International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction 14 (2015) 195–201

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction
journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/ijdrr

Children and young people's wellbeing post-disaster: Safety and
stability are critical
L. Gibbs a,n, K. Block a, L. Harms b, C. MacDougall a,c, E. Baker a, G. Ireton a,d,1, D. Forbes e,
J. Richardson a,f, E. Waters a
a

Jack Brockhoff Child Health and Wellbeing Program, Melbourne School of Population and Global Health, University of Melbourne, Australia
Department of Social Work, University of Melbourne, Australia
c
Discipline of Public Health and Southgate Institute for Health, Society and Equity, Flinders University, Adelaide, Australia
d
Health and Human Services Emergency Management, Department of Human Services, Victoria, Australia
e
Phoenix Australia: Centre for Posttraumatic Mental Health and Department of Psychiatry, University of Melbourne, Victoria, Australia
f
Emergency Services, Australian Red Cross, Australia
b

art ic l e i nf o

a b s t r a c t

Article history:
Received 15 December 2014
Received in revised form
12 June 2015
Accepted 16 June 2015
Available online 18 June 2015

Children, young people and parents from communities affected by the February 2009 bushﬁres in Victoria, Australia, were interviewed four to ﬁve years post-ﬁres as part of the Beyond Bushﬁres research
study. Participant-guided mobile methods were used, in conjunction with interviews, with 35 people
aged 4–66 years, to explore their current sense of place and community. Analysis of their stories revealed
how children and young people sought safety and stability in the aftermath of a disaster experience in
their home, school, social, recreational and work environments. For some families, this was a signiﬁcant
factor in a decision to move away from affected communities, whereas for others the familiarity of the
local environment and community members counteracted the post-disaster disruption. The interplay of
child, parent and grandparent mutual support and protection was evident, with friends, schools and
communities also providing important support in creating safe environments for children.
& 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Background
There is strong evidence demonstrating the short and long
term impacts of disasters on the physical, emotional, psychological
and social wellbeing of children and young people [1–10]. While
most disaster survivors will recover without the need for specialised support [5,11], post-disaster community interventions to
support positive outcomes are important for reducing the risk of
serious problems arising in multiple areas of a child or young
person's life with detrimental consequences for critical developmental functions [12].
In the absence of a substantial evidence base, an international
network of experts in disaster and mass violence collectively
identiﬁed, based on their experience, ﬁve essential elements to
guide psychosocial interventions in the short term (hours to
months) after a disaster [13]. Restoration of safety was named as
one of the ﬁve essential elements, in addition to calming, sense of
self and collective efﬁcacy, connectedness and hope. A sense of
n
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safety and stability is recognised as a fundamental human need
[14] critical to children's health, development and wellbeing [15]
and hence enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child [16]. Children's sense of safety and stability is often threatened, disrupted and sometimes severely damaged in disaster
contexts due to the hazard event itself, the often community-wide
impact and the prolonged dislocation during the recovery period.
However, there is limited evidence about how to restore a sense of
safety and stability, particularly given the high impact usually resulting from a disaster that requires community-wide intervention
[5,13,17].
A review of interventions for children and young people after
the 2009 Black Saturday bushﬁres in Victoria, Australia indicated
that there were very few recovery services with an explicit focus
on restoring safety and stability [18], although it was acknowledged that existing information resources incorporate these as
priorities [19,20] and it is likely that other services addressed this
issue without articulating it in aims and objectives.
Gaffney [21] notes that the concepts of safety and stability refer
to more than a physical state:
A sense of safety is achieved through the elements of a physically
safe environment, psychological and social safety, the ability to
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trust oneself and others, and behavioural safety, knowing that one
will be secure with the appropriate structures, limits, and expectations in place (p1011).
Safety is related to the concept of ontological security, the
conﬁdence people have in the continuity of their self-identity,
social and material environments [22,23]. “Ontological security
provides psychological protection from the anxiety of uncertainty
and risk” (p144) but can be undermined by the impacts of a disaster experience [23].
There is limited understanding of how children and young
people experience the dislocation of a disaster and their role in
restoring safety and stability. Gaffney, in her report of the impact
of terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre on the lives of
children and young people, provides examples of a range of psychosocial impacts, including in some cases a loss of safety [21]. She
also describes various clinical and non-clinical strategies to address these impacts and restore wellbeing, including children's
own self-regulation methods. Another study of the immediate
period after a major tornado in Minnesota showed that moving to
a new home was associated with higher levels of behaviour problems for children and youth, but disaster exposure and PTSD
symptoms did not signiﬁcantly predict behavioural problems [24].
The authors speculate that “Children may be more resilient than
once thought, and this particular type of trauma may not pose a
major threat to a child's psychological well-being, as long as their
life circumstances are minimally disrupted” (p32), thus emphasising the importance of a safe and stable home environment. This
is consistent with a growing discourse about children's resilience
post-disaster, recognition of their competence and the beneﬁts of
being actively engaged in overcoming adversity, engaging in their
community from a safe psychological space rather than being seen
and treated as passive victims [1,5,8,25–28]. As noted by Payne
[27], “Instead of looking only at factors in the situation that might
present a risk, we can also look for factors that will offer security”
(p11). He also points out, “Therefore, a problem does not mean
incapacity, and it may even stimulate strong and effective responses” (p13).
This paper seeks to increase understanding of the experiences
and needs of children and young people after a disaster that
emerged from interviews to explore current sense of place and
community with children, young people, parents and grandparents. The participants had all been affected by severe bushﬁres
that occurred in February 2009 across the State of Victoria, Australia. The worst of the ﬁres occurred on 7 February 2009, commonly referred to as ‘Black Saturday’. The ﬁres resulted in 173 lives
lost, including 35 children and young people. In addition, 16
children and young people were orphaned and many more were
injured and traumatised by their experiences [29]. One hundred
and nine communities self-identiﬁed as being affected by bushﬁres. More than 3500 buildings were destroyed including 2133
homes, and over 60 schools and childcare settings were highly
affected through building and student exposure, as were other
community resources such as sporting facilities and playgrounds,
resulting in family and community level disruption for years after
the event. For the purposes of this paper, ‘children’ refers to those
aged 0–12 years and ‘young people’ refers to those aged 13–18
years.

