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Abstract 

The Impact of Natural Disasters on Family Systems: A Meta-Ethnography 

Hanna-Tina Maruapula Fischer 

 

 Natural hazard-induced disasters have become a priority concern for international 

humanitarian child protection actors due to the increase in their intensity, frequency, and the 

risks they pose for children worldwide. In responding to natural hazard-induced disasters, 

international humanitarian child protection actors are giving increasing attention to the role of 

the family in promoting children's well-being. The current interventions implemented to support 

families in these crisis settings are limited by the lack of grounded understanding of what family 

is in different contexts, and an understanding of how families adapt to contextual stressors.  

 Using a combination of a literature review, meta-ethnography and critical reflection on 

how to strengthen humanitarian practice, this dissertation examines how families respond, adapt 

and can be better supported in natural disaster settings. Key findings are that families draw upon 

cultural strategies of adaptation to navigate changes in their environment and support their 

children’s well-being. These strategies are often disrupted by external humanitarian responders, 

however, hindering the ability of families to adapt and causing unintended harm. Current family-

level interventions are limited by their reliance on Northern conceptions of the nuclear family, 

their failure to recognize the rich diversity of family arrangements and supports that exist, and 

their predominant focus on dynamics within the family unit, often neglecting to fully consider 

the interactions families have with their social and physical surroundings. This dissertation 

provides evidence for why and how current interventions to strengthen families in humanitarian 

contexts should be realigned in a manner that gives greater attention to families’ adaptation 



  

 
 

strategies, including cultural and relational aspects, builds on local strengths and avoids causing 

unintended harm.   
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Glossary 

Numerous terms are used in this dissertation that have multiple definitions depending on the 

discipline within which they are used. Definitions for how the terms used here in this dissertation 

are therefore provided below.  

Adaptation: the process of changing in response to changes in the social and physical 

environment. 

Bonadaptation: the ability of a family to adapt positively to a crisis, continuing to perform 

familial functions and maintain integrity despite the stressors. 

Child protection: the prevention of, and response to, violence, abuse, exploitation, and neglect of 

children. 

Culture: socially transmitted and shared beliefs, practices, and symbols that shape people’s 

behaviour and worldview; the primary means of adaptation. 

Family resilience: the capacity of a family system to successfully adapt to adverse challenges. 

Feedback: information about system functioning that flows back to a system. 

First order construct: primary data reported in each paper, usually direct participant quotations 

Global North: description commonly used for high income countries in distinct parts of the 

world, includingcountries of the European Union, United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, 

Australia, and New Zealand.  

Hazard: a potential threat to humans and their welfare. 

Intensity: the observed or potential severity of a given natural hazard. 

Maladaptation: the inability of a family to adapt positively to a crisis; demonstrated by a 

disruption in the performance of familial functions and integrity. 

Matrifocal: a family structure where women in their role as mothers come to be the focus of 

relationships, rather than head of household.  

Metaphor: the themes, perspectives, organizers, and/or concepts revealed by qualitative studies. 
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Negative feedback: information that flows back to a system to reduce behavior that causes it to 

stay the same. 

Positive feedback: information that flows back to a system to reduce behavior that causes it to 

change. 

Resilience: the capacity of a system to successfully adapt to adversity, maintaining its identity 

and function.  

Second order construct: the way the authors interpretated primary data. 

Third order construct: higher level interpretations developed from an analysis of the first and 

second order constructs.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“As the world is continuing to experience natural disasters, 
it is important to understand more of the effects such events may have 

on families as a whole” 
- Lindgaard, C. et al (2009), p. 103 

 

This dissertation examines the impact of natural hazard-induced disasters on families in 

different settings, situating the research within the field of international humanitarian child 

protection action. This introductory chapter provides a brief background to natural hazard-

induced disasters and a rationale for a focus on the ways these disasters impact families. The 

chapter also describes the problem this dissertation seeks to address including the knowledge gap 

it aims to fill and presents the main objectives and research questions driving the dissertation and 

its overall structure.  

 

1.1 Background  

Among the crises international humanitarian child protection actors respond to, natural 

hazard-induced disasters1 are fast becoming a priority concern. Over the past decades, there has 

been a noted rise in frequency and intensity of disasters worldwide (International Federation of 

Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 2020). According to the United Nations Office for 

Disaster Risk Reduction (2020), the number of climate- and weather-related disaster events 

increased from 4,212 between 1980-1999 to 7,348 between 2000-2019, claiming the lives of an 

estimated 2.4 million people over both time periods and displacing an estimated 20 million 

people per year the past few years. Earthquakes, storms and floods, triggered the greatest number 

of disaster events in this time period between 2000-2019 (International Federation of Red Cross 

 
1 An explanation of why the term ‘natural hazard-induced disaster’ is used instead of ‘natural disaster’ is provided 
below and in the Glossary.  
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and Red Crescent Societies, 2020). Predictions suggest that this trend will continue, climate 

change is affecting weather and climate extremes all around the world and has become one of the 

most serious threats facing humanity (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2021; World 

Economic Forum, 2022). There is little doubt that an increase in the frequency and severity of 

extreme weather events will result in an even greater humanitarian burden in the future (Bell & 

Masys, 2020; Hallegatte, 2014; United Nations General Assembly, 2019). 

It is not the natural hazards themselves that are responsible for the disastrous outcomes, 

however. It is now widely recognized that humans are the root cause of much of the death, injury 

and damage that is triggered by natural hazard events (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk 

Reduction, 2022; World Bank, 2010). Disasters result from social processes that create and 

maintain vulnerabilities (Kelman, 2019). These manmade vulnerabilities, including poverty, 

insecurity, and inequality, turn an earthquake, storm, or flood into a disaster for affected 

populations. As such, it is no coincidence that people living in the more impoverished regions of 

the world are disproportionately affected by the extreme weather events. According to the United 

Nations Environment Program, just over 10 percent of the population in low-income contexts are 

exposed to natural hazards but account for over half of all casualties, whilst high income 

countries represent a sixth of human exposure to hazards, but account only for two percent of all 

victims (Peduzzi, Dao, & Herold, 2009, p. 1149). In other words, there is nothing purely natural 

about natural disasters, and so understanding the impact of natural hazards on population groups 

such as children and families means moving beyond an analysis of the intensity of a natural 

hazard to an analysis of the social environment where it strikes.   

Among populations affected by natural hazard-induced disasters, children are viewed as 

the most vulnerable group in all contexts across the globe. Not only do they usually constitute 
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the largest segment of the affected population, they are also particularly vulnerable due to their 

evolving capacities and their dependence on others to have their basic needs met (Bagattini, 

2019). This vulnerability puts children at an increased risk of suffering from physical injuries, 

sexual violence, and negative mental health and psychosocial effects among other negative 

outcomes (Kousky, 2016; Thurston, Stockl, & Ranganathan, 2021). Given their developmental 

status, children require the support of caregivers, community members and the society at large to 

mitigate the stressors they are faced with during these events (Dyregrov, Yule, & Olff, 2018b). 

In responding to natural hazard-induced disasters, international humanitarian child 

protection recognizes that children's well-being is strongly influenced by their social ecologies. 

One of the main elements of these ecologies -- the family -- has not until very recently been a 

central site for analysis or action in humanitarian settings (Bennouna, Fischer, Wessells, & 

Boothby, 2018; Forbes et al., 2019). The family as a social system has received little attention 

relative to other areas, even though it is both a generator of risks and a central influence on 

children’s well-being and resilience. This under attention is remarkable given what is known 

about the household as the milieu where violence against children disproportionately occurs, 

most often perpetrated by family members (Devries et al., 2018). It is also remarkable since 

nurturing familial relationships are known to have significant protective potential since they can 

buffer against the negative effects of adverse exposures and foster children’s resilience (Hawley 

& DeHaan, 1996; Ludy-Dobson & Perry, 2010; Shonkoff et al., 2012; Wright, Masten, & 

Narayan, 2013).   

Where the family has been the site for action in humanitarian settings, two aspects are 

striking about the nature of the interventions. First, the interventions implemented to date have 

predominantly addressed deficits within the family instead of building upon strengths. Examples 



  

4 
 

include children displaying problematic behaviors, parents using corporal punishment to 

reprimand children, or a lack of awareness amongst parents about child development. Second, 

the interventions have, for the most part, not been locally developed, but have been adapted from 

interventions with proven effectiveness in countries in the Global North (Haar, El-Khani, 

Molgaard, Maalouf, & Afghanistan field implementation, 2020; Sim, Costigan, Boone, & 

Armstrong, 2011; World Health Organization, 2016). Here, the Global North refers less to a 

geographic region than to the “relative power and wealth of countries in distinct parts of the 

world” (Braff & Nelson, 2022, p. 289). These countries include the United States, Canada, 

countries of the European Union, Japan, South Korea, Australia, and New Zealand. 

The international actors that design and frequently lead the implementation of 

interventions in humanitarian settings are often outsiders, external to the context (Overseas 

Development Institute, 2021; Peace Direct, 2021; Roepstorff, 2019). The technical guidance 

these actors use to guide interventions is developed at the global level and applied locally during 

humanitarian responses (Canavera, Lanning, Polin, & Stark, 2016; Hennon & Wilson, 2008). 

Frequently overlooked in the application of global guidance, is that affected populations have 

often had to deal with natural hazard-induced disasters in the past and have developed local 

strategies to cope with the fallout of the natural hazard event. In many humanitarian settings, 

family and kinship networks are at the forefront of immediate crisis response, helping children 

survive and cope with these events, whether or not international actors arrive on scene to support 

them (Berry & Reddy, 2010). The cultural adaptation strategies they use to cope, however, are 

for the most part unbeknownst to humanitarian responders.  
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1.2 Statement of the Problem 

Considering the rise in the frequency and intensity of natural hazard-induced disasters 

worldwide, the threats these pose to children, and the ubiquitous role families play in promoting 

children’s well-being, it is important to improve our understanding of how families can be better 

supported as protective environments for children during and after natural hazard-induced 

disasters.  

1.2.1 Gaps in knowledge 

In order to improve family strengthening interventions in the aftermath of natural hazard-

induced disasters, multiple knowledge gaps need to be addressed. Most critically, a contextually 

grounded understanding of the ways in which families are affected by, and adapt to, natural 

hazard-induced disasters in different settings does not exist among international humanitarian 

child protection actors. Historically, the international humanitarian child protection community 

has focused more on armed conflict and political violence than natural hazard-induced disasters 

in terms of researching the impact these types of humanitarian crises have on children’s 

protection needs (Cerna-Turoff, Fischer, Mayhew, & Devries, 2019; Dyregrov, Yule, & Olff, 

2018a), and how their well-being can be enhanced (Bosqui & Marshoud, 2018; Wessells, 2017).  

Much needed to improve family strengthening interventions is an understanding of what 

stressors families experience during and after natural hazard-induced disasters crises and how 

they adapt to changes in their social and physical environments (Weine et al., 2006; Wieling, 

2018). This includes a critical analysis of what constitutes a “family” in different settings, and 

how families relate to wider community and societal systems. Most research to date on family 

adaptation to crises comes from high income countries and has focused on smaller crisis events, 

such as the loss of a family member or divorce of parents, and not on family level adaption to the 
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humanitarian crises. Moreover, available models of family adaptation have not been tested for 

validity outside of high-income countries, raising questions about the cross-cultural relevance of 

the constructs in the models (Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008; 

Patterson, 2002).  

A grounded understanding of how families adapt to contextual stressors will enable the 

development of more appropriate and effective interventions to support them. Interventions are 

more effective and sustainable if they build upon the beneficial adaptation strategies that families 

already use, rather than imposing interventions from the outside. This approach also requires, an 

understanding of how families’ adaptations to crises affects their ability to provide care to their 

children. Research to date on the impact of crises on children’s well-being has focused 

predominantly on the association between individual level characteristics of children such as age 

and gender and individual level outcomes, with little attention to family dynamics as mediators 

or moderators of the effects (Bronstein & Montgomery, 2011; Reed, Fazel, Jones, Panter-Brick, 

& Stein, 2012). In this individualized approach, children’s well-being has largely been viewed as 

a function of children’s internal capacity to adapt to stressors (e.g., in terms of their self-efficacy 

and problem-solving skills among others), rather than as a function of the adaptive capacity of 

the family. The family is best seen as a dynamic system that plays a principal role in fostering or 

hindering children's well-being (Abramson, Park, Stehling-Ariza, & Redlener, 2010; Davies & 

Cicchetti, 2004; Davies & Sturge-Apple, 2014; Masten & Monn, 2015a; Pfefferbaum & North, 

2008).  

1.2.2 Consequences of knowledge gaps 

As a result of current gaps in knowledge, international humanitarian child protection 

actors may implement interventions that are inappropriate and cause unintended harm to children 
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and families in the aftermath of natural hazard-induced disasters. Due to poorly designed 

humanitarian action, children may be unintentionally separated from their caregivers or families 

may face discrimination due to harmful stereotypes or stigmatisation (Arnold, 2012; Dunn, 

Parry-Williams, & Petty, 2006; Wessells, 2009a). These acts of harm go against core 

humanitarian principles as provided in the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Movement and non-Governmental Organisations in Disaster Relief (International 

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies & International Committee of the Red 

Cross, 1994) and the Minimum Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action (Alliance 

for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). The Code of Conduct and Minimum 

Standards clearly state that humanitarian actors agree to respect local cultures and customs and 

commit to building upon local capacities in the response. 

The current gaps in knowledge also create pragmatic challenges for international 

humanitarian child protection actors. For one, it is impossible to design effective and culturally 

appropriate interventions to support families unless those designing the interventions understand 

what constitutes the family in different settings, what families need in times of crisis and what 

cultural strategies families leverage to address their needs. Relatedly, international humanitarian 

actors’ adaptation of global guidance to respect local culture and custom requires an 

understanding of the differences between the local culture and that of the drafters of the global 

guidance.  

Prevailing gaps in knowledge also reflect a bias in the way humanitarian child protection 

interventions focus on addressing problems and weaknesses within families, instead of building 

on their strengths. These strengths cannot be identified based on a theoretical model of family 

resilience developed in high income countries; they need to be identified locally. Only after 
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international humanitarian actors have identified the positive strategies families leverage as they 

adapt to different crisis situations, will they be in a good position to build on local capacities in 

the disaster response.   

1.3 Rationale and Aims  

With the goal of improving the well-being and protection of children affected by 

humanitarian crises, specifically natural hazard-induced disasters, this dissertation aims to 

improve current approaches to family strengthening used by the international humanitarian child 

protection community. Using a combination of a literature review, meta-ethnography and critical 

reflection on how to strengthen humanitarian practice, this dissertation provides evidence for 

why and how current interventions to strengthen families in humanitarian contexts should be 

realigned in a manner that gives greater attention to families’ adaptation strategies, including 

cultural and relational aspects, builds on local strengths and avoids causing unintended harm.  

The decision to focus on only natural hazard-induced disasters and not on other 

humanitarian crises that international humanitarian actors typically respond to including armed 

conflict and protracted crises is informed by three factors: first, time points for the onset of the 

crises are easier to pinpoint for extreme weather events than for conflicts or protracted crises. 

This is important since the dissertation seeks to understand how families adapt to the external 

triggers. Second, it is easier to identify the external trigger in an extreme weather event than it is 

in an armed conflict situation or a protracted crisis where the triggers take on a diversity of 

social, political, material forms, for example, shelling of civilians, use of hate speech, and others. 

And lastly, extreme weather events are experienced collectively and simultaneously by families 

in a given place, unlike armed conflict which may only target certain families and/or regions. 

This often leads to the assumption that all families described in a study have been affected in one 
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way or another by the natural hazard. The decision was also informed by the fact that the focus 

of international child protection work has historically been on situations of armed conflict. 

Considering the increase in the intensity and frequency of natural hazard events, and the relative 

lack of attention that these have received, it is particularly important to understand how these 

events affect children and their families.  

1.4 Research questions 

In line with the overall aims of the dissertation, the following main and auxiliary research 

questions will be analyzed.  

Background Literature Review  

1. What are the current views of families and approaches to supporting them by 

international humanitarian child protection actors, and in what ways are these views 

and approaches problematic?  

a. How have families been positioned, characterized and valued in the literature 

on child protection systems, with a special focus on literature and guidance 

produced by international child protection actors?  

b. What interventions are currently being implemented by international 

humanitarian child protection actors to ‘strengthen’ families in humanitarian 

crises, specifically natural hazard-induced disasters? 

c. What are the shortcomings in how the family has been viewed and responded 

to in times of crisis by international humanitarian child protection actors? 

2. What can international humanitarian child protection actors learn from other 

disciplines – anthropology, psychology, family therapy, complex adaptive systems - 

in terms of how families are defined and their responses to crises such as natural 

hazard-induced disasters are conceptualised? 

a. What key concepts and frameworks enrich our understanding of how families 

adapt to natural hazard-induced disasters in different settings? 

Meta-ethnography 
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3. How do families experience natural hazard-induced disasters and adapt to the changes 

these bring to their social and physical environments?  

a. What factors enable, and conversely hinder, the resilience of families, or their 

ability to successfully adapt to challenges that threaten their function, survival 

or development, in different contexts of natural hazard-induced disasters? 

Critical Reflection 

4. What are the implications of this learning for better supporting families and 

strengthening family interventions in contexts of natural hazard-induced disasters? 

 
1.5 Structure of the Dissertation 

The dissertation contains in six chapters. The first chapter introduces the topic of the 

impact of natural hazard-induced disasters on families, providing background to the research and 

stating its aims, objectives and the research questions.  

Chapter 2, the research background literature review, begins with an overview of what 

the family is, before reviewing existing literature on the impacts of natural hazard-induced 

disasters on families and ways in which international humanitarian child protection actors 

respond to support families. Gaps identified in the review are highlighted, to explain why the 

dissertation pursues the questions that it does. Key concepts and frameworks are identified in this 

review that provide the theoretical foundation for the meta-ethnography.  

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 constitute the meta-ethnography. The chapters introduce, describe 

and provide rationale for the meta-ethnographic method, present the findings of the meta-

ethnography and discuss what the findings mean respectively. Overall, the meta-ethnography 

synthesises qualitative evidence on how families adapt to natural hazard-induced disasters, 

identifying the factors and processes that influence the relationship between their experiences of 

a disaster and their ability to provide care for their members. Applying a multisystemic lens of 
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family resilience (Masten, Lucke, Nelson, & Stallworthy, 2021), the meta-ethnography produces 

hypotheses about which of the factors and processes enhance or limit the ability of families to 

successfully adapt in the aftermath of natural hazard-induced disasters. As part of the discussion 

in chapter 5, the results are compared to existing literature and areas are identified that support 

and contradict the findings.  

Chapter 6 examines the implications of the findings of the literature review and meta-

ethnography for practice. Critically reflecting on current practice to strengthen families within 

international child protection humanitarian action, this final chapter offers recommendations for 

international humanitarian child protection actors on how to strengthen practice for families 

affected by future natural hazard-induced disasters. 
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Chapter 2: Research Background Literature Review 

For children facing natural hazard-induced disasters, families play a critical role in 

ensuring their safety, survival and well-being. However, families are far from homogeneous and 

may be understood differently by humanitarian actors and disaster-affected people. In addition, 

families may be positioned in different ways by different stakeholders. Affected people may 

view families as the primary actors in supporting their children during natural disasters, whereas 

international humanitarian actors may view families in terms of their deficits or as sites for 

intervention. These differences can have significant implications for practice and therefore 

warrant careful attention. 

This chapter begins with a comparison of what family is in different cultures and 

societies around the world, highlighting some of the differences in family structure, function and 

meaning. In an effort to understand how families are impacted upon by natural hazard-induced 

disasters around the world, the review draws upon rich findings from a variety of disciplines 

including psychology, family studies, family therapy, and anthropology to put together a picture. 

Particular emphasis is placed on diverse disciplinary concepts and approaches that have not been 

explored by international humanitarian child protection actors to date but would arguably enrich 

the current understanding of how families adapt to natural hazard-induced disasters in different 

settings.  

The second half of the review provides a critical analysis of the work of international 

humanitarian child protection actors on families and child protection. It examines how family is 

defined and operationalised in humanitarian responses, and then analyzes the ways in which 

families are supported in the aftermath of crises. The chapter ends with a summary of the 
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shortcomings inherent in current approaches and the knowledge gaps the dissertation seeks to 

address.  

2.1 What is family? 

Although families exist all over the world, what they are and mean to their members, and 

the role and positioning of children within them has not been interrogated sufficiently by 

international humanitarian actors. This lack of interrogation and reflection opens the door for the 

projection or imposition of one’s own culturally constructed view of family, which may be 

unconsciously taken to be the universal norm. This section highlights the variation that exists 

among families worldwide in order to illustrate the cultural bias that underpins international 

humanitarian work on family strengthening.  

 
The family is, as far as we know, the toughest institution we have.  

It is, in fact, the institution to which we owe our humanity.  

— Margaret Mead (Berger, 2017, p. 69) 

 
The family is often described as the oldest and most fundamental social institution in the 

world (DeFrain & Asay, 2012). Archaeological evidence suggests that humans have lived in 

family-like arrangements since the beginning of mankind (Maynes & Waltner, 2012). As 

humans, we descended from ancestors who evolved in the “social context of domestic 

relationships”  (Maynes & Waltner, 2012, p. 117). These relationships were crucial to the 

survival and development of the human species, and they predated the existence of any other 

social institutions (Bowles & Gintis, 2011; Popenoe, 1988). Millenia later, human still live in 

families. Although families remain fundamental units of contemporary societies, the landscape 
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of social institutions around families have grown and families are no longer the sole guarantors 

of our children’s survival and development.  

Families today may be ubiquitous, but what family is, what family means, how family 

functions, and what family does differs from place to place (Berger, 2017). The domestic 

relationships of our common ancestors evolved over time into a diversity of family structures and 

ways of family life across cultures. Families today differ in their size, composition and 

membership, how they carry out core functions and, perhaps most importantly, how they see and 

define themselves. Family members in China, Sweden and Kenya have different understandings 

of what a family is and expectations of what a family does. This is because families define and 

see themselves and their specific functions in their cultural context, and in relation to other social 

institutions in their environment, which of course differ from society to society (Hennon & 

Wilson, 2008). Developing a universally acceptable definition of family has therefore been a 

challenging, and some scholars argue futile, undertaking (Cheal, 2008; Cowan, Field, Hansen, 

Skolnick, & Swanson, 2014; Hennon & Wilson, 2008). 

Although there is no definitional consensus, scholars agree that families carry out 

essential social functions such as regulating reproduction and caring for children, among others. 

These family functions and the manner in which they are carried out are informed by social 

norms (Berger, 2017). Norms exist in all families specifying what role the family has vis-à-vis 

the wider community, which family members can marry, how many wives/husbands they can 

have, whether they can have children with or without being married, how roles are distributed 

among family members, and how children are viewed and reared within the family. These norms 

not only define the family, but also provide the family with purpose and status. By upholding the 

norms, families promote the continuation of the societal status quo, which is also problematic. 
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Families may replicate social inequalities, for example, by ensuring that family members only 

marry within a certain caste, and perpetuate gender discrimination by favouring the male over 

the female child. As explained below, there is great variation in what families look like, what 

they are and what they do in different cultures (Bernardes, 1997). 

2.1.1 Variation across cultures and societies  

In the international humanitarian community, child protection actors often refer to the 

central role of the family, assuming the family is the same everywhere, when in fact it exhibits 

enormous variety. Anthropologists such as Margaret Mead have long recognized the tremendous 

diversity that exists and has helped inform categories that can be used to describe the variation 

among families around the world. Aspects of this categorization are used here to illustrate how 

families differ on the basis of their size and composition, residence pattern, descent, inheritance, 

and marriage.  

2.1.1.1 Size and composition of families 

To begin with size and composition, four types of family -- the nuclear family, the single-

parent family, the extended family and the joint family -- are often described by anthropologists. 

