Missing Voices interview insights cannot provide information on how many people have the same 
experiences, and their stories should not be interpreted as representing the experiences of all people 
with similar vulnerability profiles.  
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The Missing Voices Approach should be integrated with other sources of information, including 
disaggregated quantitative data, qualitative data, and contextual data on inequality (Figure 2). More 
detail on blending these data sources can be found in Brown et al. (2019c). 

 

Figure 2: A six-step guide to gender and age inequality informed data Used with permission’, (Brown et al., 2019c). 
Note the Missing Voices Approach begins at Step 4. 
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It is important to note that, even by taking the Missing Voices Approach, there may be reasons why 
the perspectives of certain people may not be captured. Critically reflecting on whose voice has not 
been included is essential to recognize biases and gaps in interpretation of the insights.  

For example, one study of Peru and Nepal failed to explore 

The impact of ethnicity, caste, class, or religious affiliation. In terms of gender minorities, several 
transgender women in Nepal were interviewed, but the study did not manage to include the 
perspective of transgender women in Peru, and in neither country were other gender minorities 
(including but not limited to trans men, third gender people, non-binary people) or sexual 
minorities (e.g. lesbian and bisexual women) included.  

(Brown et al., 2019b) 

An awareness and transparent recognition of which voices are included, and which voices are 
overlooked when conducting the Missing Voices Approach is critical. Whilst the underlying 
methodology aims to take an inclusive approach to ensuring no one is left behind, there are likely to 
be instances where individuals do not feel comfortable sharing their experiences, possibly for a 
variety of reasons. In all cases, the Do No Harm principle should be maintained when carrying out 
the Approach. 

The full Missing Voices Approach Manual can be found on the Practical Action Knowledge Centre: 
https://practicalaction.org/knowledge-centre/resources/the-missing-voices-approach-manual/

https://practicalaction.org/knowledge-centre/resources/the-missing-voices-approach-manual/
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