2. Methods
2.1. Setting
Beyond Bushﬁres is a mixed methods study investigating individual and community recovery following the 2009 Victorian

bushﬁres [30] (www.beyondbushﬁres.org.au). It is being conducted using a participatory approach with 24 communities based
in 10 locations across Victoria, Australia. These communities were
selected and invited to participate based on diversity criteria relating to community size, location, socio-demographics and
bushﬁre impact.
2.2. Sampling and recruitment
Current and previous (2009) residents in the participating
communities were eligible to participate in both the survey and
interview components of the Beyond Bushﬁres study. The ﬁrst
round of surveys was conducted in 2012, prior to the interviews.
Maximum variation sampling [31] was used initially to identify a
diverse range of potential interview participants and invite them
to participate in an interview. Sample diversity was sought in
terms of demographics, residential location, and bushﬁre experiences, based on the participants' 2012 survey responses. Following
data collection and concurrent analysis, further participants were
sought to explore emerging themes relating to the experiences of
children and young people, and the experiences of those who had
relocated out of their communities. In some cases this included
community members who had not previously participated in the
study survey.
2.3. Data collection
Participant-guided mobile methods were used in conjunction
with interviews to explore participants' sense of place and community to build understanding of recovery trajectories. A detailed
account of these methods is reported elsewhere [32] but essentially they involved an in-depth interview with the participant
combined with a walk or drive around their property or local area
to stimulate discussion about events, places and things that are
important to them. Three researchers (LG, KB, and ES) conducted
the interviews in pairs. Some people were interviewed with family
members, e.g. as a couple or parent with child, according to their
preference. This resulted in two children being interviewed on
their own, three children being interviewed with their mothers,
and the young adults interviewed together as a couple. The interviews were audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed with
identifying information removed for reporting purposes. The researcher took photographs of places and things that participants
identiﬁed as important to them. Participants had the option to
take the photos themselves but all opted for the interviewer to
take them. This choice appeared to arise from their preferred role
as ‘tour guide’ in the interview, with the taking of the photographs
almost incidental to their telling of the story of why the topic of
the photo was important. The photographs will be used in reporting elsewhere to illuminate some of the issues discussed.
2.4. Data analysis
The conduct of the interviews by two researchers allowed for
immediate debrieﬁng after the interview on the drive back to the
city. This was the ﬁrst stage of analysis allowing for discussion and
agreement about the key messages from the interview, a chance to
compare impressions and interpretations of issues raised and the
way they were expressed, and provided mutual emotional support
for the researchers given the often intense nature of the interview
discussion. The analysis for this paper focussed on issues relating
to the experiences of children and young people. All of the interview transcripts were initially thematically coded in a joint process
involving the three researchers. Two of the emergent codes were
‘children and families’ and ‘schools and education’. A separate line
by line coding of those transcripts with a strong emphasis on the
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experiences of children, young people and families was then
conducted by one of the researchers (LG) [33]. This progressed to
focussed coding which was supported by concurrent memo writing to develop a theoretical interpretation of the issues being
raised, which was discussed and developed with co-authors and
then cross-checked against the ‘children and families’ and ‘schools
and education’ codes to ensure it provided a clear account of the
data. Quotations have been used to illuminate the ﬁndings and all
names were replaced with pseudonyms. Theoretical and empirical
literature was then examined to determine alignment or contradictions with the study ﬁndings.

