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A B S T R A C T

As disasters escalate in frequency and severity, children and youth are among those most at risk for resulting
adverse psychological, social, health, and educational effects. Although there is growing interest in the
vulnerabilities and capacities of youth who have experienced disaster, research focusing on their lived
experiences during the recovery period remains sparse. In response to this knowledge gap, youth between the
ages of 13–22 were invited to participate in workshops spanning one to four days, where they used art, music,
photography, videography, and other means to articulate their experiences of post-disaster recovery. The
research took place in four disaster-affected communities in the United States and Canada, including Joplin,
Slave Lake, Calgary, and High River. Youth stories revealed key people, places, and activities that supported
their recovery, and the mechanisms through which those supports had a positive impact. Examining youth
perspectives is important to concretize and contextualize theories of disaster recovery.

1. Introduction

To date, much disaster research has focused on adults, where
individual recovery is defined as the return to a potential for social
and economic engagement and growth, assessed by an individual's
stabilization of housing, income, and employment, physical and mental
well-being, and positive social role functioning [1]. Understanding
disaster recovery from the perspective of children and youth has
received relatively less scholarly attention; however, a growing body
of research is beginning to explore youth adaptation to disasters and
other traumatic events (e.g., [16,40,68,73]). This important work on
children and youth identified a range of interacting vulnerabilities [21]
(risks, stressors, and exposure), and protective or promotive factors for
recovery and resilience at the personal (e.g., neurobiological, person-
ality, past experience, self-regulation, agency), relational (e.g., parents,
family, attachment systems), environmental (e.g., places and commu-
nity), and cultural (e.g., norms, mores, and practices) levels
[12,26,27,41,59].

According to Peek [46], children and youth are some of the most
susceptible to the negative impacts of disasters including psychological
morbidity, physical injury, sanitation-related illnesses and other health
concerns, death, and the adverse impacts of losing child-friendly spaces
(e.g., home, schools and playgrounds) including educational decline
and school dropout. Despite this recognition of young people's vulner-

abilities in disaster, relatively little research has explored their specific
needs or their perspectives on what supports recovery and resilience
[2].

To address this gap, the Youth Creating Disaster Recovery and
Resilience (YCDR2) project undertook a qualitative research study to
explore disaster recovery from the perspective of youth affected by
disasters. The YCDR2 project was designed to inform theories and
practices of disaster recovery by learning directly from the unique
perspectives of youth about their own recovery process following a
disaster. The goal was to inform a more inclusive, community-based,
and youth-informed understanding of disaster recovery while also
providing opportunities for disaster-affected youth to share their stories
through creative expression.

2. Dimensions of disaster recovery

Previous studies that have explored youth and disasters are largely
devoted to identifying predictors of post-disaster mental health out-
comes [19,37,71] and do not often seek young people's narrative
perspectives on their own recovery (although see [23]). Therefore, in
addition to continued research on vulnerabilities and post-disaster
trauma experienced by children and youth, an exploration of young
people's lived experiences of disaster recovery in varied locations is also
needed.
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Past studies have identified several factors such as emotional
attachment, positive coping skills, familial resources, and educational
supports as important to the recovery of children and youth after a
disaster [8,75]. When social structural supports are considered, how-
ever, the work tends to be adult-centric, exploring the ways that
parents, teachers, and service providers help children and youth in
the aftermath of an extreme event [48,5,62]. Yet, while adults are often
found to be sources of support, few studies examine the role of peers in
youth recovery [53] and even fewer examine social support from the
perspectives of youth themselves.

Most of the disaster-research with children and youth that has
focused on place, has focused primarily on the role of schools and home
– places known to be important for children and youth because of the
role they can play in providing stability, adult and peer support, and
supervision (e.g., [23,43,60,77,78]), Less is known about the other
places that may also contribute to youth disaster recovery, although
preliminary evidence suggests that a broader range of places may be
important. For instance, Fothergill and Peek [23] interviewed and
observed children and youth after Hurricane Katrina and noted the
importance of parks, playgrounds, ball fields, and other public spaces in
facilitating recovery. Research is also beginning to emerge that
examines the role of place attachment and place disruption in shaping
the wellbeing, emotional regulation, identity development, and self-
esteem of children in the home, school, and other post-disaster contexts
[60]. Given these insights, more work is needed to explore which places
are important to youth and why.