Additional family types exist, such as same-sex families, step- or reconstituted families, and 

families of choice, which are increasingly common in many countries, most notably in the 

Global North, but this section will focus on the four types most frequently described in the 

literature.  

The nuclear family, a term initially coined by the sociologist George Peter Murdock in 

his influential book Social Structures (1949), is also known as the traditional or conjugal family 

and is found mainly in industrialized regions of the world. Murdock defined the nuclear family 

as: “a social group characterized by common residence, economic cooperation, and reproduction. 
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It includes adults of both sexes, at least two of whom maintain a socially approved sexual 

relationship, and one or more children, own or adopted, of the sexually cohabiting adults” 

(Murdock, 1949, p. 1).   

At the time of Murdock’s writing, the nuclear family was the most prevalent form of 

family in the United States (U.S.) statistically seen, and thus constituted the norm. This norm still 

prevails as a cultural ideal, even though it does not reflect the reality and social developments 

that have taken place since the 1950s (Cheal, 2008). Today, children in the U.S. and in other 

countries in northwest Europe such as Sweden and the United Kingdom, are more likely to grow 

up in families where their parents are divorced or single (Pew Research Center, 2015). Many 

reasons have been put forward for these changes including urbanisation, changes in the 

institution of marriage, arrival of assisted reproductive technologies, increased employment of 

women in the workforce, and changes in laws, among others (Popenoe, 1988). Even so,  the 

nuclear family remains the ideal against which all other types of family are compared (Muncie & 

Sapsford, 1995). In fact, the nuclear family is often equated with the ‘family’ in common 

parlance as has been written into the cultural, legal and political narrative of ‘the family’ in the 

Global North (Bernardes, 1997; Zehelein, Carosso, & Rosende-Pérez, 2020).  

When one parent is absent in a nuclear family, it is often referred to as a single parent or 

non-conjugal family. Single parent families are increasingly common in countries in the Global 

North due to a rise in the number of divorces, and births outside of marriage, among other factors 

(Popenoe, 2005). A widowed parent with children also constitutes a single-parent family.  

When multiple nuclear families exist together as a family, anthropologists call this 

an extended or multinuclear family. The extended family has been defined as “a domestic 

group or composite of domestic groups consisting of two or more nuclear families linked 
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together through parent and child (patrilineal extended family, matrilineal extended 

family) or through siblings (fraternal or sororal extended family)” (Fox, 1967, p. 149).. 

Extended families are common in many African countries, such as Ghana and Kenya, in 

countries in the Middle East such as Lebanon, Iran and Oman, and in the Caribbean 

(Hennon & Wilson, 2008). In these contexts, families do not describe themselves as 

‘extended’, however, since the extended form is the norm and is part of the local 

narrative of the family (Al-Barwani & Albeely, 2007; Njue, Rombo, & Ngige; Young & 

Ansell, 2008).  

Variations exist among forms of extended families. Not all extended families 

reside together as domestic groups, for example. Labor migration, especially in 

industrialized or urban contexts, or other historical events such as plantation slavery can 

result in extended family being spread across separate households. In the Caribbean 

region, for example, the family is said to have “always extended widely and spanned 

household, village and national boundaries” (Barrow, 2010, p. 40). Children in these 

families often participate in labor migration, some traveling abroad to earn money for the 

family which their families, and they themselves, often view positively as it reflects the 

normative expectation (Bosick, 2015). 

In Iran, extended families also live in multiple residential units. Here, “large 

networks of extended family members of various generations” are often “separated by 

residential dwelling” even though they share resources and familial responsibilities 

(Aghajanian, 2008, p. 267). Similarly in the Philippines family are characterized as 

“residentially nuclear but functionally extended” (Castillo, 1979, p. 116). Smaller 

‘nuclear’ units commonly live in separate households but continue to have strong bonds 
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with extended family, as relatives “pool resources, participate in joint activities, share 

responsibilities, and assist each other financially and emotionally even while not sharing 

a common residence” (Medina, 2008, p. 360). In this arrangement, the boundaries of a 

physical dwelling do not dictate the boundaries of who belongs to the family, and where 

responsibility for the well-being of others lies. Childcare is a good example as children 

are often taken care of by different members of the extended family across households.  

Extended family members can also be limited to only blood relations, as is the 

case in Cuba where “Cubans believe they are linked by families ties to their blood 

relatives: father, mother, uncles, cousins, grandfathers, and so on” but “partners [husband 

or wife] are not considered part of their family” (Estrada & Canals, 2008, p. 475). 

Alternatively, in some cultures, extended family goes beyond those related by blood or 

marriage. In South Africa, for instance, (extended) family can include “people who eat 

together, share economic resources and/or who live together at any particular point in 

time” (Ziehl, 2008, p. 184). This understanding of who belongs to family and what it 

means to belong is important as it informs whom people turn to in times of crisis and 

what expectations they have of them to help. This understanding is also important as it 

sheds light on children’s sense of identity and belonging, as this is informed by a familial 

unit that in many instances extends far beyond just their biological parents as caregivers.  

Scholars in India and China describe a type of family composition that fits the 

definition of neither the nuclear family nor the extended family. This is the joint family.  

Missing from the definitions of nuclear and extended families, according to the 

Indian sociologist I. P. Desai (1964), is a feeling of ‘jointness’ that family members in 

India have that connects family members. This feeling informs exchanges that take place 
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and “rights and obligations between persons” within the family (Desai, 1956, p. 154). 

Joint families, which have existed in India and in China for thousands of years, have been 

defined by the anthropologist Iravati Kavre as “a group of people who generally live 

under one roof, who eat food cooked at one hearth, who hold property in common and 

who participate in common worship and are related to each other as some particular type 

of kindred” (Karve, 1968, p. 8; Wang, 2008). Karve recognizes that in some instances 

some members of the joint family may not live and eat together as they must move for 

work, but they remain a part of the joint family and will refer to their “ancestral seat or 

locality” (p. 8) as the base of their family. Two additional characteristics of joint families 

are that they have a generational depth of at least three generations (Karve, 1968), and 

they share income, forming “a corporate economic unit” (Levinson & Malone, 1980, p. 

86). For children growing up in these families, they experience multiple generations of 

caregivers and look to a variety of family members with an expectation of support in 

times of need. Strong interdependence exists among family members in these families, so 

much so, that more emphasis is placed on the family and familial relationships than 

individual and spousal relationships (Deosthale & Hennon, 2008). Margery Wolf’s 

ethnography The House of Lim (1968) provides a lived example of strong familial 

relationships in joint families in China. Here, joint families are more common among 

wealthier families, and it is the son that brings his wife to live in a three generational joint 

family (Bodley, 1994).  

2.1.1.2 Marriage 

The number of spouses a man or woman can have is also a distinguishing feature of 

families. Monogomous families, the most prevalent marriage pattern around the world, have one 
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husband and one wife. Yet polygamy, in which men have more than one wife, is also widely 

practiced. Half of the families in Cameroon are described as polygamous, and polygamy is also 

practiced among the Mormons in the U.S., some communities in Kenya, Israel and Sierra Leone, 

Ghana among other places (Al-Krenawi, 2014). The converse occurs among polyandrous 

families, such as the Nyinba of Tibet, the Todos of the Nilgiri Hills in South India and on the 

Marquesas Islands in the South Pacific, where it is women who have multiple husbands. 

Polyandry is thought to be practiced in societies when there is a shortage of women, often as a 

consequence of higher mortality rates among female infants (Levine, 1988) or to reduce the 

potential of inheritance related conflict between sibling brothers (Leach, 2004). Polyandry may 

be fraternal, meaning several brothers share the same wife as is observed among the Nyinba in 

Tibet or it may be non-fraternal in that the husbands are unrelated.  

Differences also exist between families in different cultures in how marriage is viewed, 

how spouses are selected, and what rules around marriage exist including who is responsible for 

children. All societies have some level of rules surrounding marriage. In some societies these 

rules are codified into law, specifying for example the minimum age of marriage, and in others 

the rules exist as non-codified cultural codes. Societies may be endogamous, in which case 

marriage is only permitted within the kin group, or exogamous where marriages between kin are 

prohibited. An example of the latter exists among the Kondaiyankottai Maravar of South India. 

Here, families are thought to have family deities, or gods, and no family member is allowed to 

marry a family member that has the same god (Good, 1981). Marriage may be viewed 

romantically as an institution of love as it is predominantly in the Global North, or it may be 

“viewed as an alliance of two families, not two individuals” as is the case in the Philippines and 

elsewhere (Medina, 2008). Where marriage is seen as an alliance, it is often arranged by family 
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members who select an appropriate spouse. Where views on marriage differ cross-culturally, 

people are quick to make moral judgements as is the case for issues of child marriage or 

polygamy.   

The institution of marriage not only specifies who is allowed to marry whom, it also sets 

biological expectations and serves social functions. In northern Ghana and in other African 

countries, for example, the payment of bride wealth signifies a woman’s requirement to bear 

children for the newly wedded couple (Horne, Dodoo, & Dodoo, 2013). In terms of social 

functions, marriage allocates caretaking and economic responsibilities, and it conveys status in 

many cultures. The Andros of Manipur in India illustrate the status that is attributed to marriage 

in some cultures in that those who are unmarried are regarded as incomplete individuals. By 

virtue of being unmarried, they also transmit a lower social status to their family members; an 

unmarried daughter lowers the status of her father for instance, until she is married (Manibabu, 

2015). Marriage also acts as a regulator of social activity among the Andros, in that only married 

women are able to engage in pottery making which is a craft the Andros are well-known for.  

2.1.1.3 Descent, residence and inheritance among families 

Descent, inheritance, and residence, or where and with whom a couple resides after 

marriage, are three additional categorizing features of families around the world that are 

important from a child protection perspective. These are important as they inform family 

identity, they specify a family member’s allegiance in terms of the wider kin group and specify 

which lineage children belong to. This claim to lineage means a child can claim the resources of 

the lineage but must also carry the responsibilities of the kin group. In patrilocal families, which 

prevail among joint families in India and rural China, a woman moves in with her husband after 

marriage, joining his family in their residence. In these families, descent and inheritance are 
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defined through the male line, making them patrilineal. In matrilocal families, on the other hand, 

a man moves in with his wife and her kin group after marriage. Here, daughters are valued more 

highly than sons since descent is recorded through the female line and authority is vested in a 

female head of family. Matrilocal families are found among the Bemba of Zambia and Congo 

(Whiteley & Slaski, 1950), the Mundurucú Indians of the lower Amazon in Brazil (Murphy, 

1956), and the Minangkabau of Sumatra, Indonesia who incidentally constitute the largest 

matrilineal society in the world (Simon, 2014). Avunculocal families also exist in matrilineal 

societies such as the Losap of Micronesia and the Trobriand Islanders of the South Pacific, 

although these families have a different residence pattern altogether (Fischer, 1955). In these 

families, couples move in with the brother of the husband’s mother. It is from their uncle that the 

couple with inherit everything.    

Where married couples are free to choose whether they reside with the husband’s or the 

wife’s family, these are called bi- or ambilocal families. And in neolocal families, the residence 

of a married couple is “not linked spatially to that of the groom’s or the bride’s kin” (Keesing, 

1975, p. 150). This latter form of residence is common among nuclear families.  

2.1.2 Importance of understanding variation in families 

The famous anthropologist Margaret Mead is quoted to have said once: “As families go, 

so goes the nation” (Zigler, Kagan, & Klugman, 1983, p. xi). With this, Mead highlights that 

families are defined by, and have great influence upon, other social institutions in their 

environment. When considering variations that exist in family across cultures and societies, it is 

therefore important to not only consider the ways in which families differ, but also why the 

variation exists. One answer, as Mead alludes to, is that families influence the social institutions 

surrounding them as much as other social institutions influence families. In other words, families 
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develop and change along with the dynamics in their social and physical environments. The 

nuclear family, for example, is said to have emerged in the sixteenth century out of changes that 

took place “in the relationship between families and the communities that contained them” 

(Popenoe, 1988, p. 64). Historians point out that prior to industrialization, it would have been 

inconceivable to have a nuclear family that was clearly differentiated from the community. The 

nuclear family unit arose in response to societal and economic demands. Conversely, we are 

currently witnessing a “post-nuclear family” trend in many countries of the Global North, where 

individualistic values prevail, many family functions are performed by social institutions outside 

of the family, such as child care centers and schools, and there are decreasing rates of marriage, 

increasing number of children born out of wedlock, increasing rates of divorce and declining 

numbers of extended families (Popenoe, 1988, p. 298).  

What the anthropological review of families also shows us, is that families are diverse not 

only in their structure and function, but also in the meaning they hold for family members. 

Meaning differs considerably between families in different cultures, as it depends on who is 

doing the defining. It is therefore futile to view the family as a single construct or homogenous 

unit across cultures. Families are dynamic systems that are best understood in relation to their 

cultural context and environment. Given the dynamic and diverse nature of families, it is 

reasonable to expect that this will likely lead to variations in how families attempt to adapt to and 

cope with crises such as natural hazard-induced disasters. 

 
2.2 Impact of natural hazard-induced disasters on families 

What is known about the ways in which families are impacted upon by natural hazard-

induced disasters? What is the nature of this knowledge and is it transferable across cultures? 

The international humanitarian child protection community has much to learn from disciplines 
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such as psychology, family studies and anthropology, as these have long traditions of trying to 

ascertain the effects of crises on populations. The international child protection community can 

learn not only from the findings of research undertaken in different disciplines but from the 

historical blind spots and limitations these fields of study and practice acknowledge they have. 

This section explores research that has been undertaken within different fields of study on the 

family in context of humanitarian crises. It identifies key concepts and approaches that would 

arguably enrich the understanding of international humanitarian child protection actors of how 

families adapt to natural hazard-induced disasters, and help the community critically reflect on 

current practice.  

2.2.1 Psychology  

There is a long tradition of researching the impact of traumatic events on populations in 

the field of psychology. Historically, this research has focused on the impacts at an individual 

level, however, not the family. It has also typically focused on identifying negative mental health 

and psychosocial outcomes that resulted from the exposure as opposed to positive responses that 

helped children cope with the situation. Where positive responses or adaptation was looked into, 

this was done in research on children’s resilience, where risk and protective factors that 

influenced a child’s ability to cope with traumatic events were identified (Rutter, 1987; Wright et 

al., 2013). Within resilience research a shift is under way towards a developmental systems 

perspective which recognizes the importance of the systems in which children are embedded as 

opposed to individual characteristics of children (Rutter, 2012; Wright et al., 2013). Masten 

(2020) provides a definition of resilience that is scalable across systems, viewing resilience as 

“the capacity of a dynamic system to adapt successfully to challenges that threaten the function, 

survival or development of the system”. Ungar (2016) also emphasizes this in his definition of  
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family resilience as “a multilevel process of interaction between families and other systems in 

complex or challenging environments that facilitates a family’s capacity to cope with adversity 

over time” (p. 20).  

Current approaches to studying resilience acknowledge the importance and influence of 

social ecologies in children’s development and view resilience as the result of dynamic 

interactions between children and their environment, not as a static characteristic of individuals 

(Masten & Monn, 2015b; Wright et al., 2013). The developmental systems perspective 

acknowledges that although the role of the parents and parent-child relationships have been the 

focus of child resilience research, more research is needed on the adaptation of families as social 

systems to changes in their physical and social environments (Masten, 2015). According to 

Masten and Monn (2015b), “adaptation and development of a family reflects many levels of 

interaction within the family and with the systems the family encounters. In other words, 

contemporary systems models assume that many systems interact or “coact” to shape the course 

of development in an individual or a family” (p. 6).  

To date, few studies have been undertaken that operationalize this developmental systems 

perspective in natural hazard-induced disasters, however. Most common to this research has been 

a focus on the individual child (see, for example, Adeback, Schulman, & Nilsson, 2018); 

Navarro et al. (2014)). At times, studies have focused on the parent-child dyad (e.g. Felix, 

Kaniasty, You, and Canino (2016)). Virtually absent has been a focus on the impact of natural 

hazard induced disasters families as whole units with interacting parts. Notable also within the 

research conducted, is that individuals belonging to the “White, middle class” in countries of the 

Global North stand out as the segment of the global population that have received greatest 

attention (Cowan et al., 2014, p. ix). Although recognition of the importance of cross- and multi-
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cultural perspectives is growing within the field of psychology, Wong and Wong (2006) capture 

the dilemma well when they write: “The major flaw in Euro-American psychology is not that it 

is Eurocentric, but that it fails to recognize that it is Eurocentric” (p. 4). 

2.2.2 Family studies and family therapy  

 As one would expect within the fields of family studies and family therapy, there has 

been a greater focus on how the family as a social unit experiences crises. These studies have 

mainly focused on smaller scale crises that families experience, such as the loss of a family 

member (F. Walsh & McGoldrick, 1991) and the integration of persons with specific health 

needs such as traumatic brain injury (Frain, Dillahunt-Aspillaga, Frain, & Ehkle, 2014), and 

developmental delays (Frantz, Hansen, Squires, & Machalicek, 2018). A small sub-stream of 

work has emerged over the past decade exploring how families adapt to larger scale 

humanitarian crises, albeit only in countries of the Global North. These studies have explored the 

impact of wildfires on families in Canada (Botey & Kulig, 2014), family adjustment and 

resilience in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina (Knowles, Sasser, & Garrison, 2010; Peek, 

Morrissey, & Marlatt, 2011) and the impact of the 2004 Southeast Asia tsunami on Norwegian 

families who were affected by the natural disaster (Rehnsfeldt & Arman, 2012). Characteristic of 

this research has been a narrow focus on the family and the dynamics that occur within it, with 

less attention paid to how the family interacts with larger systems (Ungar, 2016). A further 

characteristic of family research has been that it uses principles from general systems theory to 

explore the ways in which a crisis event changes how family members relate to each other, 

creating new dynamics for the whole family. 

One area where the minority experience has come into focus is with regards to the 

refugee experience. Exploring the resettlement experience of families, numerous studies have 
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been undertaken to identify the acculturation and adjustment processes families go through and 

the effects these have on family relationships and family functioning. As such, the studies do not 

explore how families experienced the initial crises in their home countries which caused them to 

flee. Instead, they focus on the process of being resettled to another country. Prominent in this 

research are countries that offer large scale resettlement programs such as those in Canada 

(Heymann, Rousseau, Morantz, Martin, & Banerji, 2013; McLuhan, 1995; Racine & Lu, 2015), 

Sweden (Samarasinghe & Arvidsson, 2002), Australia (Jenkinson, Edwards, De Maio, & Silbert, 

2016; McMichael, Gifford, & Correa-Velez, 2011), the Netherlands (Muller, 2010), New 

Zealand (Choummanivong, Poole, & Cooper, 2014; Deng & Marlowe, 2013) and the United 

States (Frounfelker, Assefa, Smith, Hussein, & Betancourt, 2017; Gangamma, 2018; McCleary, 

2017; Weine, 2008).  

Early on, research in family studies and family therapy used a deficits model and 

emphasized the structural aspects of families, such as on whether parents were divorced or caring 

for children alone, and how that situation changed over the years (Becvar, 2013). Here the focus 

has been on identifying “problems or weaknesses of families or the individuals within the family” 

instead of strengths (DeFrain & Asay, 2012). This focus on structure was later replaced with a 

focus on family processes and family resilience as it was recognized that structure alone could not 

explain all the variation in outcomes. This transformation was also the result of a recognition that 

families can be sources of strength and not all families facing adversity experience dysfunction 

(DeFrain & Asay, 2012; Nichols, 2013).  

A series of models of family resilience that aim to illustrate how families adapt to, and 

function under, stressful situations have been developed since the late 1940s, although all were 

developed in high income countries and none specifically for humanitarian crises. Prominent 
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were the ABCX Family Crisis model (Hill, 1949), which is often described as the first family-

stress framework, and its successor the Double ABCX model (McCubbin & Patterson, 1983). 

Both models explore the effects of stress on family systems, explaining how three factors - 

stressors (A), the resources available to the family to address stressors (B) and the family’s 

perception of stressors and its ability to address them (C) - give rise to (X) which is the crisis. 

The Double ABCX model added a focus on how life stressors influenced a family’s ability to 

adapt and described the post-crisis adaptation processes of families (Turner, 2009). Adaptation, 

according to the Double ABCX model, can be positive (bonadaptation) or negative 

(maladaptation). In bonadaptation, families perform key functions such as caring for, and 

supporting the health of their members and maintaining integrity. In maladaptation, a balance is 

not achieved and there is a deterioration of health, integrity and overall functioning of the family 

(McCubbin & Patterson, 1983).   

In the late 1980s, the Double ABCX model was built upon by Patterson (1988) who 

produced the Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) model. The FAAR model, 

which included three levels of systems --the individual, the family and the community-- analyzed 

the relationship between family systems and health/ill-health by “linking physiological models 

with psychological models of stress with social/family models of stress” (Patterson, 1988, p. 

203). By so doing, the FAAR model puts forward the notion that stress shares commonalities 

regardless of which level it targets. In particular, sources of stress are usually physical or 

psychological demands; mediators of stress are usually physical, psychological or social 

resources; and outcomes of stress change the ways in which systems function, at all levels 

(Patterson, 1988). At the individual level, this can be understood as a person getting sick, with 

the illness changing the way their body or system works. At the family level, this analysis 
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suggests that when the family experiences a stressor such as the birth of a child or the chronic 

illness of a member, this alters the way in which the family functions.     

The FAAR model illustrates how family systems try to maintain balanced functioning or 

equilibrium in the face of stressors by focusing on four components: family demands, family 

capabilities, family meanings and family adaptation. Drawing on the work of Lazarus & 

Folkman, (1984), the FAAR model recognizes the role that cognitive appraisal of the situation 

plays in how families understand the stressor and cope with it (Patterson, 1988). Unlike the 

earlier Double ABCX model, the FAAR model includes an adjustment and an adaptation phase, 

suggesting that families first adjust to stressors using existing capabilities before adapting, which 

implies that they have acquired new resources, reduced stressors and alterations in how they 

perceive their situation or attribute meaning to it (Patterson, 1988). These phases or adjustment 

and adaptation are meant to be viewed as repeating over time, highlighting the dynamic nature of 

system responses to stress.  

Most recently, Froma Walsh (2016, 2021) developed a conceptual framework that 

embraces a developmental systems perspective. This perspective highlights the transactional 

processes that occur both within families and between families and the social environment. In 

Walsh’s framework, family resilience refers to, “the capacity of the family, as a functional 

system, to withstand and rebound from adversity” (F. Walsh, 2021, p. 256). The framework 

assumes that crises affect not only individuals but the whole family, and that there are a number 

of key family processes that mediate the bonadaptation or maladaptation of the family and its 

individual members. These processes include facilitative beliefs, such as marking meaning out of 

adversity, having a positive outlook and spirituality, organizational processes including being 

flexible, being connected by providing support, and mobilizing resources, and communication 
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processes which including giving clear messages, sharing emotions, and engaging in 

collaborative problem solving (F. Walsh, 2021). These processes of family resilience are viewed 

from an ecological perspective in terms of how families engage with community and social 

networks and negotiate resources, and a developmental perspective that acknowledges the life 

cycle of families and the changing demands they face over time.  

Although other models of family resilience have been developed (e.g. Teixeira de Melo 

and Alarcão (2011) and Olson (2000)), these models have mostly remained empirically untested 

outside of high income countries. Further analysis of the context is essential since the models 

emphasize the construction of meaning, the balancing of demands placed on families by the 

community, and the negotiation of resources to address demands. Each of these processes is 

strongly influenced by the context and cultural considerations. It may be, as Feldman and 

Masalha (2007) suggest, that culture presents the “most neglected topic in the study of risk and 

resilience” (p. 2). 