3. Results
The interviews were conducted in 2013 and 2014, four to ﬁve
years after the bushﬁres, with 35 participants in 25 interviews (18
male and 17 female), ranging in age from 4 to 66 years. They included two grandparents, 17 parents, ﬁve children and two young
adults who were teenagers at the time of the ﬁres. All the participants were from high ﬁre-affected communities in Victoria,
Australia. Four of the families had relocated to other communities
since the bushﬁres.
3.1. Fire experiences
The initial questions for the interviews and mobile methods
were deliberately focussed on the present to give participants
control over what was discussed and to minimise re-activation of
traumatic memories and distress associated with their bushﬁre
experiences [32,34]. Despite that, many participants took the opportunity to give detailed accounts of what happened to them on
Black Saturday and their recovery experiences as an essential part
of the story about their current lives.
Vivid accounts emerged of children and young people's exposure to the ﬁres, including a narrow escape with a grandmother
in the car, helping parents ﬁght the ﬁres to defend the house,
experiencing the terror of the ﬂames, fearing death, and witnessing the distress of their parents and grandparents. Many of the
families interviewed lost their homes in the ﬁres, most of the
children's kindergartens or schools had burned down, some children and young people witnessed dead bodies and destruction
and chaos, and most had friends who had died in the ﬁres,
sometimes with their whole family. These experiences became an
ongoing part of the family life history, so much so that even
children born after the ﬁres absorbed it. One four year old boy
referred to his house burning down and when his brother said,
“No, it's not his house because he wasn't alive when that happened”, the younger brother responded, “I was in Mummy's
tummy.” He also commented ‘he died’ and ‘she died’ when new
names were mentioned at different points in the tour of places
they identiﬁed as important. His mother corrected that they were
not referring to anyone who had died. It appeared it was his understanding of what is said in normal conversation about social
contacts. Similarly, another four year old child at the time of the
ﬁres, would tell strangers ‘his story’ but actually reported the experiences of his friend of the same age who had lost his home and
toys and was talking of suicide.
For many children and young people, there was a lost sense of
safety, as described by one mother about her son who lost his
house, school friends, school and pet:
So for a little boy like that who is eight years old, I mean it's another planet and he lost his chook [chicken]. Even that, his favourite chook, things like that, there was no place safe and he did
say to me “What would have happened if this, and what would
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have happened if that happened”, you know kids go through
scenarios and I said “Well I wouldn't have let anything happen to
you Thomas”, and then he said, “Well I bet so and so's parent said
that” and they were the child that died. So then I realised, well he’s
now not even got safety in that concept, that your parents are
super heroes, they would always keep you safe.
Understanding of the nature and risks of the environment they
live in may have had a protective effect for some. One young adult
who was 16 years old at the time of the ﬁres said that he felt
unaffected by the experience:
I don't know. I think I dodged most of all of that stuff. I don't feel
like the bushﬁres affected me that much. I don't know if I was just
a little bit older, sort of coped with it a bit better. It was sort of just
something that happened and it's done and move on, that's it,
keep going. But I was in Year 11 when it happened, in the middle
of VCE (ﬁnal years of secondary school) and I sort of just kept
going. I didn't think about it that much. Some of my friends, they
were affected by it but for me it's like “alright well I live in the
community in the country and this thing can happen and it did
happen” and keep going.
But even he was affected by hot weather in subsequent
summers:
Yeah, you'd be at work on a 45 °C day and it's like, oh what's going
on up at home, am I going home to a house tonight?
In the recounting of bushﬁre experiences, participants were
mostly ‘matter of fact’ in their accounts of exposure except in some
instances when parents were speaking with emotion of the impacts on their child. There was a supportive interplay between
parent and child with a shared coherent account evident when
there was joint participation in the interview.
3.2. Post-disaster adjustments
In the immediate aftermath of the ﬁres, children and young
people made major adjustments in every facet of their lives.
Children had to be ﬂexible to cope with disrupted routines. One 13
