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Abstract: The idea of comprehensive emergency management came into being in the late 1970s and has been
the most broadly applied and most influential concept and theory under multiple systems. It is not a concept
uniquely Western. Rather, the emergency management research in China no longer has to rely on or follow the
footsteps of Western theories. It takes as the point of departure China’s emergency management practice, seeks
the general law of emergency management, and gives it its own compelling explanations. The function of a
comprehensive emergency management system 1s the management in all steps and all aspects of the emergent
calamity. Its structure is the collaboration or coordination of multiple agencies resulting from the participation
of these agencies, and such coordination can be inter-governmental; inter-agency; government-enterprise;
government-societal; enterprise-societal; inter-enterprise; and inter-societal. In China, the multiple-agency
coordination in emergency management demonstrates a "differential order structure,” in which the inter-agency
coordination is the core that largely determines implementation of the all-step and all-aspect management.
A comparison of the evolution of the inter-agency relationship during the emergency management in China
with comparable evolution in developed countries leads to the realization that the comprehensive emergency
management 1s only an ideal type, which actually has four varied forms: 1) distributed mode; 2) centralized mode;
3) enhanced centralized mode; and 4) super-centralized mode, one evolving into the other dynamically. The
distributed mode suits industrial society. In the wake of a risk society, there occur the centralized and enhanced
centralized modes, and with the intensification or deepening of the risk society, emerged the super-centralized
mode. The dynamic evolution of emergency management from the distributed mode to the centralized and
enhanced centralized modes and finally to the super-centralized mode shows the gradual rise in governance
of the importance and position of emergency management. Eventually, the term “comprehensive emergency
management” may no longer designate the work that is actually involved, and it may have to give way to a more
appropriate term “safety-centered governance.” In the long run, the greatest challenge to China’s emergency

management lies in the coordination between agencies.
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