To illustrate this point, it is telling that only one systematic review explored determinants 

of family resilience that have been empirically validated in low- and middle-income countries 

(Bhana & Bachoo, 2011). Although that review draws upon both Patterson and Walsh’s multi-

level framework, it includes a small sample of 17 studies, two of which focus on poor 

populations in high-income countries. Pointing out the limitations of the quality and quantity of 

the studies reviewed, the review noted that most of the studies use qualitative methods with non-

representative samples and focused solely on specific stressors or special population groups 

(Bhana & Bachoo, 2011).  

Published following the aforementioned systematic review, a descriptive study of family 

resilience was conducted in a low resource informal settlement in South Africa. It drew upon 
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Walsh’s definition of family resilience with the aim to challenge the prevailing “focus on family 

pathology” in South Africa. It found that “precolonial values of communitarianism, collective 

and shared responsibility” contribute to family resilience, along with determination to survive, 

rising above challenging economic conditions and building networks in- and outside of the 

community (Raniga & Mthembu, 2017, p. 277). The authors recognize, however, that the sample 

was very small (23 women heads of households) and lament the lack of attention family 

resilience has received as an area of research in this part of the world.  

2.2.3 Anthropology 

From Morgan’s instrumental piece Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human 

Family (1870) to Malinowski’s (1922) research on kin relations on the Trobriand Islands and 

Langness' ethnography of the Bena Bena in Papua New Guinea (1964), kinship has been a 

central topic of exploration in anthropology since the beginnings of the discipline. In addition to 

research conducted on families around the world, recently, small sub-fields of research have 

emerged which are also highly relevant as they relate to children’s well-being and humanitarian 

settings. These are the anthropology of disaster (Hoffman & Barrios, 2020; Oliver-Smith, 1996, 

2009; Oliver-Smith & Hoffman, 1999), the anthropology of migration (Fagerlid & Tisdel, 2020), 

and the anthropology of childhood (Lancy, 2008; Vitale, 2014). Each of these sub-fields of study 

contain pockets of research that describe and explore the experience of families in humanitarian 

crises in different cultures and societies around the world.  

In the anthropology of migration, for example, the lived experience of Muslim and Pandit 

refugee families in Kashmir has been explored (Datta, 2017; Dhingra & Arora, 2017; Robinson, 

2013), as have the worlds of Tigrayan refugee families in Ethiopia (Hammond, 2004), Hazara 
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families in Pakistan (Monsutti, 2016) and internally displaced families in Sudan (Harrell-Bond, 

1986), Tanzania (Malkki, 1995), and across northeast Africa (Allen, 1996).  

The anthropology of disaster, which focuses on the experiences of populations with 

natural hazard-induced disasters, has developed concepts that are highly relevant to the questions 

raised in this dissertation. The sub-field emerged in the 1970s and 1980s when ecological 

anthropologists pointed out the need to analyze human responses to, and causes of, natural 

hazard-induced disasters (Hoffmann & Oliver-Smith, 2002). Hewitt (1983) challenged the 

dominant view that disasters occur as a result of ‘abnormal’ natural hazards that disrupt ‘normal’ 

life and bring about a collapse of social order. Instead, he argued that natural hazards are 

‘normal’ geophysical phenomena, that do not themselves produce a breakdown of social order, 

but that social disorder and inequities exist beforehand. The dominant view that suggests 

otherwise is merely a reflection of “the singular social context of its origins” (Hewitt, 1983, p. 3).  

In addition to challenging how natural hazard induced disasters are viewed, 

anthropologists in this sub-field have also challenged how other disciplines define and 

understand concepts such as culture. The anthropologist Emilio Moran (2008), for example, 

suggests that to view culture only as a series of shared symbols and beliefs misses the more 

salient point which is that – since culture constitutes learned knowledge with which we interpret 

the world around us and from which we generate behaviour – it is “the primary means of 

adaptation for Homo sapiens” (p. 333). To understand a culture, therefore, is to understand how 

individuals, families and communities have learned to adapt to their environment in a particular 

place at a given time. In fact, one could go so far as proposing that cultures can be understood, in 

part, as the products of adaptation to natural hazards (Bankoff, 2003). Furthermore, Moran 

(2008) points out since the world around us is not “cognitively neutral” humans “imbue the 
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world with meaning” and these cultural meanings need to be understood in order to understand 

how families adapt to crises (p. 56). This calls for an examination of what meaning natural 

hazard induced disasters have and what is deemed stressful by local families in each context. 

Underscoring the importance of subjective meaning, the anthropologist Astier Almedom asks the 

question in her work, “resilience to what?” (Almedom, 2008). In studies it is often assumed that 

the natural hazard is the main stressor in the lives of families. Questioning this assumption is 

helpful as in most cases the disaster itself has less to do with the natural hazard and more to do 

with the way in which everyday life was changed, and new ways of navigating this life have to 

be identified.  

In understanding what causes disasters, researchers in the anthropology of disaster 

explore “historically produced patterns of vulnerability” in different contexts, and seek to 

understand the consequences of disasters on populations (Hoffmann & Oliver-Smith, 2002, p. 3). 

This is done by examining the contexts in which disasters occur, analyzing issues of power, 

wealth distribution and marginalization within these, among other issues. Ethnographic work has 

been conducted in a variety of disaster contexts including in Argentina after urban flooding 

(Ullberg, 2013), in Banda Aceh after the Southeast Asia Tsunami (P. Daly, 2018), and most 

recently on COVID-19 preparedness and response in West Africa (Thiongane, 2020). Unique to 

this ethnographic literature is a privileging of context in the exploration of how communities and 

families within these experience disasters, how meaning is constructed through social 

interactions and how family systems interact with other social systems in the process of 

recovery. This literature is rich as it describes emic perspectives on adaptation processes and 

risks that arise for children within families in crisis settings. This literature has not been fully 

explored or leveraged by international humanitarian actors as it should be. 
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2.2.4 Summary of key ideas: impact of disasters on families 

 In conclusion, research conducted to date on the impact of natural hazard-induced 

disasters points to the active engagement of families with natural hazards as part of their cultural 

heritage and learned ways of behaving. Appreciating families are active agents in their own 

adaptation, it is helpful to shift the focus from a purely deficit’s lens of families to one of family 

resilience in times of crisis, and to pay more attention to the systems within which families are 

embedded. These social, political and cultural systems differ considerably around the world, 

which is why the historical focus on dominant or the majority segments of the population within 

countries of the Global North needs to be challenged, and additional perspectives and analyses 

from the Global South are needed.  

 
2.3 Approaches to working with families after disasters 

 How does the international humanitarian child protection community view the family? 

And what approaches are currently being used to support families in natural hazard-induced 

disasters? This section reviews how international humanitarian child protection actors  

define the family, understand how families are impacted upon by natural hazard-induced 

disasters and approach support them in times of crisis. In this, it describes the conceptual frame 

that is used by the international child protection community and the interventions that are 

implemented to strengthen families in humanitarian crises. The section ends with a summary of 

the knowledge gaps and shortcomings in approaches that this dissertation aims to address.   

2.3.1 The family as viewed by international humanitarian child protection actors 

Dominant approaches to supporting families in times of crisis have been shaped by the 

way the international humanitarian child protection community has conceptualised child 

protection systems. It is therefore helpful to begin this part of the review with an overview of 
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child protection systems, with specific attention to the positioning, characterization and value of 

the family within the literature related to international child protection.  

2.3.1.1 Evolution of concept of child protection systems  

Initially introduced into the international child protection sector in the early 2000s, the 

concept of child protection systems has gained traction in framing programmatic humanitarian 

child protection responses (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2021). Prior to the introduction of 

the concept of child protection systems, international humanitarian interventions were designed 

to respond to specific needs of individual children through delineated responses. These responses 

were developed in line with different categories of vulnerable children such as orphans, street 

children, children engaged with child labor and so on. However, since the issues interacted and 

particular children faced risks associated with multiple issues, work in diverse areas encouraged 

movement toward a more systemic approach. In 2006, the UN Secretary-General’s seminal 

World Report on Violence against Children championed a systems approach by calling upon 

States and actors to “develop a multi-faceted and systematic framework to respond to violence 

against children” [emphasis added] (Pinheiro, 2006, p. 18). This resonated with the ‘Protective 

Framework Environment’ (Landgren, 2005) approach introduced earlier by UNICEF and 

ultimately led to a shift among international child protection organisations in their approach.  

Pursuant to the 2006 World Report, UN agencies recommended that States, “promote the 

establishment and implementation of child protection systems, in accordance with international 

obligations of States concerned, and to which children under their jurisdiction should have non-

discriminatory access” (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2007, p. 5). Non-

governmental organisations were quick to follow with announcements of a focus on children 

protection systems (Forbes, Luu, Oswald, & Tutnjevic, 2011; Save the Children UK, 2008; Terre 
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des Hommes, 2014). The result was an historical shift away from an ‘issue-based’ approach, 

which was seen as inefficient, fragmented and siloed. The shift gave rise to a focus on child 

protection systems, which child protection agencies saw as an effective way of addressing 

protection risks for all children in a non-fragmented, holistic way (Alliance for Child Protection 

in Humanitarian Action, 2019; Barnett & Wedge, 2009; Save the Children UK, 2008; United 

Nations Children’s Fund, 2019, 2021; Wessells, 2015). 

2.3.1.2 Positioning of the family within child protection systems 

Save the Children was the first agency to formally introduce the child protection systems 

approach in 2008 (Save the Children, 2008), even though it had made reference to the 

importance of building national child protection systems already one year earlier (Save the 

Children UK, 2007). According to Save the Children’s 2008 definition, child protection systems 

are “comprehensive approaches to the protection of children from abuse, neglect, exploitation, 

and violence and to the fulfilment of children’s rights to protection. The foundations of such 

systems are the state’s human rights obligations” (Save the Children UK, 2008, p. 5). Moreover, 

it was specified that child protection systems are:  

“made up of a set of components that, when properly coordinated, work together to 

strengthen the protective environment around each child. These components include 

a strong legal and policy framework for child protection, adequate budget allocations, 

multi-sectoral coordination, child-friendly preventive and responsive services, a child 

protection workforce, oversight and regulation, robust data on child protection issues, 

etc.” (Save the Children UK, 2008, p. 5).  

It is notable that even though there is mention of the protective environment, any direct 

mention of family or the community, is markedly absent.  
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The same year, UNICEF also shared its first definition of child protection systems through its 

2008 Child Protection Strategy. Therein, child protection systems were defined as:  

“the set of laws, policies, regulations and services needed across all social sectors — 

especially social welfare, education, health, security and justice – to support 

prevention and response to protection-related risks. These systems are part of social 

protection and extend beyond it. At the level of prevention, their aim includes 

supporting and strengthening families to reduce social exclusion, and to lower the risk 

of separation, violence and exploitation” (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2008, p. 

4).  

Although this definition positioned the family as central to preventing harm, it implies that 

families stand outside of the child protection system since one of the system’s aims is to 

strengthen and support families. Four years later in 2012, UNICEF adopted a somewhat broader 

definition which still holds for the organisation today. In this revised definition, families are 

specifically mentioned as part of child protection systems, yet the wording implies that they play 

a subsidiary role to other components such as laws, policies and services. The definition states 

child protection systems are:  

“Certain formal and informal structures, functions and capacities that have been 

assembled to prevent and respond to violence, abuse, neglect, and exploitation of 

children. A child protection system is generally agreed to be comprised of the 

following components: human resources, finance, laws and policies, governance, 

monitoring and data collection as well as protection and response services and care 

management. It also includes different actors – children, families, communities, those 

working at sub-national or national level and those working internationally. Most 



  

38 
 

important are the relationships and interactions between and among these components 

and these actors within the system. It is the outcomes of these interactions that 

comprise the system.” (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2013a, 2021) 

The choice of the term ‘assembled’ in the definition is also noteworthy as it 

implies that systems are structures, capacities and functions that can be engineered or 

established as opposed to organic structures that develop on their own.  

Using similarly broad wording, Plan International defines child protection systems as “a 

comprehensive, interactive and sustainable series of functions and structures including laws, 

policies, and services (at all levels) within a country with the purpose of preventing and 

responding to all forms of violence against all children in that country” (Plan International, 2015, 

p. 8). Here, too, the importance of the family is minimized, and can be said to be side-lined all 

together.  

Instead of referring to ‘structures, functions and capacities’, World Vision International 

(WVI) refers to ‘formal and informal elements’ of a system. For WVI, child protection systems 

are “a set of coordinated formal and informal elements working together to prevent and respond 

to abuse, neglect, exploitation and other forms of violence against children” (Forbes et al., 2011, 

p. 3). The categorisation of elements as formal, which refers to statutory or Government-

managed procedures, and informal, mainly referring to community-level mechanisms and 

responses, is widely used in the child protection sector. Although in essence this highlights an 

important distinction between the day-to-day roles families and communities play in protecting 

children and the specific institutionalised role Government departments and other actors have in 

some contexts, describing one as formal and the other informal suggests that the former has more 

legitimacy than the latter. It also does not value the lion share of the care provision that occurs 
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within families and communities as opposed to Government structures, let alone where there are 

no Government structures at all.  

Reflecting upon these different definitions, it is noticeable that overall, there is no 

mention of the salient role that families play in the protection of children, especially during 

humanitarian crises. The definitions also include limited mention of the social environments, 

including the communities, within which families and other systems exist. Further, there is no 

mention of the dynamic nature of systems. Instead, system components are listed in a manner 

that seems rigid or fixed (Wulczyn et al., 2010, p. 21) as if these apply universally regardless of 

the context or can be similarly established or ‘assembled’ everywhere.  

As the definitions suggest, in lieu of focusing on families, international child protection 

practitioners have chiefly addressed risks to children’s well-being and protection through 

individual and institutional level responses aimed at establishing or strengthening child 

protection systems (Forbes et al., 2019; Krueger, Thompstone, & Crispin, 2014; United Nations 

Children’s Fund, 2014). Individual level responses include the provision of direct services to 

children usually through case management approaches or educational interventions such as 

teaching children to identify and respond to risks. Institutional level responses typically involve 

the capacity building of national actors and authorities and the provision of formal services. 

Community-level responses have also witnessed increasing popularity but these have tended to 

be characterized by top-down efforts at constructing community committees rather than 

engaging with pre-existing community forums, processes and the resources available at the 

community level (Wessells, 2009b).  

Not surprisingly, recent global and country level evaluations have highlighted significant 

gaps in the implementation of child protection systems strengthening responses over the past few 
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years (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2013b, 2015, 2019). Among other points, evaluations 

point to a continuing lack of conceptual clarity on what system strengthening entails (United 

Nations Children’s Fund, 2019). Additional critiques of system strengthening work include weak 

contextual analyzes informing interventions, the use of compliance or ‘check-list’ driven 

approaches to mapping existing systems in different contexts and a tendency to replicate models 

and practices drawn primarily from highly bureaucratised, high-income countries (Krueger et al., 

2014; Wessells, 2015). Furthermore, efforts are critiqued for having included an over-emphasis 

on formal, Government-led processes and paying insufficient attention to social norms and 

existing family and community level systems (Forbes et al., 2019; Krueger et al., 2014; United 

Nations Children’s Fund, 2014). In some contexts, systems strengthening approaches have even 

fostered disjuncture between families and community and government level systems (Canavera 

et al., 2016; Kostelny, Wessells, Chabeda-Barthe, & Ondoro, 2013; Wessells, 2011). 

2.3.1.3 Characterization and value of the family in child protection systems 

In their work, Freymond and Cameron (2006) and Gilbert, Parton, and Skivenes (2011) 

provide valuable insights into how different contexts give rise to different characterizations of, 

and values attributed to, families within the child protection systems. In the same way that 

anthropologists highlight how family size, composition and function are influenced by context 

and prevailing norms, Freymond and Cameron highlight that child protection systems as social 

institutions are framed by the political, social, economic and cultural contexts within which they 

develop.  

Of the orientations that exist for child protection systems, the Anglo-Saxon orientation is 

arguably the most prominent in the way the international humanitarian child protection 

community has conceptualised child protection systems, and in the way interventions are 
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implemented in low resource countries. This is likely not a coincidence as the main organisations 

in international child protection – UNICEF, Save the Child, World Vision, International Rescue 

Committee – are headquartered in the US or UK.  Similar to the Anglo-Saxon orientation, the 

definitions international child protection actors use for child protection systems do not place 

central emphasis on the role of the family and focus more on the role of statutory powers in 

addressing protection concerns. This is problematic for a number of reasons. Most critically, the 

Anglo-Saxon orientation reflects the weakening of familial social relations in many high income 

countries due to the defamiliarization effect of welfare policies, that is, the reduced dependency 

on family and kinship (Gilbert et al., 2011). Here, families are frequently demonized for 

problems that occur and the solutions sought often involve taking a child out of a family. This 

trend is only marginally evident in low resource contexts. In most fragile states affected by 

humanitarian crises, family and kinship networks represent a main source of social welfare 

support (Andrews, Das, Elder, Ovadiya, & Zampaglione, 2012; Daniele & Geys, 2016; 

Kamerman & Gabel, 2006). In addition, the Anglo-Saxon orientation privileges the decision-

making powers of the Government on issues of child protection, placement and care. The latter 

approach goes against the way in which decisions regarding children’s protection are made in 

many low resource contexts outside of the Global North, where families and communities are the 

principal actors in ensuring the day-to-day care and protection of children (Forbes et al., 2019; 

Wessells, 2009b, 2011; Wessells et al., 2012).  

In the Anglo-Saxon model, child maltreatment is seen to arise from “degenerate parents 

or relatives” requiring the immediate removal of children from harm, rather than efforts to 

address the needs within the family (Gilbert et al., 2011, p. 3). The response to harm is typically 

accompanied by adversarial, legal investigations and less so family-service oriented or 
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therapeutic supports for the family. For children that need alternative care, placements are 

typically arranged through relevant Government bodies, with little to no participation of the 

parents in the decision making. Characteristic of the Anglo-Saxon model of child protection is 

also views the family as a unit that needs correction rather than a unit with strengths that is 

critical to the well-being of children. This is a salient difference since viewing a family as a site 

for intervention means identifying deficits, problems and weaknesses that need to be addressed. 

Viewing a family as an active agent that is the main source of support for children means 

identifying the ways in which families can be backed, building on what is works well to protect 

their children. It also means that a hierarchy is established between the parents or caregivers and 

the statutory services of Government, which clearly assumes a top-down approach.  

This framing provides little room for recognizing families as active agents in the lives of 

children that want the best for their children and do the heavy lifting when it comes to ensuring 

children’s well-being, especially in the aftermath of a crisis. It also demonizes families as the 

sources of problems, without acknowledging the influence of wider societal factors – such as 

poverty and discrimination – that lie at the root of many challenges families face. The framing 

does not invite a reflection on subjective understandings of what constitutes family and culturally 

appropriate caregiving environment in different contexts, nor does it acknowledge families as the 

most powerful resource for helping children in most contexts, especially those outside of 

countries in the Global North where the environment of social institutions varies greatly. 

2.3.2 Family strengthening interventions 

What interventions are implemented to support families after natural hazard-induced 

disasters? And how does the way international child protection actors view families influence 

these interventions?  This section provides an overview of the family strengthening interventions 
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that have been implemented in humanitarian contexts to date, including what is known about 

their effectiveness and the adaptation of interventions across contexts.  

Increasingly, international child protection actors are implementing interventions to 

support families in humanitarian settings including after natural hazard-induced disasters (Sim et 

al., 2011). Broadly defined, these interventions “provide support to parents and seek to change 

family behaviours and environments to encourage healthy child development” (Caspe & Lopez, 

2006, p. 2).  

Family strengthening interventions have long been implemented in high income countries 

to support parents and improve relationships, healthy child development, and functioning within 

the family in high risk environments (Caspe & Lopez, 2006; Devaney, Canavan, Landy, & 

Gillen, 2013; Kumpfer & Alvarado, 1998; United States Institute of Medicine, 2009). These 

interventions have been categorised broadly into two main types - family support and parenting 

support interventions. Family support, defined as “a set of activities oriented to improving family 

functioning and grounding child-rearing and other familial activities in a system of supportive 

relationships and resources” (M. Daly et al., 2015, p. 12), is broader than parenting support 

interventions which aim more narrowly to “improve how parents approach and execute their role 

as parents and to increasing parents’ child-rearing resources and competencies” (M. Daly et al., 

2015, p. 12). 

Over the past decade, family strengthening interventions have emerged on the landscape 

of humanitarian responses. A recent mapping of interventions that targeted parents and families 

to improve child well-being in humanitarian contexts identified 33 different interventions from 

17 agencies (Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2017). These interventions 

consisted almost exclusively of parenting support interventions aimed to meet one of three 
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objectives: 1. to improve the psychosocial well-being of parents; 2. to improve the parenting 

practice of caregivers; or 3. to address intimate partner violence in the home. Over half the 

interventions (18) aimed to meet the first objective; three-fourths of the interventions (23) aimed 

to improve the parenting practice of caregivers; and half of the interventions (17) included a 

component of addressing inter-partner violence in the home.  

Another stream of interventions for families has been developed by international child 

protection actors who work to end violence against children (VAC) globally, including in 

humanitarian settings. These interventions fit under the banner of the INSPIRE: Seven strategies 

for ending violence against children. INSPIRE is a set of strategies and corresponding 

interventions with proven efficacy to prevent and respond to acts of violence against children 

(World Health Organization, 2018). Among these parent and caregiver support interventions are 

interventions that target families at risk and/or families where children have experienced 

violence. The interventions include ones that promote information and skills-building for parents 

around positive parenting, nurturing parenting and positive discipline (see World Health 

Organization (2018, pp. 121-157)) .  

The interventions that have been used by the international humanitarian community to 

date to support families have for the most part not been developed organically, they have chiefly 

been adaptations of interventions that have proven efficacy in high income countries (see, for 

example, Haar, El-Khani, Molgaard, Maalouf, and Afghanistan field implementation team 

(2020)). Given that most interventions are adapted from ones developed in the Global North, 

questions are being asked by international humanitarian practitioners about the applicability and 

effectiveness of these interventions in environments that are not high income. In a research 

prioritization exercise, experts working on issues of child protection in humanitarian settings 
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worldwide identified family strengthening interventions as one of the areas where there was 

consensus on the need to fill gaps in evidence (Bermudez, Williamson, & Stark, 2018). In fact, 

the second most highly ranked item among the top fifteen research priorities, and the only item 

that was ranked highly by both field and non-field respondents, called for the need for rigorous 

evaluations of the “effectiveness of family strengthening interventions to improve child well-

being” (Bermudez et al., 2018, p. 6).  

To date, there have been few reviews of the effectiveness of family strengthening 

interventions in low resource contexts. Two reviews of parenting support interventions 

conducted by Mejia, Calam, and Sanders (2012) and Knerr, Gardner, and Cluver (2013) 

highlight the relative dearth of studies conducted in low- and middle-income countries (LMIC) 

as compared to high-income countries. The reviews also underscore that the studies that have 

been conducted in LMIC generally lack rigorous study designs, have small sample sizes and use 

measures that were not validated in the country and for the populations that the interventions 

target (Knerr et al., 2013; Mejia et al., 2012). 

2.3.3 Fidelity and cultural adaptation of interventions 

In a first systematic review of the transportability of parenting support interventions 

across countries, Gardner, Montgomery, and Knerr (2016) focused on four interventions 

developed in the Global North that had been implemented in ten countries around the world. The 

review suggests that results comparable to those in the original trials were attained in all ten 

countries. The authors conclude that parenting support interventions are transportable without 

significant adaptation. It is important to note, however, that the 17 trials reviewed were all 

conducted in high or upper-middle income countries – 11 in Europe (UK, Norway, Sweden, 
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Ireland, Iceland, and Holland), one in Canada, three in Hong Kong, one in Iran and one in Puerto 

Rico. None of the interventions were conducted in the aftermath of a humanitarian crisis. 