year old boy, who was eight years old at the time of the ﬁres, referred to the custody arrangements with his separated parents:
I remember changes all the time after the ﬁres, things changing,
doing things on different days and stuff like that.
He also clearly remembered the feelings of fatigue:
I seem to remember being constantly worn out. I don't know why.
Just after the ﬁres. I just remember feeling worn out and not really
feeling like doing much. I didn't really want to go on a holiday or I
didn't want to go anywhere, I kind of just wanted to stay where I
was. I don't know-it's such a big thing to happen.
Children also had to deal with anxiety, sometimes speciﬁc
episodes of anxiety triggered by sensory reminders of the ﬁre
experience such as dense winter fog reminding them of thick
smoke, and at other times anxiety for extended periods requiring
professional support.
3.3. School adjustments
Many children had to deal with disruptions to their schooling
after the school burnt down, and then adjustments to new school
environments. A boy who was eight years old at the time of the
ﬁres reported attending another primary school for a short time
before a temporary school was established and then eventually a
new school was built. He showed us the sites of the old, temporary
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and the new schools, describing his preference for what was
familiar:
I think I liked the old school the best. Just because it was the way it
always was. I don't know, I ﬁnd that it was a change to go to this
new school because I went from kinder to here so it was a big
transition and then you're here for a couple of years and then you
have to have another transition to a different area, you get used to
that and then you go to a different area. I don't know. I think it's
just because I started here, I liked it here. I got to know everyone
here.
Difﬁculties coping with schooling and tertiary education after
the ﬁres were common themes for all ages. Participants reported
children and young people having problems coping with key
transitional stages such as the start of school or the ﬁnal year of
secondary school, which was not always reported by parents as a
bushﬁre related issue. In some cases parents found it difﬁcult to
work out what was ‘normal behaviour’ for their child and what
was ‘ﬁre-related’.
One parent spoke of her son starting his ﬁrst year of primary
school, two years after the ﬁres:
We did six months of Prep (ﬁrst year of school) here and my child
was so anxious. It's all about competition, it's all about who's got
their red rainbow words and he's actually really bright for his age
so he was right at the top of the competition… But it was like “Oh
my God I've got to do this” and then I'm, “No you don't. You've got
to play nicely with the other kids. Do you know what? You don’t
have to learn maths and writing because you can already do that.
Just take it easy.”
She ended up moving him to a school in an adjacent community and found that he thrived in the less competitive and more
nurturing environment. She did not explicitly relate this anxiety
and need for change to a less demanding environment, to their
bushﬁre experiences. Another parent spoke of her older daughter's
challenges returning to secondary school after the ﬁres, with the
added stress of losing their house and moving away:
She had so much trouble going back to school. She couldn't think,
concentrate at all. Everything seemed irrelevant that she was
doing and they tried so hard. They were very helpful but she had a
lot of trouble with just ﬁtting in with the kids that she knew before
there. They were not understanding her and she just felt that all
their problems were very trivial. We went through a really hard
time for several years just trying to work out what to do. We were
put in touch with CAMS (Mental health service)… They were
great. They got her onto a group workshop for kids of similar ages.
They did that for about a month. She tried a few different types of
schooling… So last year was her ﬁrst proper year back at school
really. It was that disrupted.
Other families described instances of taunting experienced by
children in school, such as other children saying things like “your
friends like died and they turned into zombies and they ran into the
water and drowned”. A range of strategies was described to manage
these various difﬁculties with disruptions and stresses with
schooling post-ﬁres. They included decision making about which
school to attend, and in some cases changing schools and relocating to new communities.
One family decided to relocate from their bushﬁre affected
community and enrol their son in a new school. The mother described her concern for her son’s mental health and wellbeing as a
four year old in the aftermath of the ﬁre:
So by the end of 2009 he was starting to say “Mummy I hate the
blackness, I hate these trees, I hate the ﬁre, I hate, hate, hate” and
“I hate it here” and I thought, you know what? I just think that