Along with people and places, certain activities are expected to
support youth in disaster recovery in important ways. Writing, drawing,
photography, and other creative outlets [24,44,54] as well as programs
focused on sports and play (e.g., [30]), can be beneficial for children
and youth during the recovery process [36]. In general, explorations of
recovery-relevant activities typically examine interventions or coping
strategies (e.g., [39]), but do not explore which activities and strategies
youth select and deem to be most useful for their own recovery.

As research interest in youth and disaster recovery grows, it is
important to identify a range of supports, including people, places, and
activities, and explain the mechanisms through which these supports
contribute to recovery. Further, there is a need for research that goes
beyond a reliance on the reports of parents and teachers and the use of
pre-coded research instruments [46] to engage young people directly to
capture their perspectives of disaster and recovery [10,28]. While
existing studies provide important information about predicting young
people's disaster recovery, details about their lived experiences are
needed to concretize and contextualize the models [70]. The creation of
more fully elaborated social science theories depends on the use of
participatory methods and approaches that offer youth opportunities to
give voice to their thoughts and interpretations of events. This youth-
centred orientation is important if practice, policy, and research are to
more effectively address the significant and subtle differences that
emerge when speaking with rather than about youth [9].

3. Present study and research questions

Over a three year period, the YCDR2 research project engaged youth
(aged 13–22) affected by wildfires, a tornado, and flooding, through an
experiential, creative action research process. Using experiential activ-
ities and arts-based methods (e.g., photo elicitation, photo-story),
researchers worked with youth to engage in critical reflection about
their experiences of disaster recovery. The research questions specifi-
cally explored the youth's perspectives of which forms of support (i.e.,
people, places and activities) facilitated their recovery from disasters in
each community.

4. Research sites

Four communities in North America were selected as research sites

based on exposure to a natural disaster and engagement in mid- to long-
term recovery processes.

4.1. Community 1

Slave Lake, Alberta, Canada (pop. ~ 7,000). Slave Lake is a small
town located two and a half hours northwest of Edmonton on the
southeastern edge of Lesser Slave Lake. On May 16, 2011, winds gusting
to 100 km/hr drove a devastating fire into the Slave Lake community,
forcing a community-wide evacuation. Although there were no reported
deaths or injuries, 40% of the town was destroyed including the town
hall, library, main shopping mall, and 374 homes.

4.2. Community 2

Joplin, Missouri, USA (pop. ~50,150). Joplin is the largest city in
Jasper County in southwestern Missouri and serves as a hub to
surrounding towns. On May 22, 2011, an EF-5 tornado (the highest
magnitude on the Fujita scale) tore through Joplin. Over 160 people
died in the tornado and 990 were injured. Nearly one-quarter of the city
of Joplin was destroyed, including the complete devastation of over
2,000 buildings. This included the destruction of several schools,
including Franklin Technical School and Joplin High School.

4.3. Community 3

Calgary, Alberta, Canada (pop. ~1,149,552). Calgary is the largest
city in the province of Alberta. The city is located approximately 80 km
east of the Canadian Rocky Mountains. On June 20–21, 2013, Calgary
experienced unprecedented flooding. Following torrential rain, seven
major tributaries and rivers rose and overflowed, causing severe
damage to roads and bridges. Over 75,000 residents were forced to
evacuate their homes, and many parts of the city, including the
downtown business district, were without power for several days.
One death directly related to the flooding in Calgary was reported.

4.4. Community 4

High River, Alberta, Canada (pop. ~ 12, 920). Located approxi-
mately 60 km south of Calgary, High River is a small town that sits
along the Highwood River. Like Calgary, High River was also hit by the
June 2013 floods in Southern Alberta. In High River, the flooding
caused waters to rise above vehicles and necessitated the rescue of over
150 people. The entire city was forced to evacuate. Approximately 70%
of homes in High River were damaged by the flooding, and 79 of the 83
buildings in town experienced significant damage, leading to the
closure of numerous small businesses. Three flood-related deaths were
reported in High River, and one was recorded in the nearby community
of Okotoks.