These findings resonate with a meta-regression of randomised controlled trials of 

parenting support interventions conducted by Leijten, Melendez-Torres, Knerr, and Gardner 

(2016) that examined the effectiveness of ‘transported’ versus ‘homegrown’ interventions. In the 

comparison, locally developed, homegrown interventions were not more effective than evidence-

based interventions that had been developed in high-income countries and transported for 

implementation. The parenting support interventions included in the review targeted families 

with children under ten years of age, were based on social learning theory, and aimed to reduce 

disruptive child behaviour. Even though the findings suggest that the intervention effect sizes did 

not significantly differ by geographic region, it is important to note that the majority of studies 

included in the meta-analysis came from North America, Europe and Australia and only a few 

trials were included from Asia, Africa and Latin America due to the limited trials available. 

Moreover, among the trials of transported interventions included in the review, the effects on 

disruptive behaviour were not ubiquitous. Whilst trials in Hong Kong, Iran and Panama showed 

promising results, the effects on disruptive behaviour were not significant in Indonesia, for 

example.  

This research is challenged by a literature review conducted by Bray and Dawes (2016) 

on parenting practices and adolescence in Eastern and Southern Africa. This review suggests that 

conventional understandings of parenting and supports for children used in family strengthening 

interventions have limited application outside of the global North where they originate. It is 

argued that the conventional understandings of parenting, which are reflected in frameworks 

developed by the World Health Organisation (World Health Organization, 2007) among others, 
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do not adequately capture the contextual dimensions of parenting found in the region. 

Furthermore, the literature review identified that we have little insight into the potential 

transferability of parenting programs from children aged 10 and older from the global North to 

other contexts. Given the differences in environments, experiences and social expectations in 

different contexts, the review suggests there is an evident gap in our knowledge on program 

transfer and local adaptation in low resource contexts.  

 
2.4 Shortcomings in the current child protection approaches 

“what we believe about families shapes how we work with families” 
– Herbert and Harper-Dorton (2002, p. 46) 

 

Although it is the prevailing view among international child protection actors that 

humanitarian crises disrupt the social fabric of society (Child Protection Working Group, 2015), 

limited research has been conducted on the ways in which families, as a core part of this social 

fabric, are affected by crises such as natural hazard-induced disasters. The studies that have been 

conducted by humanitarian actors have focused on the impact of humanitarian crises on specific 

members of the family, for example, children separated from their caregivers or the experience 

of adolescent girls. Moreover, research conducted in this field has not interrogated what 

constitutes a ‘family’ in different contexts. The Western notion of the nuclear family has been 

largely uncontested as a lens through which to understand family function, composition, 

dynamics and responsibilities of members (Balakian, 2017). This is true, too, of the family 

strengthening interventions that have been developed to strengthening families’ abilities to 

provide nurturing care. This is at odds what is known about the importance of family and kinship 

networks in the provision of support in times of crisis, particularly in contexts without, or with 

weak, Government social welfare or social protection programs.  
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Because families are marginalized in most definitions of child protection systems, as 

discussed above, the assessments and risk analyzes conducted in humanitarian crises have tended 

not to examine how family systems are affected, with the exception of children separated from 

their families (Child Protection Working Group Yemen, 2012; Global Child Protection Working 

Group & Global Education Cluster, 2014). The main focus of humanitarian needs assessments 

has been on individual level determinants of protection risks rather than family level or wider 

community level determinants (Rubenstein & Stark, 2017). As a result, there is a gap in our 

understanding of how humanitarian crises affect family level dynamics in low resource contexts 

and how changing family dynamics may shape the risks for children or promote children’s well-

being (Rubenstein & Stark, 2017).  

2.4.1 Gaps to be addressed 

A number of issues are raised in the research background literature review that provide a 

frame for the meta-ethnography. These are: 1) families are central to child protection systems, 

particularly in low- resource contexts where family and kinship networks represent a main 

source of social welfare support; 2) this centrality of families is structurally at odds with the 

Anglo-Saxon orientation of child protection systems, an orientation that informs the perspective 

of international humanitarian child protection actors; 3) families are increasingly the site of 

intervention in humanitarian action, even though the interventions being implemented are 

predominantly based on models developed in high income countries in the Global North; 4) little 

is known about the about the ways in which natural hazard-induced disasters in low resource 

contexts affect families as social systems and how these adapt to changes in their local 

environment; 5) theorising about family resilience has largely been within the purview of 

academics and family therapists in high income countries and has been characterized by a narrow 
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focus on intrafamilial processes and dynamics, with less attention paid to how the family systems 

interact with larger systems. As a result, little is known about how processes of adaptation in the 

aftermath of humanitarian crises affect the abilities of families to provide care for their children. 

This understanding is pivotal to furthering interventions to strengthen family processes of 

resilience, particularly in low resource contexts. The meta-ethnography aims to address these 

gaps by exploring the different cultural perspectives and lived experiences of local families in 

natural hazard-induced disasters. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Social life varies dramatically by context: 
Research is to help us understand how that occurs. 

- Noblit & Hare, Meta-ethnography 

 

This chapter describes the main methodology used in this dissertation, the meta-

ethnography. Starting with a general introduction to meta-ethnography and the rationale behind 

the use of this methodology, the chapter defines the research questions that guided the research, 

the data collection process, including search strategy, search process and selection of primary 

studies, and the steps taken in the data extraction and interpretation of data, the process for 

determining how studies are related, the process for translating studies and a description of the 

synthesis process.  

 
3.1 Introduction 

Meta-ethnography is an interpretivist approach that seeks explanations for social and 

cultural events based on the experiences of persons under study, grounded in their everyday lives 

(Noblit & Hare, 1988). As such, is particularly apt for the set of research questions this 

dissertation pursues. Interpretivist approaches differ from positivist approaches in the social 

sciences in that they are associated with Max Weber’s concept of verstehen, or understanding. 

Unlike positivism which bases its claim to knowledge on the fact that there is an observable, 

objective reality, interpretivist approaches suggest that humans experience and understand the 

same ‘objective reality’ differently. Interpretivist approaches attempt to reach an empathetic 

understanding of events and experiences, attempting to see the world through the eyes of those 

being studied, as opposed to assuming there is one knowable truth. As stated above, despite the 

pressing need to better understand dynamics of family adaptation in disaster contexts, research to 
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date has focused more on the characteristics of families or dyads within families instead of 

looking to understand their experiences and responses in the relational context in which the 

experiences take place.  

Using an interpretivist lens, meta-ethnographies aim to synthesise multiple qualitative 

studies in a way that goes beyond a mere aggregation of accounts. Instead of privileging context, 

aggregative approaches treat context as ‘the confounding variable in the search for common 

findings” (Noblit & Hare, 1988, p. 22). If we simply aggregate the findings from each study, 

without taking into account what families’ experiences and processes of adaptation mean in 

context, we ignore idiosyncratic differences that are of high relevance.  

Meta-ethnographies seek to develop an understanding of the accounts that is 

“comparative, emic and historical” (Noblit & Hare, 1988, p. 16). This comparative 

understanding results in a new conceptual understanding that transcends the individual studies 

reviewed, drawing on the idea from systemic thinking that the whole is greater than the sum of 

its parts. Evaluations of meta-ethnographies have suggested the meta-ethnographic approach 

does this successfully “with [a] greater degree of insight and conceptual development than is 

likely to be achieved in a narrative literature review” (Campbell et al., 2011, p. 682). The new 

conceptual understandings generated by meta-ethnographies take the form of models or 

frameworks that explain the findings generated across multiple studies.  

3.1.1 Aims of the Meta-ethnography 

This meta-ethnography aims to synthesise qualitative evidence on the lived experiences 

of families to natural hazard-induced disasters in low-, middle- and high-income countries. In 

doing so, it privileges the perspective of local actors, which is often neglected in humanitarian 

discourse. Applying a multisystemic lens, the meta-ethnography will produce hypotheses about 
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the factors that enhance and, conversely, hinder the resilience of families in the aftermath of 

natural hazard-induced disasters in different contexts. Here, resilience is defined as “the capacity 

to successfully adapt to challenges that threaten their function, survival or development” 

(Masten, 2020). Privileging context means starting with an emic perspective of what families, as 

a social construct, are in each setting, what changes are brought about by the natural hazard-

induced disaster, and what ‘successful adaptation’ means for families. It also means 

understanding that the experiences families have are shaped by the reciprocal relationships they 

have with their social and physical environments, and the meaning they construct out of these 

relationships.  

The goal of the meta-ethnography is to represent the complexity captured in each of the 

qualitative studies reviewed in reduced form through a synthesis of interpretive themes (also 

known as third order constructs), which provide us with hypotheses. The challenge is to keep as 

much of the richness of the data as possible whilst synthesising so as not to remove explanatory 

detail and end up with “trite and atheoretical explanations” (LeCompte, 1979, p. 118). Related to 

the goal of the meta-ethnography, the audience for the final synthesis will also be kept in mind. 

In this instance, the primary audiences are qualitative researchers engaged in research on family 

resilience and international child protection practitioners engaged with family strengthening 

interventions in humanitarian contexts worldwide.  

3.1.2 Research Questions 

The meta-ethnography is guided by two research questions. First, how do families 

experience natural hazard-induced disasters and adapt to the changes these bring to their social 

and physical environments? And second, what factors enable, and conversely hinder, the 
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resilience of families, or their ability to successfully adapt to challenges that threaten their 

function, survival or development, in different contexts of natural hazard-induced disasters? 

3.1.3 Background to Meta-ethnography 

Although meta-ethnography was initially developed within the field of education by the 

sociologists George Noblit and Dwight Hare in the 1980s, it has frequently been used in other 

disciplines including in the field of health (Sattar, Lawton, Panagioti, & Johnson, 2021; Uny, 

France, & Noblit, 2017). Meta-ethnography was, in fact, found to be the most frequently used 

type of qualitative evidence syntheses in health and healthcare research in two reviews that were 

conducted for the years 1988-2004 (Dixon-Woods, Booth, & Sutton, 2016) and 2005-2008 

(Hannes & Macaitis, 2012). Within the health sciences, meta-ethnography has been used to 

synthesize qualitative research on a vast array of areas including on migrant women’s experience 

of postnatal depression (Schmied, Black, Naidoo, Dahlen, & Liamputtong, 2017), the 

acculturation experiences of migrant healthcare workers (Ho & Chiang, 2015), patient 

experiences of using antidepressants (Malpass et al., 2009), patient reported barriers and drivers 

of adherence to antiretrovirals in Sub-Saharan Africa (Merten et al., 2010) and family 

relationships among couples who received fertility treatment (Wyverkens, Van Parys, & Buysse, 

2015). The value of the methodology for the health sciences is that it “enables new insights into 

patients’ and healthcare professionals’ experiences and perspectives” (Sattar et al., 2021, p. 1). 

Recognising the importance of meta-ethnography within the field of health research, the UK 

Government’s National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) funded the development of 

reporting guidelines for meta-ethnographies a few years ago. The impetus for the reporting 

guidelines was the recognition of the poor quality of reporting on meta-ethnographies which 

discouraged trust in, and limited the utility of, the findings to influence policy and practice 
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(France et al., 2015). As a result, the eMERGe reporting guidelines were developed (see France, 

Cunningham, et al. (2019)), which include reporting criteria and detailed guidance.  

Meta-ethnography consists of a seven-phase process which starts with consideration of 

the appropriateness of the methodology, and moves through phases of study selection, translation 

and synthesis (Noblit & Hare, 1988). A description of the seven phases is presented in Table 1. 

Although the phases are listed and numbered in order to facilitate comprehension, the phases are 

implemented in an iterative rather than a linear manner. In fact, heeding the warning of Marshall 

(1985) against the ‘bureaucratisation of data analysis’, Noblit and Hare suggest the process 

should be fluid and iterative, and suggest interests may develop and change in the process 

(Campbell et al., 2011). 

3.2 Data Collection 

3.2.1 Study protocol 

A protocol for the meta-ethnography including search strategy and approach to analysis, 

was developed and submitted to PROSPERO at the beginning of the meta-ethnography process2. 

Funded by the UK’s National Institute of Health Research, PROSPERO is an international 

database of prospectively registered systematic reviews in health and social care, welfare, public 

health, education, and international development, among other fields. The aim of the 

PROSPERO database is to help reduce duplication in research and reporting bias.  

3.2.2 Data collection 

As captured in the protocol, the meta-ethnography was conducted in line with the widely 

used seven-phase process outlined by Noblit and Hare (1988).  

 

 
2 For the PROSPECO protocol, please visit: 
https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero/display_record.php?RecordID=156044 
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Table 1: The seven-phase process of meta-ethnography 

Phase Name Description 
1 Getting started Considering whether meta-ethnography as an approach to 

qualitative evidence synthesis is the appropriate choice  
2 Deciding what is 

relevant to the initial 
interest 

Deciding what studies are relevant, based on the aims of 
the meta-ethnography and what accounts are available 

3 Reading the studies  Repeated reading of the studies, noting the metaphors, or 
themes, that emerge in each.  

4 Determining how the 
studies are related 

Determining what the relationships are between the 
studies by juxtaposing the metaphors that were identified 

5 Translating the studies 
into one another 

Bringing the studies together, by treating them as 
analogies (e.g. by considering one is like the other, 
except…), whilst maintaining the central study metaphors 
in their relation to other key metaphors in the study  

6 Synthesising 
translations 

Comparing the translations to one another to see if there 
are ones that encompass those of others, or offer 
competing interpretations and bringing these translations 
together to make a whole that is greater than the sum of 
the parts 

7 Expressing the 
synthesis 

Expressing this synthesis, in this case in written form, in a 
way that keeps the audience in mind 

 
The eMERGe reporting guidelines were used to guide the structure and headings of this 

meta-ethnography. As mentioned above, the guidelines take into account inconsistencies and 

deficits in reporting identified in earlier published meta-ethnographies. Table 2 describes how 

the reporting criteria included in the eMERGe guidance is addressed in the dissertation. The 

Table was adapted from the eMERGe guidance (France, Cunningham, et al., 2019, p. 6), 

 
Table 2: Reporting structure for the meta-ethnography in this dissertation 

# Criteria Heading Reporting Criteria Dissertation 
Section 

Phase 1 – selecting the meta-ethnography and getting started 
1 Rationale for the 

meta-ethnography 
Describe the gap in research or knowledge to 
be filled by the meta-ethnography, and the 
wider context of the meta-ethnography 

3.1 

2 Aims of meta-
ethnography 

Describe the aims of the meta-ethnography 3.1.1  



  

56 
 

3 Focus of the meta-
ethnography 

Describe the meta-ethnography research 
questions 

3.1.2 

4 Rationale for using 
meta-ethnography 

Explain why meta-ethnography was 
considered the most appropriate qualitative 
synthesis methodology 

3.1.3 

Phase 2 – Deciding what is relevant  
5 Search strategy Describe the rationale for the literature search 

strategy 
3.2.1 

6 Search processes Describe how the literature searching was 
carried out and by whom 

3.2.2 

7 Selecting primary 
studies 

Describe the process of study screening and 
selection, and who was involved 

3.2.3 

8  Outcome of study 
selection 

Describe the results of study searches and 
screening 

4.1 

Phase 3—Reading included studies 
9 Reading and data 

extraction approach 
Describe the reading and data extraction 
method and processes 

3.3.1 

10 Presenting 
characteristics 
of included studies 

Describe characteristics of the included studies 4.1.1 

Phase 4—Determining how studies are related 
11 Process for 

determining how 
studies are related 

Describe the methods and processes for 
determining how the included studies are 
related: 
- Which aspects of studies were compared; and 
- How the studies were compared 

3.3.2 

12 Outcome of relating 
studies 

Describe how studies relate to each other 4.2 

Phase 5—Translating studies into one another 
13 Process of translating 

Studies 
Describe the methods of translation: 
- Describe steps taken to preserve the context 
and meaning of the relationships between 
concepts within and across studies 
- Describe how the reciprocal and refutational 
translations were conducted 
- Describe how potential alternative 
interpretations or explanations were considered 
in the translations 

3.3.3 

14 Outcome of 
translation 

Describe the findings of the translation 4.3 

Phase 6—Synthesizing translations 
15 Synthesis process Describe the methods used to develop 

overarching concepts (“synthesized 
translations”) 

3.3.4 
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Describe how potential alternative 
interpretations or explanations were considered 
in the synthesis 

16 Outcome of synthesis 
Process 

Describe the new theory, conceptual 
framework, model, configuration, or 
interpretation of data developed from 
the synthesis 

4.4 

Phase 7—Expressing the synthesis 
17 Summary of findings Summarize the main interpretive findings of 

the translation and synthesis and compare them 
to existing literature 

5.1 

18 Strengths, limitations, 
and reflexivity 

Reflect on and describe the strengths and 
limitations of the synthesis:  
- Methodological aspects—for example, 
describe how the synthesis findings were 
influenced by the nature of the included studies 
and how the meta-ethnography was conducted.  
- Reflexivity—for example, the impact of the 
research team on the synthesis findings 

5.2 

19 Recommendations 
and conclusions 

Describe the implications of the synthesis 6 

 
 
3.2.3 Search strategy 

From the research background literature review, it was assumed that the number of 

qualitative studies that focus on the experience of families during and after natural hazard-

induced disasters will be limited. Given this assumption, the search strategy used was 

comprehensive, in that all available studies were sought. Special effort was made to capture 

ethnographic studies due to the richness these provide in terms of descriptions of context and 

social interactions. As the search process illustrated, identifying monographs poses challenges as 

these are often not listed in electronic databases and often require manual searching in specialist 

libraries. Initially, the idea was to narrow down the search geographically to either a few 

countries or to only low- and lower-middle income countries. This was not pursued for two 

reasons: first, the number of studies to be included would have been very small, and second, the 
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studies illustrate that there are useful reflections to be made by comparing the experiences of 

families in different contexts including between resource rich and resource poor contexts.  

3.2.4 Search processes 

In total, seven electronic databases were searched using the terms and search strings 

listed in Table 3. The following electronic databases were searched: JSTOR, AnthropologyPlus, 

AnthroSource, Social Sciences Full Text, SocINDEX, Web of Science and SCOPUS. A subject 

specialist librarian from Columbia University Science, Engineering and Social Sciences library 

provided support with the identification of the search terms and search strings. The search strings 

differ as they were tailored to the electronic databases used. The search dates specified were 

from earliest record in database to August 2019. A search was re-run in September 2021 just 

before the final analyzes to identify further studies for inclusion.  

 

Table 3: Search terms and search strings used for the electronic database searches 

Database Search terms Hits 
JSTOR (((ab:((disaster OR earthquake* OR tsunami? OR flood* OR typhoon* OR 

volcan*) ) AND ab:((famil* OR household? OR caregiv* OR kinship))) 
AND ab:((coping OR adapt* OR adjust* OR handle OR chang* OR 
resilience))) AND ((qualitative))) 

27 

Anthropology 
Plus 

(disaster OR earthquake* OR tsunami? OR flood* OR typhoon* OR volcan* 
OR hurricane) AND (famil* OR household? OR caregiv* OR kinship) AND 
(coping OR  adapt* OR  adjust* OR handle OR chang* OR resilience) 

10 

AnthroSource "(disaster OR earthquake* OR tsunami? OR flood* OR typhoon* OR 
volcan* OR hurricane)" anywhere and "(famil* OR household? OR caregiv* 
OR kinship)" anywhere and "(coping OR adapt* OR adjust* OR handle OR 
chang* OR resilience)" anywhere and "(qualitative)" anywhere 
All Text 

728 

Social 
Sciences Full 
Text 

(disaster OR earthquake* OR tsunami? OR flood* OR typhoon* OR volcan* 
OR hurricane) AND (famil* OR household? OR caregiv* OR kinship) AND 
(coping  OR  adapt* OR  adjust* OR handle OR chang* OR resilience) AND 
(qualitative) 
Abstracts (qualitative: All Text) 
Only English language; only academic journals) 

20 

SocINDEX 
with Full 
Text 

AB ( (disaster OR earthquake* OR tsunami? OR flood* OR typhoon* OR 
volcan*) ) AND AB ( (famil* OR household? OR caregiv* OR kinship) ) 

63 
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AND AB ( (coping  OR  adapt* OR  adjust* OR handle OR chang* OR 
resilience) ) AND AB (qualitative)  
Language: English 
Source Types: Academic journals 

Web of 
Science 

TOPIC: ((disaster OR earthquake* OR tsunami? OR flood* OR typhoon* 
OR volcan* OR hurricane)) AND TOPIC: ((famil* OR household? OR 
caregiv* OR kinship)) AND TOPIC: ((coping OR adapt* OR adjust* OR 
handle OR chang* OR resilience)) AND TOPIC: ((qualitative)) 
Refined by: DOCUMENT TYPES: ( ARTICLE OR OTHER OR BOOK ) 
AND LANGUAGES: ( ENGLISH ) AND RESEARCH AREAS: ( 
ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCES ECOLOGY OR CULTURAL STUDIES 
OR PSYCHOLOGY OR DEVELOPMENTAL BIOLOGY OR 
ANTHROPOLOGY OR BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES OR ETHNIC 
STUDIES OR HEALTH CARE SCIENCES SERVICES OR PUBLIC 
ENVIRONMENTAL OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH OR DEVELOPMENT 
STUDIES OR SOCIOLOGY OR GEOGRAPHY OR FAMILY STUDIES 
OR PEDIATRICS OR RELIGION OR SOCIAL SCIENCES OTHER 
TOPICS OR SUBSTANCE ABUSE OR AREA STUDIES OR 
PSYCHIATRY OR PATHOLOGY OR SOCIAL ISSUES OR PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION OR INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS OR 
EDUCATION EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH OR COMMUNICATION OR 
EMERGENCY MEDICINE OR WOMEN S STUDIES OR FOOD 
SCIENCE TECHNOLOGY OR INFECTIOUS DISEASES OR ARTS 
HUMANITIES OTHER TOPICS OR SOCIAL WORK OR NUTRITION 
DIETETICS OR WOMEN APOS S STUDIES ) 
Timespan: All years. Databases:  WOS, BCI, CCC, DRCI, DIIDW, KJD, 
MEDLINE, RSCI, SCIELO, ZOOREC. 
Search language=Auto 

189 

SCOPUS TITLE-ABS-KEY ((disaster OR earthquake* OR tsunami?  OR flood* OR 
typhoon* OR volcan* OR hurricane) AND (famil* OR household? R 
caregiv* OR kinship) AND (coping OR adapt* OR adjust* OR handle OR 
chang*  OR resilience) AND (qualitative)) AND (LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, 
"English")) AND (LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, "ar") OR LIMIT-TO 
(DOCTYPE, "cp") OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE , "ch")) 

204 

 

 
 Since anthropological monographs are frequently not captured in electronic databases, 

two expert forums -- the Disaster and Crisis Anthropology Network (DICAN) and the American 

Anthropological Association's Anthropology of Children and Youth Interest Group listserv -- 

were also consulted for recommended studies to be included in the search. Eleven 

recommendations and one reading list on the anthropology of humanitarianism with 256 listings 

were received from the American Anthropological Association's Anthropology of Children and 
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Youth Interest Group listserv and three recommendations were received from anthropologists in 

the DICAN network. 

 A bibliography hand search was conducted of the studies recommended by the 

anthropologist forums to identify further studies of potential interest. This search yielded an 

additional 37 references to review. 

3.2.5 Selecting primary studies 

In order to select primary studies, screening was undertaken in three steps. First, the titles 

of studies were screened to remove duplicate records and studies with little to no relevance to the 

research topic. Next, a screening of the title and abstracts took place, and finally a full text 

review of the studies, resulted in the study selection for this meta-ethnography.   