this is not right for us, I just don't think that's right for him. I don't
want him growing up in this community where there's so much
depression and sadness and it wasn't a positive community.
After moving, she found the new community very friendly and
the school a very positive environment for her son, although she
did ﬁnd the parents' aspirations for their children competitive. Her
now nine year old son was positive about the new community:
Well there's lots of new and nice people and it's not as much, well I
don't know, it's not black, it's more better and nice.
Conversely, a 13 year old boy described his preference as an
eight year old to attend a nearby school after his was destroyed,
rather than follow others and go to a school out of the bushﬁre
affected area before their own temporary school was built:
Just being away, I don't know, after that, just, you've got this huge
bushﬁre and everything's destroyed in (this community) and you
decide a good thing for you was to go to (a suburban area) to be
schooled and then drive home. I didn't really get it and that's why I
stayed here.
When it became time for him and his friends to progress to
secondary school a few years later, they all decided to go to the
same school to stay together, even though some of the older siblings went to different schools. His mother described the close
emotional bonds that had formed between them:
That group of boys that we've talked about, they are a very speciﬁc
group of kids who are quite different. They're not your standard 13
year old boys. They have a huge amount of empathy and sympathy
and they're very in tune to what goes on. You know 13 year olds
seem to have tunnel vision, well because, which is the upside of all
of this, these kids seem to have a really broad idea about the world
and it's made them an absolutely terriﬁc group of kids. So the good
and the bad in it. But they look after one another and there's no
issues with bullying or anything like that. Everyone's very close.
3.4. Community-level adjustments
At a community level, children and young people were conscious of changes around them. The two young adults spoke at
length about the changes occurring in their local community and
took us on a tour to share both the joy of old services returning
and the dismay about new ‘ugly’ buildings and nostalgia for the
buildings and services they replaced such as the original hardware
store with the dirt ﬂoor out the back. She expressed concern about
increased drug use among the local young people:
One thing is that a lot younger kids were hanging around with a
lot older kids afterwards just because of how everyone was trying
to look after each other. There was just big groups of kids roaming
around the streets and so everybody kind of linked together. So
you've got these young kids going in and doing things that they,
maybe a few of them were doing it at the time, beforehand, but
now it's the vast majority.
They both still spoke with affection and hope for their local
area and described their favourite activities. He showed us his dirt
bike that he rode regularly through the local forest and she
showed us a spot in the quiet of the local forest near the waterfalls
where she went when she needed time alone.
One seven year old boy gave us a tour of places important to
him, including the garden of his next door neighbour that he
helped his mother to maintain in the absence of his neighbour
whose house had burnt down with some of the inhabitants. He
spoke in a very matter of fact manner about this dramatic experience right next door. He also joyfully showed us the new
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native trees with edible fruit he was enjoying that were being
planted in the local streets as part of the town redevelopment, and
his favourite lolly and pizza shops that had been rebuilt.
A 13 year old boy spoke of his feelings about his community.
“The community is pretty good. I guess I just like it because it’s where
I've grown up ever since I was born.” Then he spoke of signiﬁcant
changes to the infrastructure and buildings, “Yeah so I think that's a
big change, like the look of (our community). The big change is
people, new people coming in, different people leaving.” He was also
conscious of the community-wide emotional impact of the ﬁres
that echoed his own feelings of fatigue described earlier:
I remember feeling worn out. I think maybe it was just because
everyone was kind of ﬂat, it was not a very good time for the
community itself, I don't know, just a bit in an odd-their head
space was a bit weird, a bit zoned out of everything.
Describing his appreciation for the temporary housing provided at that time on a community site for anyone who had lost
their home, and where his extended family were located as well,
he said he preferred it to being in a caravan on the family property,
because “It was good being around Pa and Nan and my cousins and
that.”
The importance of familiar people, routines and expectations
was a recurring theme. One family moved out of a rental property
in a neighbouring township to live in a tin shed on their land until
their new home was built, as this allowed them to return to their
daily routine of walking with the children to the shops and the
local kindergarten instead of using the car to get everywhere. They
pointed out the ﬁrst thing they rebuilt on their property-a sheltered sandpit for the children to play in, ensuring they could be
kept close, happy and supervised even while the parents worked
on rebuilding the house.
Many families showed us nature sites locally and spoke of returning to their favourite family nature activities post-ﬁres, even
though the environments were changed. Families endeavoured to
purchase identical toys and household items rather than new
things, ﬁnding the reassurance of the familiar was signiﬁcant for
children and young people. One boy refused to join a new football
club outside his local area when his own closed due to insufﬁcient
players, but was prepared to consider joining a new team in the
local area that was started a year later. One teenager chose to
move out of home while her father was ‘out of control’, dealing
with mental health problems triggered by the ﬁre and its aftermath. When his condition stabilised, their relationship was restored and she spoke of wanting to move back home. Signiﬁcant
family decisions about where to live were heavily inﬂuenced by
children's schooling needs and the commitment to situate them
within a supportive connected community:
I'm all for sending her to the local community school, I think it's
important rather than sending her away, I want her to know kids
locally so that on the weekends they can go and hang out together.
I'm a big one for that.
While in some cases this reﬂected normal parenting considerations in school choices, in others it was speciﬁcally related to
a need for a positive environment post-ﬁres. As children's routines
were restored there was evidence of thriving. One nine year old
child, likely inﬂuenced by the extensive rebuilding of houses and
community facilities in his local community, spoke of his plans to
be a ‘house building engineer’ when he grew up, which had taken
precedence over the other careers he had previously considered –
as an Olympian or a professional footballer.
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3.5. Family support
Extended family, but particularly grandparents, also had a key
role in reciprocal caregiving with children and parents. They were
often responsible for removing children from ﬁre zones during the
ﬁres, they had ongoing caring roles and were a constant reassuring
presence for children. In return, children provided grandparents
with a sense of purpose and continuity. One grandfather spoke of a
letter he had received from his grandson:
Yes, well our youngest grandson, following the ﬁres, that was the
thing he was most concerned about-did the tree house catch ﬁre?
He was ﬁve. He wrote a letter “Dear Grandad, thank you so much
for saving the tree house. You're so brave.”
Grandparents also had an important role in connecting children to family history and to homes and communities that had
been part of the family for generations.