5. Methods

Below, we briefly describe the community and youth engagement
process and our research approach. Additional details regarding the
overarching project goals and the methodological approach are de-
scribed elsewhere [22].

6. Initial site visits

Our research team initiated the project in each community by
reaching out to key stakeholders involved in disaster response and
recovery efforts and those working directly with disaster-affected youth
(e.g., local government, education, health care, business, non-profit and
community-based organizations, faith-based organizations, and arts-
based groups). We then conducted a preliminary site visit to gather
information about the disaster and establish youth and community
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partnerships.

7. Youth workshop participants

Our team used a snowball sampling strategy to recruit youth for a
series of participatory workshops. These workshops were organized in
collaboration with community partners to engage youth to explore the
research questions. Our recruitment initially targeted youth who had
expressed interest during the first community site visit. We then worked
with those youth, who assisted with additional recruitment through
their peer networks. In addition, recruitment flyers were distributed to
local contacts and youth organizations via email, outlining the project
process, goals, role of participants, and time commitments. Participant
selection criteria included: (1) experience of the local disaster; (2)
interest in the project goals and activities; (3) expressed commitment to
involvement over the project arc; and (4) for those under the age of 18,
permission of the youth's parents or primary caregiver/guardian.

In the end, our team worked with 39 youth (26 girls and 13 boys),
ranging in age from 13 to 22, across the four communities. All
participants were treated in accordance with the national and interna-
tional ethical guidelines for conducting research with humans (in
Canada, the Tri-Council Policy Statement on the Ethical Conduct for
Research Involving Humans; in the United States, the Department of
Health and Human Services Office for Human Research Protections
under the guidance of the University Institutional Review Board).

8. Arts-based workshops and focus groups

The one- to four-day workshops employed methods and design
principles based on theories of group development and youth engage-
ment. The initial activities of each workshop emphasized trust-building,
group commitment, and goal delineation (e.g., [67]), as well as lessons
learned from empirical studies of youth participation, such as building
capacity, giving youth a voice, encouraging youthful styles of working,
and adapting to the sociopolitical context (e.g., [25]).

Workshop activities included participatory arts-based and visual
storytelling methods such as photo stories (e.g., [4,49,55]), face
painting, Web of Recovery [22], Visual Explorer ([13]; Fig. 1), graphic
recording, digital storytelling, and stop-motion animation (e.g.
[15,20]). These activities were designed to generate dialogue about
disaster recovery and encourage self-reflection, interaction, sharing of
experiences, and knowledge generation about recovery in their com-
munities [45,49,64,65]. Other qualitative strategies such as facilitated

conversations and interviews were used to deepen researchers’ and
youths’ understanding and interpretation of the results [15,20].

All of the data generation activities were captured using audio-
recording, photography, video, and observation notes. Members of the
research team transcribed the audio files that were collected verbatim.
The team then analyzed the data using an inductive, iterative coding
and analytic process based on the constant comparative analytic
strategies associated with grounded theory approaches (e.g., [14,52]).
The research team also analysed participating youth's comments about
the workshop process and their arts-based knowledge outputs (e.g.,
poetry, song lyrics, and photo-stories using a thematic analysis [3]. The
data analysis process was supported by the use of qualitative analytic
software (NVivo and Atlas.ti).

9. Findings: youth perspectives on disaster recovery

Participants’ art products, discussions, and interview comments
revealed key people, places, and activities that were integral to their
recovery. In addition, results uncovered several mechanisms through
which these resources, or supports, aided in recovery. Although the
utility of each support is expected to vary among individual youth and
across particular geographic and cultural contexts, this emerging
framework nevertheless begins to identify the diversity of supports
and mechanisms of recovery important to disaster-affected youth.