For the second and third steps in the screening process, support was sought from a second 

reviewer, a researcher at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine with expertise in 

systematic reviews and the topic area of natural hazards and child protection (Cerna-Turoff, 

Fischer, Mansourian, & Mayhew, 2021; Cerna-Turoff et al., 2019). It is conventional to have at 

least one additional review screen the articles (France et al., 2014; France, Uny, et al., 2019). The 

screening served to determine the eligibility of the studies based on the following inclusion 

criteria:  

1. Original qualitative research (studies using interviews, focus group discussions, 

participant observation) and mixed method approaches; 

2. Peer-reviewed articles, postgraduate research theses/dissertations, books, book chapters 

or reports; 

3. Studies that investigate/describe the experiences of families and family members after 

natural hazard-induced disasters; 

4. Studies include descriptors of the well-being of children within the family; 

5. Any discipline, not only health related; 
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6. English language. 

 

There was no limitation in terms of geographical focus for the search, meaning that 

studies from all contexts were included. 

For the title and abstract review, the two reviewers independently scored all studies using 

a scale of 1-4 based on the extent to which the studies’ titles and abstracts met the six inclusion 

criteria. A ‘4’ was given if the study “meets all criteria”; a ‘3’ was given if the study “maybe met 

all criteria” as this was uncertain from the abstract alone; a ‘2’ was given if the study “answered 

the first research question but not the second research question”; and a ‘1’ was given if the study 

“did not meet either family or child well-being criteria” which relates to inclusion criteria 

number 4.  

 The scores were then reviewed, and where there was disagreement, the differing 

perspectives were discussed, and a consensus was sought. There was agreement between the two 

reviewers for 97% of the studies scored 4 by the main author, 23% of the studies scored 3, 91% 

of the studies scored 2 and 79% of studies scored 1.  

A total of 57 studies were selected for full text review. The main author reviewed all 

studies and provided a scoring using the 1-4 scale used in the previous step. The second reviewer 

reviewed a random selection of 50% of the studies and scored them independently to provide a 

second opinion. There is precedence in having a single author conduct part of the full text review 

alone, and a second reviewer reviewing a sub-set of the articles (see, for example, France, Uny, 

et al. (2019)). There was agreement between the two reviewers on 80% of the studies scored with 

a 3 or 4 by the main author. Where there was disagreement in scoring, the scores were compared 

and discussed. In the instance of substantial disagreement, arrangements had been made for a 

third reviewer to be brought in to resolve the disagreement by aligning with one of the reviewers. 
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It is common practice in meta-ethnographies to have a defined process for comparing screening 

results and reaching consensus on disagreements (see, for example, Kelly et al. (2018) and 

Atkins et al. (2008). All decisions, including justifications for exclusion, were recorded in an 

excel sheet used for the review.  

Even though there continues to be discussion about the utility and merit of conducting 

quality appraisals on studies to be included in a meta-ethnography (Atkins et al., 2008), all 

included studies were assessed using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) qualitative 

checklist (CASP, 2018). The CASP qualitative checklist has often been used in meta-

ethnographies to assess the quality of the studies (see, for example, Campbell et al. (2003) and 

Atkins et al. (2008)). In line with the recommendations of the CASP checklist, a scoring system 

was not introduced, but the 10 question prompts were used to reflect on the credibility and 

coherence of the qualitative study being reviewed. As with the steps in screening, the second 

reviewer supported the quality appraisal process, by reviewing a random sub-set sample of the 

response prompts to the CASP checklist that were captured by the main author and indicating 

agreement and/or disagreement with these assessments. There was no substantial disagreement. 

As in the previous steps, all decisions were recorded in an Excel sheet.  

3.3 Data Analysis 

Steps five and six of the meta-ethnography process are analytical in that they involve the 

translating studies into one another and synthesizing translations. Since the qualitative studies 

included in this meta-ethnography come from different socio-cultural and geographic contexts, a 

line of argument synthesis was deemed most appropriate. In order to develop the line of 

argument synthesis, constant comparative method was used to translate and synthesise the study 

results into conceptual categories or themes arising from the metaphors, also referred to as third 
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order constructs or interpretations (see, for example, Britten et al. (2002)).  Third order 

constructs are consistent with the second order constructs, or the initial metaphors or themes 

included in each study but extend beyond them as they put forward something new. The below 

outlines the steps taken from the initial reading of the studies, to the “synthesising the 

translations” and developing final the line of argument synthesis.   

3.3.1 Reading and data extraction approach 

The qualitative studies reviewed were read and reread numerous times. The initial 

readings served to provide a general overview of the contents, including the perspective of the 

author and the main arguments made, whilst the subsequent readings were used to pay ever 

greater attention to the detail, and note down the first and second order constructs captured in the 

studies. First order constructs are primary data reported in the qualitative studies. This commonly 

takes the form of direct quotations from study participants. Second order constructs, on the other 

hand, are the authors’ interpretations of the primary data. These interpretations usually take the 

form of categorical themes or concepts that are put forward by the authors.  

The data was initially extracted from the selected studies using Dedoose qualitative 

software (version 8.2.32). After using Dedoose to code the first few studies, a decision was made 

to shift to using Microsoft Excel instead. It was found to be easier to note first and second order 

constructs simultaneously in a spreadsheet rather than in Dedoose. Both tools have been used in 

published, peer-reviewed meta-ethnographies (see for example Toye et al. (2014) for use of 

qualitative software, and Kelly et al. (2018) for use of tables for data extraction).  

To guide the extraction, an Excel table was set-up with two columns: the first column 

captured first-order constructs or direct quotes from study participants, and the second column 

was for second-order constructs or the authors’ interpretations of the primary data. In noting the 
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constructs from the studies, attention was paid to stay true, as far as possible, to the author’s 

choice of words.  

Once the first and second order constructs were noted in the spreadsheet, the second 

reviewer was invited to review a sub-set of the constructs extracted from the studies. There was 

general consensus on the constructs selected by the main author. However, in a few instances, 

suggestions were made for additional data that could be extracted from the studies to better 

describe the author’s interpretation and thus offer a clearer explanation of the constructs selected.  

3.3.2 Process for determining how studies are related 

In order to determine how the studies were related to one another, two steps were taken. 

First, the studies were grouped according to levels of country-level income using the 2021 World 

Bank classification of countries by income level (World Bank, 2021). Other meta-ethnographies 

have grouped studies by their focus or by common concepts that arise from the studies (France, 

Uny, et al., 2019). The rationale behind grouping the studies based on context, was to be able to 

juxtapose the studies within the same income level to identify commonalities and differences. 

This was an important step given the underlying hypothesis that there are differences in what 

constitutes families in different contexts and the ways in which family systems adapt to changes 

in their environments in high-, middle- and low-income countries. Another justification for this 

grouping is that international humanitarian child protection responders tend to come from high 

income countries and have a mandate to respond to crises in low- and middle-income countries. 

In doing so, as has been argued above, responders project their ways of viewing families and use 

their lens of cultural norms to understand familial responses. Grouping the studies according to 

income levels, although it is recognized this is only a proxy, provides a way to shed light on 

differences between contexts.    
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Second, key areas related to the research questions were identified for comparison 

between the studies. These were: 1) Family: what constitutes a ‘family’ in the study setting?; 2) 

Onset of the natural hazard event: how did families’ experience the onset of the natural hazard 

and what factors enabled and hindered their adaptation to the initial disaster context?; 3) 

Aftermath of the natural hazard event: what was the families’ experience of adapting to the post-

natural hazard-induced disaster environment, what factors enabled and hindered their adaptation 

to changes in their social and physical environments; 4) Outcome of the natural hazard event: 

what do families identify as the positive and negative legacy of the shock they experienced? 

The four key areas were listed as headers in a spreadsheet table, and second order 

constructs from each study were identified that captured the essence of the area. The chosen 

constructs for each area are “to be judged by their ability to portray the essence of the texts” 

(Noblit & Hare, 1988, p. 41). Identifying these key constructs is essential, since a synthesis is 

only possible if a reduction of the text occurs. This approach of identifying constructs for key 

areas follows the approach taken by Noblit and Hare (1988) in their initial meta-ethnography. 

Whereas the key areas they selected for their meta-ethnography on school desegregation in the 

United States were ‘intent’, ‘setting’, ‘school district’, ‘school’, and ‘consequences’, the areas 

selected here were ‘family’, ‘onset of natural hazard’, ‘aftermath of disaster’, ‘and ‘outcome: 

positive and negative legacies of shock’.  

3.3.3 Process of translating studies 

The process of translating the studies into one another can be described as having 

occurred in two steps, although in reality the process was iterative rather than chronological. As 

a first step, the studies were organized within each ‘income-level’ group. This organisation was 

done on the basis of ‘conceptual richness’, as Jamal et al. (2013) did for their meta-ethnography 
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on student health, which means that the most ‘conceptually rich’ papers in each of the three 

‘income-level’ groups were identified, and were treated as the initial studies to compare with the 

others in the group. According to France, Uny, et al. (2019), the starting points used to organize 

studies for this process of translation differs among meta-ethnographies, as some have used study 

publication dates and others have used the topic of focus or other means.  

Starting the within group translations was the next step. Using the most ‘conceptually 

rich’ study as the starting point, findings from the studies were first translated into one another 

within each of the income-level groups. What this looked like practically was taking the 

constructs identified in the index paper and comparing these to a second paper in the income 

group to produce a synthesis of constructs. Britten and Pope (2012) provide a useful description 

of this process in their worked example:  

“paper 1 […] might have concepts X, Y, and Z. Paper 2 in the same group might 

have concept w (something new that was not found in paper 1), concepts x and y 

(similar to concepts X and Y in paper 1) and nothing like concept Z from paper 1. 

This would produce a synthesis of papers 1 and 2 as follows: Concept w (from 

paper 2) Concepts X and x (from papers 1 and 2) Concepts Y and y (from papers 

1 and 2) Concept Z (from paper 1) This synthesis of papers 1 and 2 would then be 

compared with paper 3 in the same way.” (p. 47) 

Both reciprocal and refutational translation were used in this process of translation, since 

the studies’ findings did not always align with each other. Reciprocal translation, or “the 

understanding of one study’s findings in terms of other studies’ findings” (Nye, Melendez-

Torres, & Bonell, 2016, p. 61), is used when the studies and their findings are similar. 
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Refutational translation, however, is used when there are inconsistencies or incongruencies 

between findings.  

3.3.4 Synthesis process 

With the in-group translations completed, the last step entailed bringing together the 

translations into a synthesis. In line with the eMERGe reporting criteria, two aspects of this 

process are described here: the methods used to develop the “synthesized translations”; and the 

ways in which alternative explanations were considered in the synthesis. 

To begin with the methods that were used, the starting point for the final synthesis was 

the results of the in-group translations. In order to synthesize the in-group translations, third 

order constructs, or overarching concepts, had to be identified across these groups. This was 

done by comparing the diagrams and the corresponding textual descriptions that were developed 

for each of the four in-group translations with each other, in a manner similar to the constant 

comparative method developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). In so doing, concepts were 

identified that captured the essence of the group translations and that carried explanatory power 

for the similarities and/or differences between the groups.  

The synthesis process resulted in what Noblit and Hare (1988) have called a line of 

argument. A line of argument synthesis is a fresh interpretation that goes beyond the group 

translations and “puts any similarities and dissimilarities into a new interpretive context” 

(France, Cunningham, et al., 2019, p. 9). The line of argument synthesis provides a new 

“overarching explanation” or a hypothesis for the phenomena under review. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The results of the meta-ethnography are presented in this chapter, including the outcome 

of the study selection and the characteristics of the studies that were included, the outcome of the 

process relating the studies to one another, translating the studies into one another and the final 

“synthesized translations” or line of argument synthesis. 

4.1 Outcome of study selection 

Details of study selection process and its outcome are captured in Figure 1, a PRISMA 

flowchart adapted from Page et al. (2021). In total, 14 studies were selected for inclusion in this 

meta-ethnography, eight anthropological monographs and six qualitative journal articles. The 

geographic focus of the studies included countries affected by natural hazard-induced disasters in 

Asia (India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Thailand), South America (Brazil, El Salvador, Haiti), and 

North America (USA). The natural hazard events that were studied were the 2001 earthquakes in 

El Salvador, the 2004 Southeast Asian Tsunami, Hurricane Katrina of 2005, the 2008 floods in 

Santa Catarina, Brazil, the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, and Hurricane Maria of 2017. Table 8 in 

Appendix A provides a summary description of each of the studies included in the meta-

ethnography. 
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Figure 1: Study selection  

Studies excluded (n = 24) 

Studies excluded (n = 59) 

Studies excluded: 
Not retrievable (n = 1) 
Doesn’t meet criteria  
(n = 47)  
Description “too thin” (n = 10) 

Studies excluded: 
Doesn’t meet 
criteria  
(n = 42)  
Description “too 
thin”  
(n = 6) 

Studies included in review 
(n = 14) 

Identification of studies via electronic databases Identification of studies via other methods 
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Studies identified from: 
Expert forums (n = 270) 
Bibliography hand search  
(n = 37) 

Studies identified from:   
Databases (n = 1241) 

Studies screened by title 
using scale (n = 140) 

Studies screened by title and 
abstract using scale (n = 116) 

Studies screened by full text 
review using scale (n = 57) 

Studies screened by full 
text review using scale (n 
= 53) 

Studies screened by title  
(n = 307) 

Studies excluded  
(n = 254) 

Studies screened by title for 
relevance (n = 1241) Studies excluded (n = 1101) 
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4.2 Outcome of relating studies 

This section illustrates how the studies related to one another, by presenting the outcome 

of the grouping of the studies according to the World Bank country income classification, 

followed by the study constructs extracted for five key areas identified for their relevance to the 

review questions. 

4.2.1 Country income classifications 

 The studies were grouped together according to the income level of the country in which 

they were conducted. The World Bank country income classifications were used (World Bank, 

2021) and given the dynamics in classifications, the year of the natural hazard-induced disaster 

was used to ascertain the income levels. Two of the studies – Hafstad, Haavind, and Jensen 

(2012), and Lindgaard, Iglebaek, and Jensen (2009) – were classified as high income countries 

even though the disaster the families experienced was the 2004 Southeast Asian tsunami in 

Thailand and Sri Lanka which are classified as lower-middle income countries.  

Table 4: Studies grouped according to World Bank income-level classification 

Source Paper Country Income level classification 
1. Schuller, M. (2016) Haiti Low  
2. Prasad, D. V. (2016) India Low 
3. Hastrup, F. (2011) India Low 
4. Kaysar, K. et al (2008) India Low 
5. Gamburd, M. R. (2014) Sri Lanka Lower-middle 
6. Sliwinski, A. (2018) El Salvador Lower-middle 
7. Samuels, A. (2012) Indonesia Lower-middle 
8. Falk, Monica Lindberg (2015) Thailand Lower-middle 
9. Heron, Adom P. (2018) Dominica Upper-middle 
10. Fernandez, G. et al (2013) Brazil Upper-middle 
11. Browne, Katherine (2015) United States of America High 
12. Lindgaard, C. et al (2009) Norway High 
13. Hafstad, G. et al (2012) Norway High 
14. VanLandingham, Mark (2017) United States of America High 
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4.2.2 Relating the studies across five key areas 

Four key areas related to the research questions were identified for comparison between 

the studies. These were: 1) Family: what constitutes a ‘family’ in the study setting?; 2) Onset of 

the natural hazard event: how did families’ experience the onset of the natural hazard and what 

factors enabled and hindered their adaptation to the initial disaster context?; 3) Aftermath of the 

natural hazard event: what was the families’ experience of adapting to the post-natural hazard 

induced disaster environment, what factors enabled and hindered their adaptation to changes in 

their social and physical environments; 4) Outcome of the natural hazard event: what do families 

identify as the positive and negative legacy of the shock they experienced? 

The key constructs that were identified for each of these five areas is captured in Table 9 

in Appendix B. The main similarities and differences in what constitutes a ‘family’ in the study 

settings, what factors enabled or hindered family adaptation at the onset of and in the aftermath 

of the natural hazard induced disaster, and what the positive and negative outcomes or legacies 

of the natural hazards were for families are identified and synthesized for each study. In order to 

compare the families’ experiences across contexts, the studies are translated within each group as 

a next step in the meta-ethnography.
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4.3 Outcome of group comparisons (translations) 

This section describes the findings of the translation process. This includes specifying 

which studies were selected as the ‘conceptually rich’ papers in each ‘income-level’ group as the 

index papers for ingroup transition and the outcome of the within group translations.  

4.3.1 Low-income countries group 

Schuller (2016) was selected as the most ‘conceptually rich’ paper to begin the ingroup 

translation for the studies from low-income countries. What the ingroup translation found was 

that families in all four low-income study contexts consist of multi-generational households, and 

household units cluster together in the community. This clustering takes the form of a “lakou” in 

Haiti, a “tuhēt” or “cluster of joint families” in Car Nicobar, and a “large extended family” in 

South India. The function of clustering households in these contexts is to provide socio-

economic security to their members. In Haiti, emphasis is placed on the sharing nature of ties and 

solidarity, and in South India marriages are described as economic arrangements for the couple 

and the wider family. In Car Nicobar, a key function of marriages is to serve the well-being of 

the family and tuhēt or the lineage group. As a result of this interdependence, families in all four 

contexts are tightly connected to the wider community and define themselves and “their place in 

the world” based on these relationships (Hastrup, 2011, p. 52). This is captured in the statement 

that  “families and communities – not nuclear relationships – bind people together” (Kayser, 

Wind, & Shankar, 2008, p. 89).  

This interdependence and the closeness of family ties is further illustrated by the pattern 

of residence families use in these four contexts. In all contexts newly married couples join either 

the extended family of the husband or wife – Haiti having matrilocal, South India patrilocal and 

Car Nicobar bilocal residence – and in none of the study contexts is the residency pattern 
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neolocal. This means that couples tend not to establish their own separate households and reside 

independently as a nuclear family after marriage. 

The factors that helped and hindered the adaptation of families during the onset and in the 

aftermath of the natural hazard-induced disasters are summarized in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Ingroup comparison (translation) for low-income country group 

Temporal 
sequence 

2nd order constructs Definition of 2nd order constructs Papers  

O
ns

et
 o

f 
na

tu
ra

l h
az

ar
d 

Factors 
hindering 
adaptation 

Lack of prewarning The natural hazard events took families by surprise as they did not receive 
any prewarning. 

1, 2, 3, 4 

Unprecedented nature 
of event 

The natural hazard events were unlike anything the families in the affected 
areas had experienced before.  

1, 2, 3, 4 

Destruction of homes, 
property and 
environment. 

The natural hazard events caused widespread destruction of family homes, 
property owned by the family and the environment in which families lived 
and earned a living.  

1, 2, 3, 4 

Demise of family and 
community members 

The high death toll of the natural hazard events included the loss of family 
members, friends and other community members of importance to the 
families. 

1, 2, 3, 4 

Factors 
enabling 
adaptation 

“Youn ede lòt”: 
Haitian Creole for one 
helping the other 

Friends, family and strangers helped each other out – sharing food, shelter 
and basic necessities. This is underpinned by a cultural value of communal 
interdependence; a strong sense of taking responsibility for, and care of, one 
another. 

1, 2, 3, 4 

A
ft

er
m

at
h 

of
 n

at
ur

al
 h

az
ar

d 

Factors 
hindering 
adaptation 

Chaotic, competitive 
relief effort 

There was an outpouring of help from national and international 
humanitarian actors. Given the sheer number of actors, the relief effort was 
chaotic and marked by competition between agencies. 

1, 3, 4 

Loss of cultural 
artifacts  

Families lost cultural artifacts required to carry out domestic tasks and for 
everyday living. 

2, 3, 4 

Receiving 
inappropriate relief 
items 

Relief items received were not always culturally appropriate. Foreign foods 
and clothing items, for example, were donated which survivors did not 
know how to cook or wear. This is challenging for families who seek 
‘normality’ after the event. 

1, 2, 3, 4 

Poor living conditions Families experienced hardship due to the poor living conditions in 
temporary shelters. These were loud, congested, hot, too small for whole 
families to shelter together and there was a lack of adequate sanitation. The 
shelters did not allow families to carry out cultural activities of everyday 
life. 

1, 2, 3, 4 
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Lack of information There was a lack of information about how the humanitarian system 
functions, what entitlements survivors had, and how to access relief items.  

1 

Exclusion from 
decision making 

Families felt shut out from decision making processes as they were not 
consulted by humanitarian actors.   

1, 3 

Introduction of new 
labels  

Humanitarian actors introduced new labels that questioned the legitimacy of 
survivors to receive aid and lead to stigmatization.  

1 

Difficulty achieving 
and/or maintaining 
status 

Due to the losses experienced and the way relief was distributed, families 
struggled to achieve and maintain the social, political, economic status they 
had before the natural hazard event. 

1, 3 

Factors 
enabling 
adaptation 

Remarrying Widowers and widows remarried quickly after the event to recreate or 
reestablish the family structure they had before the event.  

2, 3, 4 

Customary ‘adoption’ 
of orphaned children 

Customary solutions were sought for orphans and children who lost one 
parent as a result of the natural hazard event.  

2, 4 

Restoring and creating 
a sense of subjectivity 

Notwithstanding the challenges with relief distribution, families did not stop 
seeing themselves as the actors responsible to ‘remaking’ their lives.  

1, 2, 3, 4 

Participation in house 
reconstruction  

Families were consulted by humanitarian actors during the house 
reconstruction process, allowing them to share preferences. 

2, 3 

Appeasing spirits  Families conducted ceremonies and made offerings to appease malevolent 
spirits thought to be responsible for the natural hazard events.  

2, 3 

Conducting traditional 
ceremonies 

Ceremonies were conducted that reinforce a sense of community, encourage 
cooperation between families and serve to mobilise participation in 
community level recovery.  

2, 4 

Upholding spirit of 
sharing and social 
bonds 

A spirit of sharing within the community prevailed despite the challenges 
faced by families.  

1, 2, 3, 4 

Actively endorsing or 
opposing the way aid 
is distributed 

Family members actively endorsed or opposed the general organisational 
structures that regulated their lives and distributed privileges in the 
community. This was ‘easiest’ for families where aid was distributed 
through structures already familiar to them. 

3, 4 

O
ut

co
m

e 
of

 Negative 
legacy of 
the shock 

Triggering of 
“sociocultural 
changes” 

The natural hazard induced disaster including the humanitarian response 
brought with it socio-cultural changes. Local collectivist practices were 

1, 2, 3, 4 
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overlooked and replaced by bureaucratic, top-down structures in the 
humanitarian response.  

Splintering of the 
household 

The rewards systems that were introduced as part of the humanitarian 
response along with kinship insensitive housing policies resulted in a 
splintering of family members that lived together and supported one another 
before the event. 

1, 4 

Positive 
legacy of 
the shock 

Learning to live with 
unpredictability 

Family members learned how to navigate their new world and live with its 
unpredictable nature.  

2, 3 

Rise of collective 
action 

The unexpected event gave rise to collective action that enabled the 
recuperation of families. 

2 

Appreciating benefits  Survivors identified the benefits and opportunities for social mobility that 
the natural hazard induced disaster brought. For some, solutions were 
brought to problems that had nothing to do with the event.  

1, 3, 4 
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4.3.2 Lower-middle income countries group 

For the group of studies from upper-middle income studies, Gamburd (2014) was 

selected as the index paper for the ingroup translation. The ingroup translations were 

documented in textual form, and key constructs identified were captured Table 6. As a salient 

part of the translations was comparing how families in each of the studies related to one another, 

a brief description is included here. 

In all four ethnographies from the lower-middle income countries of El Salvador, 

Thailand, Indonesia and Sri Lanka, families are described as being pillars of support in times of 

need. As Monica Falk (2015) states in her ethnography of post-tsunami Thailand, “ties to family 

and kin are strong and become a refuge in times of difficulties” (Falk, 2015, p. 31). 