4. Discussion
Interviews conducted with children, young people and adults
about their lives after the 2009 Victorian bushﬁres revealed dramatic bushﬁre experiences and signiﬁcant disruption and dislocation in every facet of their lives, consistent with evidence from
other disasters such as Hurricane Katrina [35]. There was evidence
of mental health and wellbeing problems as a result, in some cases
requiring professional support for the child and/or young person.
These children and their families also showed resilience in their
processing of the trauma and changes and ongoing challenges, and
their capacity to return to everyday life over the four to ﬁve years
since the bushﬁres. Their comments and manner indicated that
their disaster-affected surroundings had become part of the accepted backdrop of their lives. Children and young people were
often involved in signiﬁcant decisions affecting their lives and
those of their family, demonstrating their capacity to actively engage in dealing with adversity. This supports the potential for
children to develop a sense of self efﬁcacy [12] and to be ‘competent survivors’, a term used in relation to armed conﬂict [26]. It
is also consistent with the model of the ‘citizen child’, described in
the sociology of childhood, as being capable of contributing to
decisions affecting their lives, a right enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child [16,28,36].
Boyden, in her review of the role of children in armed conﬂict
zones, challenges the expectation that a loss of safety and stability
necessarily undermines children’s wellbeing and development
[21]. She promotes children's capacity to resolve problems and
deal with change, and advocates for agencies to work with families
and communities to restore social structures. This may well be a
mechanism for restoring the lost sense of safety and stability. This
would certainly be supported by the ﬁndings of this study in
which the decisions made by and for children and young people
post-bushﬁres reﬂected the need for a restoration of routines and
familiar social and physical environments. In some cases this was
achieved by minimising change, such as replacing household items
and choosing schools and sporting clubs that were locally based
and involved familiar people. These steps are likely to restore
ontological security and reduce anxiety as a result [23]. A strong
attachment to place that was central to the child's development of
identity is also likely to encourage continuation of the familiar in
times of stress [37]. In other cases, change was necessary to
maintain a sense of emotional safety and security by reducing
demands and high expectations, and reducing exposure to the
signiﬁcantly changed built and natural environment. This was
apparent through shifts to new schools, tertiary and work
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environments for the child or young person, and/or families
moving to different homes and to new communities. Attachment
to the original community may have become compromised and
experienced as negative in these cases as a result of the bushﬁre
experience, changed environment and subsequent social interactions [37].
There was also a clear reliance on family and community connections to support a positive, nurturing environment for children
and young people [21,26,38,39]. This inﬂuence of family and
community reﬂects a socioecological understanding of the different levels of inﬂuence on children's wellbeing which is reﬂected in
Bronfenbrenner's ecological framing of resilience post-disaster and
recognises shifting inﬂuences and experiences over time [40,41].
The incidences of bullying-related behaviour in the school environment, which has also been reported in other post-disaster
studies [21,42], highlights the importance of teaching affected
children and their peers to deal with the emotional intensity of
their respective experiences and responses. However, there was
also evidence of strong ongoing supportive emotional bonds for
children of different ages with their friends. This reﬂects the literature on bonds between children who experienced the trauma
of wars together, particularly when supervising adults did not
survive [43]. Some aspects of the ﬁre experience have comparable
elements of dislocation and trauma involved and the reduced capacity of parents to protect children.
Parents also described with gratitude the kindness of neighbours, service providers and staff at schools and childcare centres
in supporting their children during times when they were under
stress themselves. This highlights the role of schools, recreational
organisations and the broader community in supporting positive
outcomes for children and young people and the importance of
directing post-disaster services accordingly [13,17,18,44–46].
Collectively these ﬁndings point to the importance of physical,
psychological, emotional and social safety and stability in the lives
of children and young people post-bushﬁres [21]. There were no
apparent age differences in these ﬁndings. Lack of safety and stability was identiﬁed as a source of stress for children and young
people of all ages and decisions were based on its restoration. In
some cases families decided to move away from the ongoing
community level disruption of the bushﬁre affected communities
to help children to regain their sense of safety and stability.
However, for many, the familiarity of the environment, friends and
community members counteracted the post-disaster disruption
and was a critical element in children's and young people's sense
of security.
Recruitment in post-disaster contexts is always difﬁcult and
many parents and/or children declined the invitation to participate
in interviews [5,13,17]. The most common reasons provided included a wish to protect children and young people from further
trauma, or an expressed need by children and young people to
‘move on’ from the ﬁre experiences. Therefore, this study cannot
claim to represent the full range of post-disaster experiences.
However, the consistency in the ﬁndings does provide important
insights into the importance of safety and stability in considerations of family, school and community-level interventions to
support positive outcomes for children and young people. The
participant-guided mobile methods provided a stimulus for raising
issues not always present in the interview discussion. For example,
in separate tours a mother and her child both showed us the
grandmother’s house as an important place for them. Where family experiences were discussed with both parents and children, a
shared narrative was evident, demonstrating an ability to share
memories and discuss the bushﬁre experiences of children and
young people.
There is limited evidence of how positive outcomes may be
supported for children and young people. It is unlikely that a