10. The role of people in disaster recovery

Most of the youth recognized, and often expressed gratitude for,
particular people who supported their disaster recovery. They identi-
fied adults, including parents, grandparents, teachers, coaches, counse-
lors, disaster relief workers, volunteers, and community members, but
they also identified peers, pets, celebrities, and media representatives as
important. Primarily, these people (and animals, in some cases)
contributed to youth recovery though instrumental, emotional, and
companionship forms of social support, all of which intersect but are,
for the purposes of this paper, separated into three distinct themes.

10.1. Instrumental support

Youth in all four communities explained how others had provided
them with tangible resources, help, and services; such practical aid has
been termed “instrumental support” (e.g., [32]). For youth recovering
from disaster, instrumental support took several forms. For some youth,
this included meeting basic physical needs, such as food, clothing, and
short- or long-term shelter, as one young woman from Calgary
mentioned: “My sister kept me when I had nowhere else to go during
the floods.” Similarly, a participant from Joplin who had “lost pretty
much everything in the tornado” cited the generosity of a summer camp
director who in addition to offering free shelter, collected monetary
donations from the camp counselors and other youth:

… that group of people, they went and they collected money behind
my back and they took me on a $300 shopping spree. Because I lost
a bunch of stuff and all I had was like, three pairs of jeans and I had
t-shirts and that's all I really had. I didn’t even have a hair dryer so
somebody went to town and bought me a hair dryer so I could do my
hair.

Beyond basic needs, many of the youth benefited from youth-
specific donations and resources. For example, several young women
from Joplin described how musician/celebrity Katy Perry “donated
over 2,000 dresses to Joplin for prom” which allowed them to celebrate
this important milestone despite the disruption of the tornado.

10.2. Emotional and psychological support

In addition to instrumental support, participants from the fourFig. 1. Visual Explorer was used to generate dialogue about disaster recovery.
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communities described the importance of emotional and psychological
support in their recovery process. Emotional and psychological support
was often identified as someone “being there” or offering guidance. For
example, youth acknowledged experiencing emotional support through
empathic encounters with adults including parents and other care-
givers, teachers and coaches. As one participant from High River
expressed, “It's really important that you have a good foundation of
support of family and friends. People you can trust, whoever they are.”

Youth also spoke of emotional support as beneficial when it
included sensitive guidance and the provision of hope; two Calgary
youth included this in the narration of their stop-motion animation film
that they created during one of the YCDR2 workshops:

The people around me showed me the importance of bonding, and
caring for one another. They helped me through the hard times of
losing everything, and told me that tomorrow would be a better day.

Youth further articulated the importance of being able to express
their emotions in a supportive environment. For example, when asked
what advice he would give to other youth who had experienced a
disaster, one young man from Slave Lake suggested:

I’d say just find someone close that you can trust that's going to
listen to you and find someone that you can let it all out with
regardless if it's sadness or if it's the little bit of happiness you might
find on a good day or the anger and pretty much that as long as
you’re able to talk about it with someone that you know and that
you’re not bottling it all up and just until one day you snap.

Another participant from Joplin similarly described the importance
of emotional release within the context of unconditional positive regard
[56], noting, “the one thing that really helped was our family and
friends. Just to have a community where you can speak your mind and
vent and get angry with and they still love you even after all this
disaster.”

While receiving support from adults was an important theme
emerging from the research in all four communities, so too was the
importance of receiving emotional support from peers (see Fig. 2). As
participant from Slave Lake expressed this theme: “At school for a little
while I think they had a counselor, but it's not really… I think youth to
youth is more beneficial because who wants to be like ‘oh, I’m going to
see that counselor…’?”

Despite the perceived value of peer-to-peer support, it was some-
times unexpected, given that youth recognized their peers were facing

similar post-disaster challenges. A male participant from Slave Lake
described the experience of receiving peer support this way:

You just don’t expect it to come from them because you know a lot
of them are in the same position as you are, and some of them aren’t.
But you know they’re young people [and] you don’t expect them,
well at least I didn’t expect them, to show any, or a little, or like I
guess as much support as you know adults would.