Notwithstanding this common ground, two differences stand out between the contexts. The first 

is the extent to which attachment to place is highlighted as a critical part of family identity and 

the second is the inclusion of non-blood kin relations as part of the family unit.  

The attachment to place is a key aspect of what defines a family in Sri Lanka and 

Indonesia, according to Gamburg (2014) and Samuels (2012), respectively. In the village of 

Naeaegama along the southwest coast of Sri Lanka, Gamburd (2014) suggests that “kinship 

relations (“who” one is) are closely connected to property locations (“where” one lives or has 

lived, and where one’s relatives reside)” (p. 196). Similarly, Samuels (2012) describes a strong 

attachment to place in Banda Aceh. Here, Acehnese families are attached to a ‘gampong’, or 

neighbourhood, which they identify as their “orang asli” or place of origin. In some cases, this 

attachment “dates back to at least to the nineteenth century” (Samuels, 2012, p. 45). When 

families live in their own gampong, and are ‘orang asli’, they are privileged compared to those 
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who immigrated as they “usually claim leadership positions and are consulted in decision” 

(Samuels, 2012, p. 45).  

With regards to the inclusion of non-blood related kin as part of family, this is described 

by Sliwinski (2018) in her El Salvadoran ethnography. She describes how both “biological and 

ritual kinship ties” are foregrounded as family (Sliwinski, 2018, p. 56). An example of 

commonly found ‘ritual kinship ties’ is the phenomenon of “compadrazgo”, or godparenting. 

Becoming a comadre or compadre means becoming “a symbolic member of the family”  and 

carrying responsibility for the child as well as having ties with the parents (Sliwinski, 2018, p. 

55). Compadrazgo “establishes a channel for mutual help that widens other kindship ties” 

(Sliwinski, 2018, p. 55). The resulting relationships provide a “trustful bond between people” 

and counteract the prevailing climate of “desconfianza” or mistrust (which is suggested by the 

author to be due, in part, to increasing organized crime and gang violence and rates of poverty) 

(Sliwinski, 2018, p. 56).   
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Table 6: Ingroup comparison (translation) for lower-middle income country group 

Temporal sequence 2nd order constructs Definition of 2nd order constructs Papers 

O
ns

et
 o

f 
na

tu
ra

l h
az

ar
d 

Factors 
hindering 
adaptation 

Unlike anything 
experienced before 

The natural hazard was unlike anything families had experienced or 
thought imaginable before. 

5, 7, 8 

Unexpected, sudden 
event 

There were no alert systems that warned the population ahead of the 
natural hazard events.  

5, 6, 7, 8 

Everything was gone People lost family members, their houses, belongings and sources of 
livelihood in a matter of minutes. 

5, 6, 7, 8 

Factors 
enabling 
adaptation 

Helping each other  Locals were at the frontlines of the immediate response, searching for 
loved ones, sheltering friends, family and strangers. The lines between 
friends, family and enemies were temporarily blurred as spontaneous 
gestures of support abounded.  

5, 6, 7, 8 

A
ft

er
m

at
h 

of
 n

at
ur

al
 h

az
ar

d 

Factors 
hindering 
adaptation 

New encounters The arrival of humanitarian actors was new for locals as they had never 
encountered them before.  

6, 7 

Difficult living 
conditions 

Weather and other conditions made living in temporary shelters difficult. 
The which some families resided in for years, were too small or 
inappropriate to conduct domestic activities 

5, 6, 7, 8 

Loss of livelihood The majority of the families living along the coast were dependent upon 
fishing or tourism, both of which were not possible for them to pursue 
after the natural hazard. Without their sources of livelihood, families 
worried about making ends meet. 

5, 7, 8 

New norms, 
bureaucracy and 
boundaries  

New boundaries were set around camps and new normative criteria for 
entitlement were introduced by humanitarian actors. Housing came to 
define who was a legitimate victim of the natural hazard event. 

5, 6, 7, 8 

Absence of relatives 
to support 

Families unable to receive support from relatives as these were either not 
allowed to enter the camp site, as was the case with La Hermandad, or 
lived too far away in another province. 

6, 8 

Limited opportunities 
for participation 

Affected families were given limited scope to participate in the housing 
reconstruction process, including the design of the living space they 
would later occupy. 

5, 7, 8 

Untransparent aid 
distribution 

Lack of information surrounding the distribution of aid to families which 
was met by calls for transparency and voice accusations of corruption. 

5, 7, 8 
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Disputes over land 
tenure 

Given many families did not have titles or deeds for the land their family 
had houses on, this led to disputes over land in the aftermath of the 
natural hazard. 

5, 7, 8 

Feeling of ‘falling 
down’ 

Families who lost everything, and were fully dependent on outsiders for 
help, felt like they had lost social standing and status. Many 
distinguishing signs of stats were destroyed during the event.   

5, 7 

Inappropriate and 
poor-quality relief 
items 

Relief items that were culturally inappropriate were distributed to 
families. Moreover, there were quality issues with the houses that were 
built for survivors of the natural hazard.  

5 

Factors 
enabling 
adaptation 

Tetap semangat, 
Bahasa for ‘keeping 
spirits up’ 

Despite all that families had been through, families described “tetap 
semangat” or keeping the spirits up and not loosing hope. 

6, 7, 8 

Customary solutions 
for orphaned children 

Local solutions were sought for challenges faced by children and their 
families, and these tended to work better than externally introduced 
solutions. 

8 

Remarrying Widows and widowers often married within one or two years for 
economic, social and personal reasons. 

7 

Establishing 
informal, reciprocal 
supportive relations 

Families who did not have relatives nearby to draw upon for support, 
established informal networks as a substitute for close relatives. 

6, 8 

Engaging in social 
practices that build 
community 

Families performed prayers and carried out other social practices to 
become part of the community 

5, 7, 8 

Used strategies to 
discipline leaders 

Families used accusations of misappropriation serve as a check on 
corruption. 

5, 6 

Participating in house 
reconstruction 

Families were directly involved in the construction of their new houses.  6 

Turning to religion to 
explain events 

Religion is what many families turned to, to explain the natural hazard 
events.  

5, 6, 7, 8 

Storytelling and 
crafting narratives 

A way to bear witness to the crisis, build community and commemorate 
the dead; families crafted their sense of self and their place in society 
through stories 

5, 7 
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Accepting that 
‘everything changed’ 

Families described accepting that change is a constant, in line with 
Buddhist teachings, as a helpful strategy to deal with the aftermath of the 
natural hazard. 

7, 8 
O

ut
co

m
e 

of
 th

e 
na

tu
ra

l h
az

ar
d 

Negative 
legacy of the 
shock 

Emergence of the 
subject position of 
'victim’ based on loss 
of house 

New identities were created for families as 'deserving' or 'undeserving' of 
aid, in most cases based on whether or not the family lost their house.  

5, 6, 7,8 

Relationships 
between community 
members strained 

The new labels applied to families resulted in strains in neighbourhoods 
between those who were entitled and those who were not. 

6, 8 

Triggering of “social 
changes” 

The natural hazards disrupted long-standing, deeply meaningful 
relationships between people and place and reconfigured kinship 
dynamics among and within families 

5 

Approaches to 
community work 
changed 

Relief approaches led to problems such as changing the villagers’ 
attitudes to a “collective” approach to solving problems. People in some 
communities who used to work together stopped doing so and instead 
began to fight over donations. 

8 

Positive 
legacy of the 
shock 

Emergence of new 
opportunities  

Even though families faced significant challenges, they describe the 
unexpected benefits the disaster had brought – from new schools to new 
livelihood options  
and new houses. 

5, 6, 7 

Learned to live with 
the unpredictable 
ways of the world 

In the aftermath of the natural hazards, families engaged in an active 
process of “remaking of everyday life”. 

7 
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4.3.3 Upper-middle income countries group 

For the group of studies from upper-middle income studies, Heron (2018) was selected as 

the index paper for the ingroup translation. As with the other groups, key constructs identified in 

the ingroup translation are captured Table 7. A brief description of how families compare to one 

another across the studies from upper-middle income studies is included here. 

Families in Dominica are described as a “‘matrifocal’ kinship system” where “bonds of 

familial solidarity exist across great distances” (Heron, 2018). ‘Matrifocal’, a term coined by the 

anthropologist Raymond Smith during this ethnographic work in the Caribbean region, refers to 

families where “women in their role as mothers come to be the focus of relationships, rather than 

head of household as such” (Smith, 1996, p. 42) and where low emphasis is placed on “conjugal 

relationships within the areas of ‘close family’ ties” (Smith, 1996, p. 55). Fathers are often 

absent or marginal to the family networks and how the day-to-day life of the family is organised. 

In the study conducted by Fernandes, Boehs, and Heidemann (2013) of the responses of 

families in rural southern Brazil to the Santa Catarina floods of 2008, families are described of as 

‘nuclear’, though only those with at least one child between the ages of 0-2 years were included 

in the study sample. In the genograms that study participants drew, there is reference to family 

members beyond the circle of grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins that indicate close 

relationships with extended family.  
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Table 7: Ingroup comparison (translation) for upper-middle income country group 

Temporal sequence 2nd order constructs Definition of 2nd order constructs Papers 

O
ns

et
 o

f 
na

tu
ra

l h
az

ar
d 

Factors 
hindering 
adaptation 

Lack of forewarning The natural hazard arrived unexpectedly for families. 10 
Widespread 
destruction 

Families experienced loss of family members and friends, and 
destruction of houses and property. 

9, 10 

Factors 
enabling 
adaptation 

Forewarning Families received a warning ahead of the natural hazard event and were 
able to secure their shelters and stock up on basic necessities.  

9 

New yet familiar 
chaos 

The population was no stranger to the natural hazard events, although the 
severity was beyond what they had experienced before. 

9, 10 

Spirit of togetherness Relatives and close friends of affected families mobilized to help – 
seeking information, providing refuge in their houses and sharing 
resources.  

9, 10 

A
ft

er
m

at
h 

of
 n

at
ur

al
 h

az
ar

d 

Factors 
hindering 
adaptation 

Tough living 
conditions 

The living conditions grew increasingly difficult over time as some 
families did not have access to electricity, running water and other basic 
necessities.  

9, 10 

Loss of personal items Families perceived themselves to be vulnerable as they were deprived of 
personal documents and other essential and symbolic objects which 
represented the family and individual identities. 

9, 10 

Discomfort receiving 
aid from unknown 
persons 

Families described discomfort in receiving and accepting donations from 
people who they did not know such as humanitarian agencies and other 
institutions. 

10 

Factors 
enabling 
adaptation 

Support from family 
and extended kin  

Families leveraged support networks to receive resources that were 
needed and options for how to cope with the aftermath of the hazard. 

9, 10 

Responsiveness and 
ability to grasp 
opportunities 

Families had cultivated a ‘strategic flexibility’, or the ability to grasp any 
opportunity that presents itself, and to maintain a field of relationships 
that can be leveraged in times of need. This enables families to create 
and sustain a field of relations that can support when/if needed. 

9 

Pragmatic kinning Family members engaged in creative patterns of pragmatic kinning or 
forming kinship bonds where these did not exist as a form of 
cooperation. 

9 

Creating rituals to 
commemorate losses 

The family created rituals with extended kin to commemorate the losses 
and remember the event.  

10 
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O
ut

co
m

e 
of

 th
e 

na
tu

ra
l 

ha
za

rd
 

Negative 
legacy of the 
shock 

Social bitterness Families that didn't receive help as expected, experienced social 
bitterness and disappointment, showed significant disappointment in 
relation to the help and to the community, and reported low levels of 
psychosocial well-being. 

10 

Positive 
legacy of the 
shock 

Adapting well to new 
life 

Families that had migrated abroad in search of support, felt “incomplete, 
ambivalent and bittersweet” about leaving their island behind but were 
adapting well to the new life overall. 

9 

Greater perception of 
social cohesion 

Families had a greater perception of social cohesion, more confidence in 
people's benevolence, and asserted values related to mutual help. 

10 
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4.3.4 High income countries group 

For the group of studies from high income studies, Browne (2015) was selected as the 

index paper for the ingroup translation. The families described in the four studies from high 

income countries could not be more different from one another. In the two studies from Norway 

(Hafstad et al., 2012; Lindgaard et al., 2009), the families are White, middle class, and neolocal – 

parents with children who live together as a nuclear family. In the two studies from the USA, the 

families are from two different cultural and ethnic minority groups - the Vietnamese American 

(VanLandingham, 2017) and the Afro-American (Browne, 2015) communities. In the 

Vietnamese American community, families are characterized by “cohesive and extended units” 

that are often multigenerational and are part of a “dense, very tight-knit social network of kin and 

non-kin” (VanLandingham, 2017, p. 16).  These social connections serve to support and control 

as Vietnamese American families are described as “tightly structured and hierarchical”, and 

“authority is tightly bound with age and position” (VanLandingham, 2017, p. 10). 

In the case of the large Afro-Creole family in the Louisiana bayou, the family consists of 

over 155 members. Even though the family has so many members, it is not referred to as an 

extended family but as family throughout the ethnography. According to the matriarch of the 

family, “family is family—we don’t draw lines because that doesn’t make sense. We are one big 

family, period” (Browne, 2015, p. 144). Unlike nuclear families that are often depicted as oak 

trees, this family was described as a “rhizome” given the “dense tangle of interconnections” 

between family members and the fact that they shared a common “rootstock” that served as a 

“life source for the connected family members” (Browne, 2015, p. 37). Firmly attached to place, 

as the family “had always been rooted to this soil”, the family is described as providing an 

“emotional ecosystem” where members are bound to each other in a “single life-support system 
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of nonhierarchical relations” (Browne, 2015, p. 37). This rooting of the family identity in place is 

mirrored in the importance that homemade cooking, and the socializing around local food, plays.   

The factors that helped and hindered the adaptation of families during the onset and in the 

aftermath of the natural hazard-induced disasters are summarized in Table 10.   
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Table 10: Ingroup comparison (translation) for high income country group 

Temporal sequence 2nd order constructs Definition of 2nd order constructs Papers 

O
ns

et
 o

f 
na

tu
ra

l h
az

ar
d 

Factors 
hindering 
adaptation 

Disaster was 
unexpected, without 
warning 

Families were totally unprepared for the natural hazard. 12, 13 

Whole area was 
devastated 

The natural hazard had a devastating effect on the physical 
environment – destroying infrastructure, uprooting trees, collapsing 
houses. 

11, 12, 
13, 14 

Factors 
enabling 
adaptation 

Forewarning  Families were warned ahead of the natural hazard event and were able 
to prepare. 

11, 14 

Evacuating out of area 
before onset 

Residents were ordered to evacuate their homes before the onset of the 
natural hazard event in a mandatory evacuation order. 

11, 14 

Seeking refuge with 
family and friends 

Majority of families sought refuge with friends and/or family during 
their evacuation.  

11, 14 

Evacuating back home 
after onset 

All families were able to leave the affected area within a couple of days 
and did not experience secondary adversities such as loss of homes and 
schools.  

12, 13 

A
ft

er
m

at
h 

of
 n

at
ur

al
 h

az
ar

d 

Factors 
hindering 
adaptation 

“We don't know you” Humanitarian agency turned down and disregarded help from local 
families, choosing help from external actors instead.  

11 

“We don’t hear you” Families did not feel understood and were fighting for respect in 
communication. No explicit efforts were made by humanitarian actors 
to bridge the gap, leaving families without information.  

11 

“We don’t do things that 
way” 

Local actors were excluded from engaging in the reconstruction 
process. They also found that the bureaucratic demands set by 
humanitarian responders confusing. 

11 

Tough living conditions Living conditions in the affected areas were difficult for the family as 
rebuilding took place. Families experienced strain, exhaustion and 
injuries. 

11, 14 

Temporary housing 
undermined family life 

The temporary shelters caused stress for families as they undermined 
family life – they were too small, the furniture could not be moved 
around, they did not allow for collective cooking or socializing; 
important aspects of family life. 

11 
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New dependency on 
outsiders 

Families felt they could not retain a sense of control over what was 
happening. No one knew when they would receive repairs, 
compensation and other support. They experienced a loss of control.  

11 

Factors 
enabling 
adaptation 

Availability of a cultural 
broker 

Having a cultural broker helped families understand the demands of the 
humanitarian actors and communicate their needs. Cultural brokers 
navigated the divide between the two worlds. 

11, 14 

Upholding daily rituals Families made an effort to uphold daily rituals of connection and 
sustain different aspects of cultural life that brought comfort. 

11, 12, 
13, 14 

Maintaining a sense of 
dignity 

Even though humanitarian responders gave them the sense that they 
were victims, family members did not see themselves as such.  

14 

Strong family 
interdependence and 
“strength of collective 
resolve” 

The interdependence the family had long practiced served it well. 
Family members knew how to work together, and doing it in this 
strained new context gave them a way to focus their time and energy. 

11, 14 

Heightened awareness 
of needs of family 
members 

Parents developed a heightened awareness of the needs of their 
children and did what they could to respond to these needs and to their 
reactions. 

11, 12, 
13 

Drawing upon a shared 
narrative 

Families developed and drew upon a shared narrative about what 
happened, facilitating a common understanding of events, and a 
historical narrative. 

12, 13, 
14 

Community 
mobilisation by the 
church 

Having a dominant religion and a single church served a critical role in 
mobilizing families to rebuild on behalf of the community. 

11, 14 

Outlook of self-
sufficiency 

As a community, families took responsibility for recovering from the 
natural hazard, and proceeded to rebuild without any expectation of 
help from external actors.  

14 

Stereotype promise Families received favorable coverage by the press and were viewed as 
especially needy of assistance which lead to impressive flows of 
resources in support. 

14 

O
ut

co
m

e 
of

 Negative 
legacy of the 
shock 

Feeling worse, not better Years after the natural hazard, family members overall were feeling 
worse. The ongoing uncertainty felt many feeling anxious, stressed, 
worried, or angry. 

11 
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Eroded capacity to 
function 

Families felt the capacity to function being eroded by the sense that 
people in the family were not able to take charge of their own lives.  

11 

Positive 
legacy of the 
shock 

Doing better than 
expected 

The recovery of families years after the natural hazard has been 
remarkably strong, and much better than expected given their exposure 
and what they went through.  

12, 13, 
14 

Improved family 
functioning  

Family members described a positive change in relations; they valued 
and prioritized time together more and provided more care and 
consideration to each other.  

12, 13, 
14 

Community 
transformation 

The community experienced an explosion of community activity and 
involvement and was transformed as an outcome of the natural hazard 
event.  

14 
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4.4 Outcome of the synthesis process 

This section presents the line of argument synthesis. The synthesis includes the 

hypotheses generated by the meta-ethnography regarding the factors and processes that enhance 

and, conversely, limit the ability of families to adapt in the aftermath of natural hazard-induced 

disasters and provide care for their children.  

What constitutes family differs across contexts  

The families in the studies reviewed differed by type, size, and structure. In the low-

income country studies, families were described as consisting of multi-generational households 

that cluster together in the community. These clusters of close familial relationships function to 

secure the economic well-being of family members. For families, the well-being of the wider 

community is of importance as they define themselves through their connection to others in the 

community. In the studies from lower-middle income countries, families also tend to be extended 

in nature although they spanned across a greater distance. Family in these contexts also include 

non-blood related kin who were connected to family through ritual ties. The purpose of these ties 

is to enable functioning of the family by sharing responsibilities, for example for childcare 

amongst godparents. An additional characteristic of families in the lower-middle income studies 

reviewed is their attachment to place, and the way the family identity is informed by their 

attachment to a physical location.  

In the two upper-middle income country studies, families are described on the one hand 

as kinship systems that span across vast distances and emphasize family ties over conjugal 

relationships, and on the other hand, as nuclear where relationships are upheld with extended 

family members that go beyond the grandparents, aunts/uncles and cousins.  In the high-income 

countries, the families tended to be smaller in size and nuclear. Exceptions to this exist, most 
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notably among the Afro-Creole family in Louisiana, U.S. which described itself as anything 

other than nuclear with 155 members.   

These differences in what constitute a family are key to understanding the experiences of 

families in the aftermath of natural hazard-induced disasters in the contexts in which they faced 

them. The differences, both in how families define themselves and their relationships to, 

including expectations of, their environments, provide insight into how and why families do 

what they do in response to crises and what informs their experiences. In the studies reviewed, 

families in low-income contexts drew upon relationships in their community, saw themselves as 

self-efficacious and did not have expectations of help from the outside. Similarly, families in 

lower-middle income contexts drew upon ties to family, kin, and the wider religious community 

for support. In upper-middle income contexts, families also reached out to family members in 

other towns and further afield in other countries for support. In the high-income countries, on the 

other hand, the focus was placed inward. Family members focused on providing support to one 

another within the nuclear family unit and turned to formal structures for support outside of this.  

These differences in how families relate to others in their environment reflect differences 

in societal values. Markus and Kitayama (1991) provide a useful frame for describing this 

difference in values as independent versus interdependent in individualistic and collectivist 

societies. Figure 2 illustrates how nuclear families can be seen to best align with the 

independence of individualistic societies, whilst in collectivist societies the notion of 

interdependence, connection and responsibility prevails. As was mentioned in a number of the 

studies reviewed, in collectivist societies, the difference between extended families and the 

community is often blurred.  
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Spirit of solidarity prevailed during the onset of natural hazard-induced disasters  

During the onset of the natural hazard event, families in all studies regardless of where 

they occurred described a spirit of solidarity and an overall environment of altruism in the 

community that enabled them to survive initially. In all study contexts, the first responders were 

locals – pulling each other out of rubble and searching for loved ones and kin. People describe 

putting aside differences and working together to collectively survive.  

Salient differences in how families experience the natural hazard-induced disasters start 

to emerge in the aftermath of the event with the advent of the formal, humanitarian response, or 

when formal humanitarian responders replace the informal supports received from family, 

friends and neighbours. The exceptions here were the studies from Norway where families were 

evacuated back to the safety of their homes in Norway within days of the natural hazard events. 

A key factor underlying this difference is the extent to which families were able to leverage 

cultural adaptation strategies. 

Cultural strategies enable adaptation in the aftermath of natural hazard-induced disasters 

The studies reviewed show us that families leverage a range of cultural adaptation 

strategies after natural hazard-induced disasters to adapt to the social and physical changes in 

their environments. Across the board, families described the importance of these strategies to be 

able to adapt to the changes they experienced. These strategies differed in terms of their 

Figure 2: Family types in individualistic versus collectivist societies 
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specificities, but they can be grouped together as follows: (i) re-establishing family structure or 

stabilising the family unit, (ii) preserving family identity, (iii) upholding family functions, and 

(iv) maintaining connection to the community. Examples of the cultural adaptation strategies that 

were used in the different settings for each are described here: 

Reestablishing family structure: where family members had died in the natural hazard-

induced disasters, customary solutions to stabilizing the family unit were sought relatively 

quickly. This took the form of remarrying soon after the natural hazard event, as was the case in 

Indonesia (Samuels, 2012), Car Nicobar (Prasad, 2016) and South India (Hastrup, 2011; Kayser 

et al., 2008), and arranging for orphaned children to be cared for within the extended family in 

Thailand (Falk, 2015), Car Nicobar (Prasad, 2016), and South India (Kayser et al., 2008). 

Particularly in low-income countries, where there had been the greatest loss of life, family 

members identified the importance of reestablishing family structure so that families could 

continue to uphold their functions as caregivers of children (Kayser et al., 2008) and as providers 

of manpower and other services to the tuhēt (Prasad, 2016). In the lower- and upper-middle 

countries of Thailand (Falk, 2015), El Salvador (Sliwinski, 2018) and Dominica (Heron, 2018) 

where many people in affected areas did not have relatives nearby due to labor related migration, 

substitutes were sought by establishing kinship bonds where these did not exist, establishing 

reciprocal supportive relations and “pragmatic kinning” (Heron, 2018, p. 125).   