singular focus on safety and stability will sufﬁce in post-disaster
interventions for children and young people given the multiple
inﬂuences on wellbeing [5,47]. It is more likely that a multistrategy, multi-setting plan will make a meaningful contribution,
with due consideration for support of safety and stability within
that plan [18,48] and engagement of children, young people and
families to identify appropriate strategies [16]. This paper may be a
useful resource for starting conversations about recovery decisions
for families post-ﬁre. The stories could be used to map out some of
the experiences of other families and to engage children and
young people in talking about things they like/dislike about staying in a particular school, recreation or community setting, what
they think they would like about moving/what they would dislike,
and what would they miss by leaving/what they would miss by
staying. This would initiate and enable conversations and decisions based on deliberative family and community processes.

5. Conclusion
This study contributes to increased understanding of the needs of
children and young people in the ﬁve years following a disaster. In
interviews children, young people and parents highlighted the exposure to individual and community level trauma and dislocation,
the effects of which were expressed in every element of their lives.
There was clear evidence of children’s capacity to recognise and
address the challenges of a post-disaster context, contributing to
important decision making about their lives. The life adjustments
they made consistently aimed to increase children's sense of physical,
emotional, psychological and social safety and stability. In some
cases, they did this by embracing the familiar surrounds and social
connections of their local community. At other times it required a
shift away from the familiar to another environment perceived as
more positive and/or less demanding. Efforts to increase the safety
and stability of children and young people were strongly supported
by parents with the additional support of grandparents, friends,
schools and community members. These conclusions reﬂect a broad
understanding of safety and stability and demonstrate its inﬂuence
on child wellbeing, reinforcing its key role in international agreements relating to children's rights. While it is likely that there are
different experiences and perspectives not captured in this research,
it is also clear from the consistency of responses that safety and
stability are important considerations in multi-strategy support
plans, developed in consultation with children, young people and
families post-disasters.
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