10.3. Companionship support

In addition to instrumental and emotional support, a related form of
support that appeared particularly important for youth recovery was
companionship (e.g., [58,76]), or being with others, and experiencing a
shared sense of belonging and communality. For some youth, including
a young woman from Slave Lake, it was about establishing a deeper
bond with family and friends:

We lived in like a camper for three months on our property out there
and I guess you know literally and figuratively it brought our family
closer together. So we did a few more things together, which was
nice, and my parents didn’t really worry about the rebuild.

Many youth also benefited from reconnecting with friends and
spending time with one another, as a participant from Joplin men-
tioned, “They just really helped me have someone to be with after-
wards. It was really when the school year started and I could hang out
with my friends that I could really recover.”

Companionship also seemed to have a strong impact on youth when
it provided a sense of identity or belonging to a larger whole. One
young man from Joplin felt especially connected to his choir group:

The people in choir are just some of the bestest friends I have ever
had in my life. I know that I can trust them for anything. […] After
the tornado, as soon as we got to where we could get Internet and
the computer, everyone was getting on the choir page to see where
everybody was. It is just one big family that I am really happy to call
mine.

11. The role of place in disaster recovery

Results also underscored the importance of specific places for youth
during the recovery process. In line with previous research [24,71],
youth participants identified home (i.e., their own or others) and school
as important to their recovery. However, they also described a variety
of other places that have received less research attention including
formal and informal youth-gathering places (e.g., youth center, plaza,
skate park, convenience store), natural environemnts (e.g., local parks),
recreation places (e.g., community centers), community arts centers
(e.g., theatre, dance studio), and disaster relief centers. Youth partici-
pants spoke about how these places aided in their disaster recovery by
responding to physical and psychological needs (e.g., food, access to
internet) and symbolic (e.g., hope, normalcy) needs and offering safe
spaces for recovery.

11.1. Places that support the physical and psychological needs of youth

The youth in this study often spoke about places as central to their
recovery when they supported not only their capacity to meet their
physical needs but also their psychological needs. When referring to
their home, for example, youth in the study were especially likely to
highlight their own rooms as important because they provided a sense
of stability and comfort. As one High River youth described, “just
knowing that I have my own room is kind of enough to keep me
floating.”

Participants also highlighted youth-friendly spaces that allowed
teenagers to just be themselves, as this young man from JoplinFig. 2. Peer-to-peer support was important to many youth's recovery.
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described in relation to a newly opened skate park and recreation
center in his town:

The parents probably saw it as a babysitting service, but the teens
saw it as a place to get away and actually be who they are and not
have people judge them. And they had the ramp parks so the skaters
and bikers had a place to go and be able to do their stuff.

For some youth, having any kind of private and quiet space of their
own was vital for their recovery. A young woman from High River who
had been living in crowded temporary housing explained, “It doesn’t
matter. Just your space. […]It is so important and it's weird how
important it becomes.”

11.2. Places as symbols of recovery

Youth from all four communities also talked about how places can
evoke positive emotions by symbolizing hope, renewal, or stability. For
some youth, this included places that were resistant to change, such as a
church in Joplin that served as a beacon of hope for several youth
participants:

Female participant 1: I just have to say that the cross was built very
sturdy.
Male participant 1: Cause it's been in like multiple storms.
Male participant 2: Yeah, because there has been a tornado in Joplin
before. I mean the odds of it surviving both times. […] It has become
a huge icon for us all. The whole town, it was like that was their
thing. It was a symbol of hope.

A young woman from Slave Lake described a sense of renewal and
hope as she watched her neighbor rebuilding: “I feel a lot more, I guess
happier you could say, going in the southeast. Cause now, it's all brand
new houses and apartments. It looks like it's just a new area.” Another
young woman from Joplin described the sense of hope she found
watching the commercial life of the community return:

IHOP is back, you have Walmart, Home Depot around it, the Pizza
Hut, it's all back. And that was just an emotional thing for me
because when the tornado happened I felt that nothing would ever
be okay again and that it would never be the same as what it was.

Similarly, another young woman from Joplin described a fast-food
restaurant as a place that brought her strength:

This is my happy place. I come here to get re-energized so I can go
on with my day. Whenever I’m having a bad day my mom will just
be like “you just need some Chik-fil-a.” And she will say that and we
will go and just spend forever at Chick-fil-a. And we would go there
a lot when I was in counseling for PTSD.