Preserving social identity: families describe crafting narratives about the natural hazard-

induced disaster and the role of family members in a number of countries. In Sri Lanka, families 

used stories to craft their own identities and their sense of self in the aftermath of the event, and 

to “bear witness” to the ensuing crisis (Gamburd, 2014, p. 29). In Indonesia, storytelling was also 

employed by families as a way of giving meaning to, and shaping, the tsunami experience. 
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Beyond providing strength to the families, these stories emphasized a common identity that was 

shared with the community that had been affected. Among the Vietnamese American families in 

Louisiana, these stories helped preserve family identity by maintaining the family’s sense of 

dignity and agency, not seeing themselves as victims but as agents navigating the changes, as is 

illustrated in the studies of the (VanLandingham, 2017). In Sri Lanka, El Salvador and South 

India, maintaining dignity also included being able actively endorse or oppose the general 

organisational structures that regulated the lives of the families and distributed privileges in the 

humanitarian response (Gamburd, 2014; Hastrup, 2011; Kayser et al., 2008; Sliwinski, 2018).  

Upholding family functions: being responsive to the needs of family members was 

described as important in the aftermath of the natural hazard event (Hafstad et al., 2012; 

Lindgaard et al., 2009). This entailed ensuring necessary financial and other supports were 

received during the humanitarian response as is highlighted by Vietnamese American families 

who were grateful for the “generous assistance provided to them” (VanLandingham, 2017, p. 

84). In South India, families expressed a keen interest in diversifying their sources of income by 

learning new skills for the job market and receiving micro-credit loans to start a business (Kayser 

et al., 2008). Aside from receiving appropriate supports, families identified the importance of 

carrying out daily rituals and routines and trying to ascertain a sense of normalcy again by 

bringing back familiar daily rhythms (Browne, 2015; Hafstad et al., 2012; Kayser et al., 2008; 

Lindgaard et al., 2009). The importance of returning to an everyday routine was highlighted by 

families in South India who received culturally inappropriate relief items that were at odds with 

this desire (Kayser et al., 2008). Instead of being able to carry out everyday tasks such as 

preparing meals and wearing traditional local dresses, precooked meals and the distribution of 

Western clothing impeded this. 
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Maintaining connection: upholding sharing bonds with community was cited as critical 

for families in the aftermath of the natural hazard-induced disaster, especially in low-income 

contexts where community solidarity is reflected in, and informs, family well-being (Hastrup, 

2011; Kayser et al., 2008; Prasad, 2016; Schuller, 2016). This included engaging in social 

practices that build and maintain community, as is illustrated by performing prayer as “part of 

the Islamic community (umma)” (Samuels, 2012, p. 139) and engaging in social practices such as 

holding “kenduri” or a festive meal for remembering those who perished in the community 

(Samuels, 2012, p. 118). The role of religion in helping families maintain connection to the 

wider community was raised across all countries – from low- to high-income countries (Browne, 

2015; VanLandingham, 2017).  

Undermining cultural strategies hinders adaptation in the aftermath of natural hazard-induced 

disasters 

Families were not always able to draw upon cultural strategies of adaption, however. 

Where this was the case, it had a detrimental effect on their ability to cope with the changes 

brought about by the natural hazard-induced disaster and, as a result, it affected their well-being 

as a family. These families experienced a breakdown of family structure, a loss of family 

identity, being unable to uphold family functions and they felt as though they had lost connection 

with the wider community.  

Breakdown of family structure: in Haiti, families experienced the “fissioning of the 

Haitian household” (Schuller, 2016, p. 13) and the “splintering of the [Haitian] lakou” (Schuller, 

2016, p. 15) in the aftermath of the natural hazard-induced disaster.  This fissioning was 

triggered by the way food aid was distributed and tent space was allocated in the camps and was 

further reinforced by the way in which longer term relocation assistance was carried out. The 
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reward structures and bureaucratic processes that were introduced by international humanitarian 

agencies resembled a dog-eat-dog mentality that was strikingly different to the lived forms of 

solidarity Haitian families had practiced beforehand. Families also experienced the splitting of 

households in Sri Lanka, Car Nicobar and Indonesia due to the small size of temporary shelters, 

but as the name suggests, these were only temporary.  

Challenged family identity: the way families saw themselves was shaped by new norms 

and boundaries that were brought by the formal humanitarian response. In Thailand, families 

experienced the introduction of labels for tsunami survivors and the specification of “which 

category of survivors should receive aid” (Falk, 2015, p. 141). In Indonesia and Sri Lanka, which 

were still affected by a long-standing armed conflict, being a tsunami victim became inseparable 

from the right to receive a house, due to the almost singular focus of NGOs on building housing, 

(Gamburd, 2014; Samuels, 2012). New boundaries were also established by camp administrators 

in these contexts, creating “identities for those who belonged inside and those who did not” 

(Gamburd, 2014, p. 55). This saw the emergence of statuses of survivors as either deserving or 

undeserving of aid.  

The way families saw themselves was also shaped by the losses they experienced. 

Families in all contexts experienced the loss of their family home, belongings, and savings as a 

loss of status, or as a challenge to maintaining their status. This loss of status was brought with it 

an uncomfortable dependence on outsiders. In Indonesia families described this loss as “falling 

down” (Samuels, 2012, p. 32). In Sri Lanka, maintaining status was difficult due to the blanket 

distribution of aid, and claims this was done with insufficient attention paid to merit in some 

contexts (Gamburd, 2014).   
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Family identity was challenged by disputes over land. Since many of the tsunami-

impacted communities “had no land ownership papers or titles” (Falk, 2015, p. 140), disputes 

over land tenure were commonplace in the aftermath of the natural hazard-induced disasters. 

Given the importance of attachment to place as part of family identity, especially in lower-

middle and upper-middle income countries, losing the rights to live in a certain area was a 

significant blow to the identities of many families.  

Challenge upholding family functions: the temporary shelters provided to affected 

families undermined family life and inhibited family functions in all contexts in which they were 

introduced.  In Car Nicobar, families were forced to “shelter as individual families instead of 

joint families” (Prasad, 2016, p. 51). The shelters were not only uncomfortable in the humidity 

and heat, but their “congested nature” also restricted important familial activities such as “drying 

of coconut, areca nut and traditional extraction of oil” (Prasad, 2016, p. 51). In South India, too, 

the initial temporary shelters were small, gave little privacy, and families transferred many 

domestic activities outdoors (Hastrup, 2011, p. 39). And among the Afro-Creole American 

family in Louisiana, the trailers “strained the family’s everyday rituals” (Browne, 2015, p. 84). 

Before the crisis, fluid household systems allow for child-sharing practices – “children in the big 

family moved around, living with aunts and uncles or grandparents for days or weeks or even 

years” – but this was not possible in the trailers (Browne, 2015, p. 85). Unlike in the other 

contexts where families only housed in temporary shelters for a matter of months, for those in 

trailers in Louisiana, it was years.  

Loss of connection: in Haiti, neighborhood solidarity in the form of neighborhood 

associations was replaced with NGO-appointed and created camp committees in the aftermath of 

the natural hazard-induced disaster. Before the earthquake, “neighborhood associations often led 
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collective, volunteer public works efforts such as road repair or trash collection, managed 

community water taps” (Schuller, 2016, p. 137). These associations no longer existed in the same 

form after camps were constructed and camp committees were introduced. Afro-Creole families 

in Louisiana also experienced a loss of connection to one another as a community, as they 

physically could not convene as they did previously. Life in the temporary trailers they were 

given “limited their usual strategies for coping with life—cooking and sharing good food, taking 

care of each other’s kids” (Browne, 2015, p. 84).  

A legacy of natural hazard-induced disasters is the bonadaptation, maladaptation or positive 

transformation of families  

Out of the 14 studies reviewed, families in eight contexts – South India (Hastrup, 2011; 

Kayser et al., 2008), Dominica (Heron, 2018), Indonesia (Samuels, 2012), Thailand (Falk, 2015), 

Sri Lanka (Gamburd, 2014), El Salvador (Sliwinski, 2018) and Brazil (Fernandes et al., 2013) – 

described bonadaptation, or the ability to adapt positively to the crisis, continuing to perform 

familial functions including the care and protection of their children and maintain their identity 

despite the stressors they faced. 

Beyond adapting well, for the families in the two Norwegian studies (Hafstad et al., 

2012; Lindgaard et al., 2009), families in Car Nicobar (Prasad, 2016) and among families in the 

Vietnamese American community in Louisiana (VanLandingham, 2017), the experience was 

described as transformational. As a result of the natural hazard induced-disaster, families in these 

study contexts highlighted an increased sense of cohesion, improved family functioning and, in 

the case of the Vietnamese Americans and Nicobarese, the event had a positive transformational 

effect on the community as a whole.  
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The opposite was described by families in Haiti (Schuller, 2016), and among that Afro-

American community in Louisiana (Browne, 2015). There, the legacy of the natural hazard 

induced disaster was a breakdown of family structures, a decline in family functioning, 

challenged family identity and long-lasting socio-cultural changes for the community.  
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Figure 3 illustrates the difference in levels of adaptation that are described in the studies 

(x-axis) over time after the natural hazard-induced disasters (y-axis) and in relation to changes in 

the environment that occurred (z-axis). The changes in environment refer to changes in the day-

to-day lives of families. Prior to the natural hazard events, the changes families experienced were 

minimal as is reflected by the horizontal nature of the line. There is a sharp increase in changes 

during the onset of the natural hazards. Families described their worlds being turned upside 

down during the onset of the hazards. This sharp increase in changes is followed by a short 

plateau in which families draw upon known cultural mechanisms to adapt and experience 

communal solidarity. The arrival of the formal humanitarian response system ushered in another, 

arguably second, world full of changes for many families in terms of norms, rules, and 

procedures. It is these new changes in their social and physical environments that families are 

tasked with adapting to. Given the ongoing nature of these changes with the evolving 

humanitarian response, this increase continues until long after the arrival of the humanitarian 

responders.  

The humanitarian response influences the trajectory of families’ adaptation 

What explains the difference in levels of adaptation between families in the period after 

the onset of the natural hazard event? Families that experience bonadaptation or are able to 

successfully navigate the changes in the environment and maintain the integrity of the family, do 

so because they are able to pursue the cultural adaptation strategies that help them maintain 

balance. They are able to secure the necessary resources, support and space to do this as active 

agents navigating their new world. Where these adaptive strategies are undermined or disabled 

by external factors, this is a great source of stress for families, and this challenges their 

resilience.  
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The studies reviewed in this meta-ethnography show us that families experience 

maladaptation not because they have inherently flawed characteristics or did something wrong, 

but because of failings of humanitarian responders to understand their specific needs, including 

the cultural adaptation strategies they need to employ in order to make their world liveable again 

after a natural hazard-induced disaster.  

In the studies reviewed, the examples of families that experienced maladaptation show 

there was a clear misalignment between the local perspectives and values of families in natural 

hazard-induced disaster contexts and those of the humanitarian response system. What this 

shows, in other words, is that disturbances that threaten the survival and integrity of family 

systems do not originate solely from the natural hazard, but from the humanitarian response as 

well. The most profound example of this difference in values is when the individualistic values 

of the international humanitarian response system juxtapose with the communal values in 

collectivist cultures. Schuller’s (2016) ethnography of the Haitian earthquakes details this in his 

description of how the aid regime “bump up against local kinship and household traditions” 

(Schuller, 2016). As a result, social structures that were developed over generations in response 

to dynamics in the local environment were disrupted by foreign assistance.  

Families that experienced the natural hazard-induced disaster as transformational are ones 

that did not seek to maintain balance but were able to grow as a result of the natural 

hazard/induced disaster. The environments these families lived in enabled them to make changes 

within and between families that reduced some of the social inequities that gave rise to local 

vulnerabilities during the crises. This is evidenced by once isolated Vietnamese American 

families who described an “explosion of community involvement” after Hurricane Katrina, 

which brought families closer together in the area (VanLandingham, 2017). In Norway, too, 
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families who said they did not value family time before the crisis, changed their perspective and 

also their behaviour by reducing work hours to spend more  time together after the tsunami event 

(Lindgaard et al., 2009). In South India and Indonesia, family members were provided with new 

skills training and micro-credit loans to enhance income generation for the family. This allowed 

women to work for the first time ever, changing gender dynamics in the area (Kayser et al., 

2008; Samuels, 2012). In addition, the Government in Tamil Nadu, South India used the 

opportunity of the post-disaster reconstruction work to change the prevailing tenure practice for 

houses. Whereas previously only men were eligible to own and inherit houses, family members 

described a positive changed to ensure wives had equal opportunities (Hastrup, 2011).  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 
Although the importance of families in children’s well-being during and after 

humanitarian crises is increasingly acknowledged among international humanitarian child 

protection actors, families are regarded more as sites for receiving support, including capacity 

building support, in humanitarian responses, than as agents who already provide support 

themselves. Few studies have been undertaken to identify what families do during crises, in 

advance of or without external intervention, to support their children. As a consequence, little is 

known about how families experience and adapt to the changes these disasters bring about, and 

how this affects their resilience, including their ability to uphold critical functions such as 

providing care for their children.  

This research starts to address this gap by focusing on the experience of families in 

different natural hazard-induced disasters around the world, identifying factors that are described 

as enabling or, conversely, hindering their resilience. In so doing, it shifts the attention from 

viewing families as passive recipients of relief in humanitarian crises to agents that actively 

engage in crisis response. This research helps to reframe families as critical actors and as a 

resource for children during disasters.  

The meta-ethnography found that in adapting to changes in their environments, families 

leverage cultural strategies that help them uphold their structure, identity and functions as well as 

maintain their connection to the wider community. When families are supported to fully employ 

these strategies, the result is bonadaptation, and in some instances even positive transformation. 

When families are hindered from leveraging their own cultural strategies of adaptation, the result 

is maladaptation.  
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Four findings in particular will be discussed here. These relate to the contextually distinct 

meanings of families, the differences in what constitutes family in context, the importance of 

understanding the cultural adaptation strategies families use, and issues of do no harm.  

5.1 Summary of findings  

Contextually distinct meanings of family 

The meta-ethnography provides insight into the diversity of family types and structures 

that exist worldwide. Understanding what constitutes a family in a given context means 

understanding the extent and nature of the relational ties that define the family. These 

relationships are critical in times of crisis when families seek to maintain their sense of identity 

integrity and uphold their functions. These relationships inform the expectations of help that 

family members have of one another in times of crisis, and define who they turn to for support.  

This research has documented a wide spectrum of family types and relational ties. These 

range from small nuclear families that see themselves as autonomous units within a community 

to multigenerational joint and extended families that prioritize relational ties with the wider 

family over conjugal ties, and whose boundaries with the community are blurred. For joint and 

extended families that cluster together in households, such as the lakou in Haiti or the tuhēt in 

Car Nicobar, this clustering resembles the close interdependence of family members. In these 

families, there is an expectation of help during crises as family members are dependent on the 

social, emotional, and importantly economic support they receive from, and give to, one another. 

Underpinning these dependent relationships are collectivist values that promote connection, and 

the responsibilities family members have to one another in the wider family. The family 

functions of ensuring economic stability, taking care of and socializing children, and providing a 

home, among others, are shared and spread across the wider family.  
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This is distinct from the contexts where the boundaries of the family are drawn at the 

nuclear or conjugal level, as is the case in the Norwegian studies reviewed. Here, the nuclear unit 

consisted of a married couple with children or a single parent with children, but it did not extend 

beyond that. Households did not include any other family members beyond the nuclear unit. 

Expectations of help to fulfill family functions exist for formal government institutions but not 

from wider family or community members in the same way that it does for joint and extended 

families. The family views itself as separate to the community and as a socio-economic unit in its 

own right. The values underpinning nuclear families are individualistic.  

In the middle of the spectrum is another type of family, which mirror’s Litwack’s (1960) 

‘modified extended family’. Here, the household consists predominantly of the nuclear family 

but there are strong ties to extended family even if they do not live nearby. This was the case in 

Dominica, Brazil, Thailand, and El Salvador, where labor related migration amongst other trends 

has led to families living in different parts of the country and overseas. Notwithstanding this 

distance, there is an expectation of help from family members. Where help cannot be provided 

by kin, a form of kinning was described in these contexts wherein non-kin become kin as a way 

of substituting for the missing familial relationships. 

The findings of the meta-ethnography highlight that humanitarian responders often do not 

appreciate or understand this diversity in family types and lack an understanding of how family 

structure relates to the ways in which families carry out familial functions such as providing 

childcare, securing a place of residence and income. By consciously or unconsciously refusing to 

divert from the understanding that families are nuclear, humanitarian responders question the 

legitimacy of local definitions of family, and the ways in which family members work together 

to ensure their collective well-being. The clearest example of this was the experience of the 
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Afro-Creole family in Louisiana, whom the Federal Emergency Management Agency refused to 

accept since the extended family was too far removed from the norm. As discussed below, 

responders who are unaware of what constitutes family locally may unintentionally undermine 

not only family structure, but consequently, the family’s ability to perform its functions.   

Differences in what constitutes family in context: minority and majority views 

For the process of ingroup comparisons in the meta-ethnography, families were grouped 

according to the country-level level of income as classified by the World Bank. This helpful step 

enabled a smaller number of studies to be focused on initially for the comparison, and it 

illuminated distinct trends and outliers. The family types identified in each group generally 

corresponded to the same country-level income levels. In most instances, the studies from in 

low-income countries described joint or extended families, which corresponds with weaker 

institutions of social protection often found in lower income countries, whilst the high-income 

countries tended to describe nuclear families. Families in the lower-middle and upper-middle 

income countries were described as modified extended families, where nuclear families living 

separately from, but strongly connected to, extended family members.  

A number of notable exceptions were identified, however. The two most prominent are 

the families described in the studies from the USA. In these studies, the Afro-Creole family from 

the bayou in Louisiana was not nuclear but a huge, tightly knit family that resembled more of a 

rhizome than a traditional oak tree. So, too, the families described in the Vietnamese American 

community in Louisiana were extended units within tight social networks of kin and non-kin. 

Part of what informs these family types are historical factors, such as the legacy of plantation 

slavery in shaping Afro-Creole families in the Louisiana bayou and the flight of the Vietnamese 

refugees to America one generation ago. What these differences in family types point to is the 
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importance of understanding the position of families in focus vis-à-vis the majority or dominant 

culture. In these two instances, families from minority communities differed substantially from 

the prevailing norm of the nuclear family. In the case of the Afro-Creole family from the bayou, 

part of what made the recovery so challenging was the fact that they felt unseen and unheard, as 

workers those from the national disaster management agency could not imagine a family that 

large seeing itself as a single unit.  

Importance of cultural strategies of adaptation for family resilience 

The meta-ethnography findings showed that families reacted similarly during the onset of 

the natural hazards even though the studies covered different hazards including an earthquake, 

tsunami, flooding, and hurricane in a variety of high-, upper-middle, lower-middle and low-

income countries,. The experiences of families, however, diverge in the aftermath of the natural 

hazard-induced disasters. A critical factor influencing the success of families to adapt was their 

ability to draw upon cultural strategies of adaptation, and their ability to navigate changes in their 

environment brought about, in part, by the humanitarian system itself.  

 The cultural adaptation strategies employed by families differed greatly, as one would 

expect in light of the differences in culture that occur across contexts. What they had in common 

was how important they were to family members, and how critical they were described as being 

for the resilience of the family. Cultural strategies of adaptation are more than just adapting to a 

new normal, they are about countering threats and minimising risks of family dissolution and 

malfunction. These strategies included remarrying and fostering children in order to re-establish 

family structure and stabilise the family unit, crafting narratives to preserve family identity, 

holding on to daily rituals and routines, leveraging relational ties within family or through 

kinning in an effort to uphold family functions, and maintain connection to the community by 
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engaging in communal practices such as celebrating traditional events, sharing resources, and 

engaging in religious practice. For families that were able to go beyond bonadaptation to 

transformation, cultural strategies of adaptation played an important role in countering threats 

and minimising risks, but so too did an openness for considering new approaches and ways of 

doing things. These families, and the communities they were a part of, harnessed the 

opportunities that the natural hazard-induced disaster brought with it to change intra- and inter-

familial relations and reconsider cultural conventions that enhanced inequities. These families 

were not set only on maintaining the status quo or re-establishing life as it had been.   

Family resilience and transformation, therefore, is not just about the internal processes 

families undertake to adapt to changes, it is equally about processes underway in other systems 

that enable or hinder families to act appropriately. What families do in response to disasters 

cannot meaningfully be understood without taking into account their surroundings. The 

interactions between families and their environments shape behaviour and response strategies. 

Environment matters as it creates the conditions that enable bon- or maladaptation.  

Michael Ungar’s (2016) model of family resilience identifies the availability and 

accessibility of resources in the environment as a critical factor in how well families are able to 

cope with external stressors. Although resources were raised as important in the studies 

reviewed, what played a much more pivotal role in the ability of families to adapt is the extent to 

which they were able to navigate the changes in their environment, not by using resources alone, 

but by applying cultural strategies of adaptation that they were familiar with and had used before. 

If, as Ungar hypothesizes, “optimal functioning” is to be expected of families in “well-resourced 

systems” and “sub-optimal” functioning” in poorly resourced systems, this does not explain the 

findings of this meta-ethnography where families in the USA, a high-income country, 
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experienced a deterioration of functioning, whilst families in Car Nicobar, a low-income country, 

were positively transformed. So, too, did many families in other low- and lower middle-income 

countries adapt well.  

 

‘Do No Harm’ in Humanitarian Responses 

Humanitarians are expected to do no harm when they embark on international responses 

to address basic needs and improve the well-being of populations affected by natural hazard-

induced disasters. Actions taken by humanitarian responders, however, can and do have negative 

direct and indirect effects on populations (Giovanni, 2014; Jobe, 2011; Khaled, 2021; Wessells, 

2009a; Wessells & Kostelny, 2021). Even if this harm is caused unintentionally, it can have a 

devastating, and at times long-term, impact.  

The meta-ethnography illustrates numerous ways in which harmful consequences for 

families resulted from the actions and decisions of humanitarian responders, including the 

targeting of relief items. In Haiti, food aid was targeted at female heads of households which 

exposed them to increased acts of violence. The targeting was well-intentioned in that it hoped to 

empower women as recipients of aid. However, it did not take into account the power that had 

been vested into NGO-created, male dominated camp committees on the one hand, and the 

matrifocal nature of households on the other, where women are often ‘mother and father’ and 

band together across generations to support one another. Not only did women have to stand in 

long lines to receive ration cards for the food aid they were entitled to, which opened the door to 

sexual exploitation by male committee members, but the targeting approach also ruptured the 

lakou--the multigenerational model of households that provided support and protection to 

women. The lakou model is especially important for women who take care of children without 
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the support or presence of fathers. In a lakou, multiple households and generations converge to 

support each another. The splintering of this model results in the splintering of the supports these 

otherwise single mothers receive.  

In India, the way in which food aid was targeted at households also caused harm. 

Following the tsunami in South India, the same amount of food aid was pledged to all 

households, regardless of size. This resulted in the splintering of multigenerational families into 

multiple, smaller households as families tried to maximize the relief they could receive. Similar 

to Haiti, this splintering reduced the amount of support family members could give each other. 

Of particular concern were the families of widowers with children who had remarried after the 

tsunami. Following cultural tradition, widowers married the, often younger, sister of a deceased 

wife. Given the high death toll of women, this was not an uncommon practice after the tsunami. 

These young wives were inexperienced in taking care of children and required support. The 

qualitative studies describe cases of children being neglected as a result. With fractured 

households, newlyweds were left with less support from family members than they would have 

otherwise received.   

Another harm families experienced through the action of humanitarians relates to shelter. 