In addition to built spaces, nature and parks were also identified as
providing a sense of continuity and stability. For example, when asked
to provide a photograph of a place that represented their recovery,
several Slave Lake youth selected images of Lesser Slave Lake. As one
explained, the lake was “a constant and a thing of beauty” in contrast to
the surrounding forest and town which had been severely damaged by
the fire. The other participants agreed that the lake was something they
“took for granted.”

12. The role of activities in disaster recovery

In addition to supportive people and places, youth in the four
communities highlighted certain activities that contributed to their
disaster recovery. Youth described hobbies, sports, exercise, extracurri-
cular school programs, art, homework, church activities, music, shop-
ping, writing, and work as activities they found to be particularly
beneficial. Further conversation revealed that these activities offered
cathartic expression and outreach through storytelling, distractions and
fun, and opportunities for growth [66].

12.1. Storytelling

Youth participants indicated the importance to their recovery of
having outlets for telling their stories and commemorating their disaster
experiences. This was commonly done through visual arts, music,
writing, and performance. For example, a young woman from Joplin
recounted the healing power of sharing disaster stories as part of a high
school art exposition:

We opened the art jam, sitting up on stage in a line and we went
through our stories […] we told all of what we were doing during
the storm and then all of our reactions to the aftermath. […] And the
whole faculty and students, there were about 150 people all just
swarmed up on stage and they pulled us off and sat us in the middle
of the floor and just made a big circle around us and they were all
sobbing and hugged us and it was really, really cathartic.

Another young man from Joplin found a sense of healing in writing
and performing a song about the trajectory of his experience, from the
disaster through recovery:

Basically, just after the tornado I started playing. I played a lot more
than I did before […].I wrote that song with the emotions I was
feeling at the time. It gave me an outlet to express myself and I think
it does for a lot of musicians, and the same with painters or dancers
or anything. That is their way of expressing how they feel…

During the same session in Joplin, another participant said he was
able to explore his emotions through writing a fictional book following
the disaster. He explained, “instead of getting my anger out by hurting
somebody, I got it out while writing a book. I got it out through paper
and pencil.”

Along with emotional expression, participants described storytelling
as a way to feel they could contribute by reaching out and connecting to
other disaster-affected youth in their own and other communities. The
youth from Slave Lake, for example, hoped the art products they
produced in the research workshops would convey a message of hope to
others, as if to say, “this is what I went through, this is what I did, this is
what helped ME…maybe this will help YOU.”

12.2. Distractions and growth

Activities were central to these youth's recovery because they
offered respite and distraction from the ongoing disruptions in their
lives. One young man from High River described escaping the stress of
the recovery through videogames: “I know that at least for me, having
my PlayStation 3 with my favorite game saved my soul from all of the
negativity.” A young woman from High River was able to escape from
the stress of a crowded temporary living situation through horseback
riding. As she described, having an opportunity to engage in an
enjoyable activity away from others made her time in a crowded
temporary accommodation more bearable:

When we stayed at the ranch it sucked because there was like pretty
much all of our family that lived in High River was all at the ranch
too. There was a lot of people there and all the dogs were fighting
and everyone was crying, all stressed out. And I just went and rode
horses everyday. It was fun though, I mean, riding the horses.

For other youth, distraction from the stress of recovery was
achieved through work. This included the physical work related to
disaster clean-up and rebuilding. One Joplin youth expressed the
importance of being involved in the “hands-on activities and work,
just getting in and tearing up debris just to get your mind off of it all,” as
well as the experience of returning to a regular paying job. A young
woman from Slave Lake who worked at a large retail store spoke of the
importance to her of simply being able to increase her hours following
the fires; not only because of the economic benefits, but also because
these hours provided relief from thinking about the disaster and the
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long recovery process: “So we were really understaffed. We’re always
busy. I put in so many extra hours. So, in a way it was actually kinda
nice cause my mind wasn’t put on the fire.”

Other youth sought distraction, fun, and stress relief through sports
and exercise. In Joplin, one of the participants had his own key to the
local martial arts school, which was highly beneficial: “I will have my
mom drop me off there and I will just hang there and spend time by
myself a little bit and just kind of get stress off.”

Activities also served to re-focus and re-prioritize important goals
for youth. A young man from Slave Lake described how the fire and the
recovery process had helped him become more focused and motivated
about school:

It was kind of my way to forget that people around me were hurting.
Kind of…to not escape that but like, kind of just do something, for
myself. I guess for a little while it was nice…to be able to do that…it
was good.

13. Discussion

As with extant quantitative and qualitative studies on disaster
recovery, this research confirms the need for a variety of resources
and activities to aid youth recovery following a disaster. The findings
highlighted a range of people, places and activities that supported youth
participants as they were coping and adapting to the stress, loss, and life
changes associated with the disasters they experienced. However,
beyond what is offered by previous research, the youth's comments
and responses provide a deeper understanding of which specific
supports and resources are important to youth, and how these supports
have a promotive and protective influence on youth experiences during
disaster recovery.

13.1. People

Participating youth repeatedly underscored the importance of
obtaining social support from key adults, which is expected given their
age and partial dependence on adults (e.g., [61]). The youth's com-
ments confirm that parents, teachers, coaches and other supportive
adults such as faith leaders are critical as they provide stable social
systems that support psychological and emotional recovery. Interest-
ingly, and consistent with a whole-of-community approach to resilience
(e.g., [17]), participating youth also identified the role that adults
outside of their immediate circles (e.g., neighbors, celebrities, people
from outside the affected community) can play in providing a sense of
hope for the future of youth and a sense of belonging to something
bigger than themselves.

The findings further suggest that formal and informal recovery
mechanisms account for how and in what form services are offered so
that they are both accessible and relevant to youth. This includes
paying attention to the sites where such services and outreach are
offered in order to consider how to ensure such sites are youth-
accessible and user-friendly. Further, a more youth-centered approach
needs to proactively build on and develop effective adult-youth
partnerships within communities such that they can be called upon in
disasters to ensure the ongoing relevance of services to youth.

Because social support has strong implications for well-being and
quality of life (e.g., [6]), especially during times of extreme stress and
disorientation [42], ensuring that such support is provided in a timely
and youth-relevant way may require extending a consideration of
alternative methods and sites of delivery. This might include a more
robust use of social media channels (e.g., [38]), and the creation of
youth-friendly recovery and service delivery spaces.

Additionally, the findings suggest that effective psychosocial re-
sponse to youth in disasters should include ensuring opportunities and
spaces that are conducive to youth-to-youth or peer support. Youth's in
the study described finding comfort and relief through the sense of

companionship, the commonality of experience, and the provision of a
listening ear at times from their peers, when talking to adults felt
challenging (either because they were adults or because, in the case of
parents and caregivers, they were aware that those adults were already
stressed and overburdened). Masten and Obradovic [42] describe the
importance of friends as critical dimensions of youth attachment
systems during the disaster recovery period.

What was noteworthy, however, is that this kind of peer-to-peer
support was not always expected by youth themselves, which may
make generating and highlighting opportunities for these interactions
to occur of greater importance during the disaster recovery period. As
several of the youth described, youth-friendly and youth-centric spaces
provide opportunities for ‘youth to be youth’ and to share their
experiences with each other without feeling watched or monitored by
adults. Because access to peer networks may be disrupted following a
disaster due to short- and longer-term displacement, and also because
the strength and diversity of youth peer networks vary considerably,
the findings further suggest that it is important to consider “the
interdependence and multiplicity of systems of human lives” ([42], p.
12) when considering how to develop and implement strategies and
interventions for supporting youth recovery following disaster.

13.2. Places

The hallmark of place attachment (e.g., [29]) has rarely been
explored in the youth and disaster literature. Youth in this study
identified a range of specific places they found helpful, either because
they supported young people meeting their physical or psychological
needs, or because they served a symbolic function in signifying hope. As
Korpela and colleagues [34,35] have shown, the comfort offered by
favorite places allows youth to regulate their emotions and experience
positive affect. Further, the present study affirms the symbolic im-
portance of places as icons of recovery, something that has been
previously identified as playing a role for adults (e.g., [18,63]).

Whereas the findings underscore the importance of identifying
important places for youth who have experienced a disaster, they also
highlight the need to be sensitive to the specific sociocultural contexts
that influence how safe places and spaces are perceived and utilized by
youth in any given community. Faith-based symbols (e.g., the Christian
cross) and churches were very evident in the comments of Joplin youth,
as they described what brought them hope and a sense of resilience,
whereas reference to such religious spaces was largely absent in the
comments of youth from the other three communities.

The present study suggests that communities identify and utilize a
variety of built and natural spaces that can serve as safe havens for
youth, or as places that can provide both physical and psychological
comfort.

13.3. Activities

The findings highlighted a range of activities that youth found
helpful by providing opportunities for distraction or respite, a sense of
meaning, and opportunities for emotional expression. Distraction is a
common way in which people cope with trauma and stress, and is
considered an aspect of processing the event rather than a pathological
outcome (e.g., [33]). Activities involving retreat from the disaster can
therefore sometimes elicit a change in priorities, or a self-transforma-
tion. Positive changes such as these reflect post-traumatic growth,
which goes beyond coping and involves improvements in psychosocial
functioning (e.g., [11]).

Some qualitative studies have invited children and youth to express
their disaster experiences through drawing [23], interviews combined
with participant-guided mobile methods [27], or focus groups [47,51].
The findings of this study support the value of that approach, and
suggest that youth may find creative expression of their perspectives
and disaster experiences particularly helpful. Such expression, whether
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it be through music, writing, art, or other forms of expressive story-
telling, can amplify the voices of those that have been overlooked in
such research [22], provide opportunities for reflection and a deepen-
ing of understanding of youth experiences. When shared publicly, this
can help modify existing assumptions about youth recovery and
resilience [72] while also supporting young people's sense of belonging
and amplifying their voice in recovery processes.

14. Limitations and future directions

As with all studies, this research has some limitations. The
participants in this project self-selected in response to our invitations
and calls for participation. The sample size, although acceptable for
qualitative projects, was relatively small given the number of commu-
nities where we worked, and we can make no claim to representative-
ness in this study. We do believe that the findings are suggestive of
important themes, and we have have elaborated on dimensions of youth
disaster recovery based on their lived experiences. Yet, the emergent
understanding of youth-centered social support following disasters
cannot be considered comprehensive.

Additional research is needed to understand the support processes
and challenges to youth recovery in response to different hazard types
and with different cultural, ethnic, and other groups of youth. Similarly,
further study is needed to understand more fully the barriers and
challenges young people face in accessing support from people, places,
and activities during disaster recovery. Youth in this study, for instance,
identified issues related to rurality, such as a lack of transportation,
necessary for accessing services and the support of their friends; and it
is important to note that the accessibility and availability of social
supports is conditioned by a wide variety of personal, familial,
geographic, economic, and social factors. The comprehensive examina-
tion of these barriers was outside the scope of the present article, but
these and other comments make it clear that more fully understanding
such barriers is necessary to developing a comprehensive social support
plan for disaster affected youth.

The relative impact of each factor of support on recovery was not
examined as part of this study. It will be important for future research
to explore these differences and to examine the variations between
different means and methods of support across different contexts. As
such, additional quantitative and qualitative research should explore
which supports, for which individuals, and in which contexts, are most
predictive of short- and long-term recovery of youth.

15. Conclusion

This multi-site research study attempted to understand, from the
perspectives of youth, which people, places, and activities helped them
to recover following a disaster, and how these supports and behaviors
benefited them. As such, it represents one of few studies to explore
disaster recovery from a youth-centric perspective. Further, recognizing
the diversity of the types of psychological, material, and symbolic
resources that contribute to recovery [31], this study highlights the
importance of identifying not only general themes in terms of the types
of resources that youth find supportive, but also the specific expressions
of those themes across different social, cultural, and economic contexts.
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