The tents families received in many humanitarian responses were described as inadequate in size 

and of poor quality. In Haiti, the small tent size forced children to sleep unsupervised away from 

their caregivers, exposing them to risks of violence and theft. So too in Car Nicobar did families 

were forced to split up and shelter as individual families instead of joint families.  The cramped 

nature of the space impeded upon the recreational and cultural activities that families otherwise 

engaged with in the village. These activities need to be understood not only as fun undertakings, 

but as activities that enforce the sense of collectivity and togetherness that is central to the way 
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families see themselves as part of community in Car Nicobar. The compact nature of temporary 

shelters was also critiqued by families in South India, where conditions were crowded, there was 

insufficient space to carry out domestic tasks and diseases spread quickly. Similarly in 

Louisiana, the trailers that were distributed to affected families were described as sources of 

stress since the quality was poor and they physically undermined cultural practices, including 

child-care practices, thereby denying parents the help they were accustomed to from family 

members. 

Also, shelter assistance was sometimes done in a manner that separated or divided 

families, or that caused frustration due to poor quality. The new houses that were constructed in 

Sri Lanka after the tsunami, for example, were not big enough for the whole household. As a 

consequence, some family members continued to reside in temporary shelters in camps for 

months waiting for the opportunity to move into house, even if this meant living in a different 

location than the rest of the family. Similarly in Indonesia, houses constructed after the tsunami 

were a source of frustration, complaint and disappointment for families. Apart from the poor 

quality of the foundation and roof, amongst other aspects, the houses were erected far from the 

original villages of the affected families. Given the importance of place to family identity, this 

was problematic for families. It also meant it was very difficult to supervise the construction of 

the house while living in the temporary shelters. In El Salvador affected families experienced 

physical separation from family members as a result of restrictions that were put into place 

regarding who could enter the housing reconstruction grounds and who could not. As a result of 

these restrictions, which limited entry to nuclear family only, it was impossible for extended 

family members to offer support to the family including childcare support as was customary. 
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In the majority of the studies reviewed, families were not consulted in designing an 

appropriate living space and felt excluded from the housing reconstruction process, as well as 

other processes that formed part of the humanitarian response. Families describe a lack of 

information, transparency and accountability that was experienced as nothing short of insulting. 

Families felt unseen, unheard and disrespected. In many instances, the response had 

marginalized the very populations it had been set up to support.  

A key aspect of what defines a family worldwide is having responsibility to care for one 

another. The meta-ethnography findings suggest that the international humanitarian community 

undermined the ability of family members to care for one another in a number of contexts. This 

did not happen because the responders shouldered the responsibility for caring, but because they 

brought with them culturally insensitive aid distribution processes and kinship insensitive 

approaches that made it very difficult for families to function as they did before and had to learn 

how to navigate a new world.  

This notion that culture and values are a core aspect of how families respond to crises as 

much as it is a core aspect of how external humanitarian actors respond has been highlighted 

previously in the  psychosocial conceptual framework developed by the Psychosocial Working 

Group (2003). The framework highlights that the actions of the international humanitarian 

community are influenced by norms and values of their own social ecologies. The international 

humanitarian community must acknowledge that it is a Western system that implicitly carries 

norms and values associated with the Western worldview. Humanitarian aid is rooted in specific 

conceptions of self and family that have historical and cultural roots in the Global North. These 

include a view of the nuclear family as the norm for families, and a prioritization of 

individualistic values over those of community. As the studies in this meta-ethnography 
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illustrated, when the values underpinning the humanitarian response system produce patterns of 

response behavior, these collide with local norms and traditions. For the family, the responses 

bumped up against the kinship traditions and ultimately led to a decrease in solidarity in some 

contexts. Given the close connective ties between families and the wider community, a 

deterioration in the ways families functioned had implications for the wider community. This 

illustrates that the international humanitarian system is not ‘outside of’ the context in disaster 

response, it becomes part of the context. The international humanitarian response becomes 

entangled in local realities, structures, and systems, not always as a welcomed addition, but often 

as an intruder. Echoing Mary Anderson, humanitarian responders “must continue to explore and 

learn how best to play the role of the outsider” without doing harm (Anderson, 1999, p. 147). 

A recently conducted systematic review identified five pathways between natural hazard 

induced disasters and violence against children (Cera-Turoff et al., 2021). These pathways 

include changes in the supervision and accompaniment of children, the transgression of social 

norms in post-disaster behavior, economic stress, negative coping with stress, and insecure 

shelter and living conditions (p. 1). Although the pathways are attributed to changes in the 

environment, it is striking that there is mention of the humanitarian response system as having 

contributed in any way to any of the pathways. Typical of the research that explores the impacts 

of natural hazard-induced disasters, there is an implicit assumption that it the natural hazard that 

causes all the ensuing changes. The review findings, coupled with those of the present research, 

indicate that this assumption may be incorrect and cannot be taken for granted. The review 

authors suggest that it would be important to complement the findings with an examination of 

the positive coping strategies that families undertake. This meta-ethnography tries to fill this gap 

by exploring what families themselves do in the aftermath of natural hazard induced disasters to 
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continue being able to care for their children and ensure their protection as a core family 

function.  

5.2 Limitations and Reflexivity 

It is important to consider the methodological limitations of the meta-ethnography and 

how these influence the final synthesis (France, Cunningham, et al., 2019). This includes the 

limitations of the included studies, the process of conducting the meta-ethnography and the meta-

ethnographic approach in general.  

5.2.1 Limitations of the studies 

Starting with the limitations of the included studies, one limitation is that they all aimed 

to put forward an emic perspective of affected populations in their respective contexts, and yet, 

with the exception of three studies – Heron (2018), Prasad (2016) and Fernandes et al. (2013) – 

the researchers all  originated from high income countries. This is not uncommon for 

ethnographers and has been a point of critique within the discipline of anthropology for some 

time. For the synthesis, this means that the resulting synthesis represents, to some extent, 

priorities that were identified by authors from the Global North, and synthesised by a researcher 

from the Global North, leaving little room for emic prioritisation of issues. This is ironic given 

that the aim of the meta-ethnography is to do the opposite and one would assume it possible with 

so many ethnographic studies included. The epistemologies and ways of knowing that are 

dominant in Western societies differ from those non-Western societies and indigenous 

communities. In the Global North, epistemologies are born out of the enlightenment and 

modernist projects, the very projects that gave rise to oppression and colonialism (Pérez, 

Saavedra, & Habashi, 2017). As such, these ways of knowing and ways of thinking in the Global 

North have left little room for counter- or alternative forms of knowledge and have 
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systematically dismissed alternative views in order to retain power and create dominant 

narratives. This is important when reflecting on the positionality of the authors of the included 

studies. The study authors prioritise what to include in the studies in terms of the local culture(s) 

and take on the position of the ‘knower’, but do so through their own subjective lens (Shih, 

2019).  

Another limitation of the studies is that the samples they included and the contexts in 

which they were conducted differed greatly and thus captured a diversity of perspectives. The 

majority of the studies captured the perspectives of family members, but others, for example 

Kayser et al. (2008), sampled key informants such as  relief workers who reflected on the 

experience of affected families instead of interviewing family members themselves. In terms of 

the contexts that were covered, these included both urban contexts, for example, Port au Prince, 

and rural contexts as in the fishing villages in South India. The countries included came from 

Europe, South America, Asia and North America. None of the studies included were from 

Africa, which highlights a regional bias that was introduced to the synthesis. It is equally 

important to note as a limitation that the studies included from different regions cannot be said to 

be representative of those regions or of the kind of natural disaster effects that were included in 

the study. There was great variation in the types of natural hazards that the communities 

experienced, and thus it is difficult to regard ‘natural disaster’ as a homogeneous category. 

Although it is common to speak of natural disasters among international humanitarian responders 

(see, for example, ELRHA (2022)), the differences between types of natural hazards and 

contexts is important to acknowledge.  

 A further limitation of studies was their methodological diversity. Nine studies were 

ethnographies and five studies were shorter qualitative studies that used key informant interviews 
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complemented in part by quantitative surveys. This influenced the synthesis findings in that a 

number of the qualitative studies that were not undertaken over a longer period of time did not 

include discussions of the longer-term legacy of impact of the natural hazard-induced disaster.   

5.2.2 Limitations of meta-ethnographic process 

A number of limitations related to the process of conducting the meta-ethnography are 

also important highlighting. For one, the sheer amount of time it takes to conduct a meta-

ethnography has meant that the studies included were published years ago, between 2008-2018. 

Even though studies in this time period are no doubt valid for inclusion, it must be recognised 

that international humanitarian action is dynamic and has changed significantly over the years. 

The findings, therefore, are best understood from this time period perspective.  

Another limitation related to the process of conducting this meta-ethnography is that the 

literature search was limited to English language publications. There is no doubt additional rich, 

ethnographic material available in French, Spanish, Portuguese and other languages. The 

literature search was also limited to electronic databases, which poses challenges for searching 

for anthropological literature, as not all monographs have been captured electronically in library 

catalogues.   

A third methodological aspect that has a strong influence on the findings is the way 

which the studies were grouped together in income-level categories. This was done in order to 

align with the way in which international humanitarian aid flows in that it is given from high 

income countries to development assistance countries (DAC) (see, for example, ALNAP (2018)). 

Since the main audience for this meta-ethnography is child protection practitioners who work in 

humanitarian settings, categorising according to income levels and thereby grouping DAC 

countries aligns with how countries are categorised in this field of work. It is also known that 
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economic hardship is one of the risk factors for adverse childhood experiences (Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2019; D. Walsh, McCartney, Smith, & Armour, 2019). Using a 

different set of categorises, such as categorising countries by region, would likely have given rise 

to a different synthesis altogether. This is the case since parallels were identified in the societal 

values and groups of countries of different income levels which formed a central part of the 

analysis.   

Another limitation is that the meta-ethnography was conducted primarily by the main 

author of this dissertation. Conventionally, dyads or whole teams are engaged in the meta-

ethnographic process, and although support was received in the initial phases of identifying, 

screening and reviewing the studies, the later phases of translating the studies and developing the 

synthesis were conducted by the main author on their own. Naturally, this implies that the 

synthesis findings reflect the perspective of the main author.   

Lastly, the narrow focus of the meta-ethnography on natural hazard-induced disasters 

raises questions around the potential transferability of the findings to other humanitarian crises. 

This is important since international humanitarian child protection actors operate in a variety of 

humanitarian crises such as situations of armed conflict, protected crises and public health 

emergencies. A main difference between natural hazard-induced disasters and other types of 

humanitarian crises is that the main initial stressor event in natural hazard-induced disasters is 

usually a singular event, not multiple events as in conflict settings. Furthermore, the stressor in 

natural hazard-induced disasters is felt collectively and arguably simultaneously by families and 

so understanding how families adapt is easier to ascertain than where stressors vary in type, 

frequency and duration. Having said that, it is worth exploring through further research whether 

the findings of the meta-ethnography regarding family level adaptation to crises hold for other 
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types of crises as well. There are reasons to believe that the ways in which families as social 

systems adapt to crises may have similarities across crises, as the meta-ethnography findings 

suggest these have arguably more to do with the interaction between the family and their social 

surrounding than the stressor themselves. 

5.2.3 Limitations of the meta-ethnographic approach 

In addition to the limitations related to the studies and the process of conducting the 

meta-ethnography, it is important to highlight limitations of the meta-ethnographic approach 

itself. First, meta-ethnographies require a considerable amount of time, resources and skills in 

qualitative research, and as a result take considerable time to conduct (Noyes et al., 2018). In the 

case of this meta-ethnography the majority of the included studies were ethnographies, or whole 

monographs, and the researcher worked independently for most of the analysis. Immersing 

oneself into the monographs and conducting the synthesis therefore required a substantial 

amount of time. As such, this approach is not as conducive to situations that call for the rapid 

synthesis of evidence. In humanitarian contexts in particular, this is often the case as emergency 

preparedness remains a challenge for the international humanitarian community. 

Another limitation of meta-ethnographies such as this one is that they can make 

conceptual contributions to humanitarian policy and practice, but these contributions remain at 

the theoretical level as hypotheses that can be tested. The outcome of this meta-ethnography, 

therefore, is a synthesis that provides hypotheses about factors that enhance and conversely 

hinder the ability of families to adapt to natural hazard-induced disasters but these need to be 

further grounded in context for them to be useful for the world of practice.  

A last limitation of meta-ethnography as an approach to synthesizing qualitative evidence 

is that its ability to speak about a particular topic is restricted by the extent to which the studies 
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included in the review explore the topic. Reflecting specifically on the application of meta-

ethnography to questions of child protection, one could argue that a limiting factor of the 

resulting synthesis is that it only includes references to protection risks to children that are 

described as such in the included studies. This poses a challenge given that there is considerable 

cultural variation in what is a culturally appropriate act, and what constitutes a threat to 

children’s wellbeing. Child marriage is a good example of this. One of the synthesis findings was 

that families rebuild structure soon after a natural hazard-induced disaster by remarrying or 

taking in orphaned children. All of the studies from South India mentioned this, but only Kayser 

et al. (2008) suggested that this practice carries risks to children. Remarrying often takes place 

with the younger sister of the deceased wife, meaning that the new brides are young and 

inexperienced in taking care of children. This presents risks of child neglect as young infants in 

particular may not get the nurturing care they need from a new, inexperienced step-mother. None 

of the studies identified the acts of younger sisters marrying as potential acts of child marriage 

and as such, as protection risks in these situations. This is interesting given that child marriage is 

relatively common in rural areas of South India (Sheela & Audinarayana, 2003). In staying true 

to the study findings, the synthesis does not highlight child marriage as a potential outcome, 

although it does include the risk of neglect raised by Kayser et al. (2008). For child protection 

practitioners, this raises the question – how does one navigate the cultural relativity that lies at 

the heart of ethnographies with the more judgmental stance taken by many dominant approaches 

to child protection? The way this conundrum was resolved in this meta-ethnography, is that only 

issues raised by families as concerns were identified as such in the synthesis. This, therefore, can 

be described as a potential limitation of the method itself.  
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5.2.4 Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is increasingly recognized as a standard way to enhance the credibility of 

qualitative research findings (Malterud, 2001; Mays & Pope, 2000; Noyes et al., 2018). For 

interpretivist approaches to qualitative evidence synthesis, including in meta-ethnographies such 

as this one, it is important to examine the lens through which researchers view the world, 

attribute meaning to experiences and how this influences the research findings (France, 

Cunningham, et al., 2019). Reflexivity involves identifying preconceptions about the topic, 

beliefs about the world and motivations for exploring the field (Holmes & Gary, 2020). In what 

follows, I describe my positionality as main researcher on this meta-ethnography and how I 

believe this influenced the synthesis findings.  

Starting with my personal and educational background, I grew up as a privileged female 

child in a family from a high-income country. Due to my father’s work as an international civil 

servant, we moved multiple times while I grew up, and I lived in different countries in Asia, 

Africa and Europe. From an early age, I witnessed the important role that culture plays in 

shaping people’s experiences and how they understand the world and learned that cultures differ 

tremendously. It is perhaps no surprise that the first degree I pursued at university was in 

anthropology. As a child living in different countries and belonging to an ‘expatriate’ family 

with all the associated benefits, I learned that stark inequities exist around the world, and that I 

had the good fortune of being born into a position of power and privilege. This feeling of being 

fortunate translated into a desire to ‘give back’, which influenced my choice of spending many 

years working in international humanitarian response, specifically on issues of children’s 

wellbeing and focusing on the prevention and response to violence against children. During my 

time working as a humanitarian responder, I experienced both the delivery of positive, life-
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saving interventions, and more ambivalent interventions whose rationale and utility I questioned 

as they seemed unhelpfully foreign to the cultural context. What struck me after all these years 

was the fact that there is little time for reflection during humanitarian crisis response. This was a 

key impetus for me to take a break from response work and undertake doctoral level training.  

These personal and professional experiences clearly influenced the selection of the topic 

under investigation for this meta-ethnography, but also the choice of methodology and the 

synthesis findings. Given my educational training in anthropology, the merits of choosing meta-

ethnography as a methodology that gives space to emic perspectives were evident to me. This 

was especially the case as I feel culturally grounded, ethnographic work is too seldomly drawn 

upon to inform the work of the international humanitarian community. Finding ways to give 

voice to local actors, and those who are often silenced by the dominant narrative, is part of 

current decolonizing theory which has also had a great influence on me. I first became aware of 

the current wave of efforts to decolonize global health  in my second year of doctoral training, 

and have engaged in research to understand the variety of positions and demands for change (see, 

for example, Hanefeld and Fischer (2021)). Clearly this has influenced the synthesis findings as 

the decolonial lens is one that I applied. In so doing, I underlined the findings from the studies 

that pointed to a disconnect between the experiences and priorities of families in the aftermath of 

the natural hazard events, and the assumptions of international humanitarian workers about the 

needs and wants of families on the ground.  

Another influence on the synthesis findings is the way in which I allowed for ethical 

relativism in this meta-ethnography. Ethnical relativity refers to the idea that whether people see 

an action as right or wrong is based on the norms of their culture (Velleman, 2015). By this I 

mean the extent to which I refrained from applying judgmental labels onto the actions of 
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families; something that is often done by child protection practitioners. Even though I myself am 

a child protection practitioner, I found myself favoring a relativist stance in the hope that it sheds 

light on the priorities that families have and juxtaposes these against ones that are often projected 

on families.  

  



 

124 
 

Chapter 6: A new paradigm for family support in humanitarian 

action 

It is widely acknowledged that family resilience can influence children’s resilience, or 

their ability to successfully cope with the adverse effects of adverse exposures and adapt to their 

changing environments. In recent years, the number of interventions to strengthen families and 

promote their resilience has increased substantially in humanitarian crisis settings in low- and 

middle-income countries. However, these interventions lack a framework to understand how 

families differ across contexts, how they interact with other systems in their environment to 

adapt, and how this process of adaptation influences their resilience. As a result, families have 

often been mischaracterized as nuclear in interventions, and they have frequently been viewed 

with a focus on deficits as being damaged and as passive recipients of aid. There has been little 

or no examination of the cultural values of the humanitarian response system that give rise to 

these perspectives and approaches. This gap has led to technocratic, decontextualized, and often 

siloed interventions that target families exclusively without a wider awareness of how other 

social, cultural and institutional factors affect their resilience.  

For the international humanitarian community to promote family resilience in natural 

hazard-induced disasters, what is needed is nothing short of a paradigm shift in the way 

responders view and work with families. In fact, evidence from this meta-ethnography suggests 

that current dominant approaches to supporting families amidst disasters can do harm and 

frequently stand in the way of family resilience. Where families affected by natural hazard-

induced disasters experience bonadaptation, this was described as occurring despite the 

humanitarian response, not as a result of it. Conversely, where families experienced 
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maladaptation, this was related to the ways in which the relief was targeted, the nature of the 

relief received, and how families were treated within the humanitarian response.  

A paradigm shift is required that that puts cultural sensitivity, families’ agency, and 

reflexivity at the center of humanitarian action. This shift entails not only engaging with families 

in a different manner from the onset, but also changing how families are viewed by humanitarian 

responders. Families should be appreciated for the critical role they play in protecting children, 

and they should be seen as a composite part of the communities in which they live. This requires 

listening to families and putting aside the power asymmetry that allows humanitarian responders 

to present themselves as experts. Listening to, and learning from, families is necessary to find out 

what families are already doing, what challenges they face and how humanitarians can best 

support them. This shift also requires humanitarian responders to reflect on their own cultural 

perspectives, and the cultural values that inform how children, families and communities are 

viewed by responders in regions affected by natural hazard-induced disasters. This reflexivity 

and awareness is also required for the approaches international humanitarian responders 

embrace. Humanitarian workers should be aware of the roots of the way in which child 

protection systems are conceptualized in international humanitarian action, for example, and how 

the Anglo-Saxon model came to be the point of reference for global work. This is the case even 

though alternative models and worldviews exist but is rarely questioned.   

The good news is that aspects of this paradigm shift are already underway, even if the 

studies reviewed for the meta-ethnography do not indicate this. As mentioned in the limitations 

section, the studies were conducted a number of years ago and, as such, provide insight into the 

thinking and practice at the time. The oldest study in the sample covered the 2001 and 2002 

earthquakes in El Salvador, and the most recent study focused on Hurricane Maria which made 
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landfall in 2017. Much has happened since, which bears promise for the future. One major shift 

has been the call for ‘localising’ humanitarian responses. Born out of the 2016 World 

Humanitarian Summit, this call to provide more direct support to local agencies and to enable 

more local decision-making has been backed by many international humanitarian organisations 

and donors (United Nations, 2016). Over 500 national and international organisations signed or 

endorsed A Charter for Change, for example, which pledges are made to enable locally-led 

action, to strengthen downward accountability and to stop undermining local capacity in 

humanitarian operations (CEFORD, 2022). The move toward ‘localisation’ is also evident in the 

humanitarian child protection sector. In fact localization, or transforming the ways of working of 

child protection actors to increase sharing of capacity, expertise, opportunities and power, is the 

second strategic priority of the 2021-2025 strategic plan of the Alliance for Child Protection in 

Humanitarian Action (Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2021, p. 8). This 

commitment is reflected in the theme for the 2022 annual meeting of international humanitarian 

actors which was “Promoting the Centrality of Children and their Protection in Humanitarian 

Action through Accountability, Localization and Working Across Sectors”. The recognition of 

the importance of local voices and agency within the ACPHA builds on a stream of work that 

has been growing for some time within the international child protection community of enabling 

and supporting community-led action in children’s protection (Wessells, 2009b, 2015). It is 

recognized, however, that practice in this area has often fallen short of being enabling for local 

actors as the tendency has been for it to be top-down. As a result, new guidance on engaging 

community actors calls for increased reflection about positionality, and how authentic 

engagement is fostered in practice (Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2020).    
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Recognition of the important role that culture plays in shaping children’s and family’s 

resilience is another aspect of the paradigm shift that is gradually gaining momentum. In late 

2021, one of the most influential journals for international child protection practice, Child Abuse 

& Neglect, published a special issue that underscored the critical role of culture in the concept of 

resilience. The authors lament that discussions about resilience to date have not sufficiently 

“focused on the power of a given situational and cultural context” (Theron & van Breda, 2021b, 

p. 1). The special issue highlights how culture influences the resources that shape and inform 

children’s and family’s resilience, that these resources differ from context to context and so too 

does what matters most for resilience. In Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, Theron and van 

Breda (2021a) describe the responsibility to care for children to be shared between kin and 

community in what they refer to as “family community” (p. 3). This ‘family community’ consists 

not only of blood relations, but also fictive kin and social kin. Although the special issue focuses 

on sub-Saharan Africa, parallels can be drawn for other regions of the world in terms of the 

importance of understanding context for understanding resilience as it is a multisystemic 

phenomena. As Wessells (2021) highlights, taken together the articles invite reflection on how 

resilience is conceptualized and how  we can strengthen culturally relevant practice.  

Implications for Practice 

The steps taken to date by the international humanitarian community are building 

momentum to usher in a paradigm shift in how responders view and work with families, but 

more needs to be done to transform the current humanitarian system (Robillard, Atim, & 

Maxwell, 2021). In what follows, additional actions are identified that would bolster current 

efforts and move international humanitarian child protection practice forward in a more 

culturally sensitive, reflective, and arguably effective way. The humanitarian program cycle 
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(Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2015) is used to explore what actions are required at the 

stages of preparedness, needs assessment and analysis, strategic response planning, including the 

design and implementation of interventions, humanitarian response monitoring, and 

humanitarian evaluation. For each stage, specific recommendations (in bold) are indicated and 

explained. 

Preparedness 

 In regions prone to natural hazard-induced disasters, desk reviews that include 

contextual descriptions of the family and cultural strategies of adaptation should be 

conducted as part of preparedness measures. The desk reviews should include an overview of 

what constitutes family in the context including both among minority and majority groups, what 

factors inform vulnerabilities for families including social and political factors, and what cultural 

strategies are used by families locally to adapt to stressors such as natural hazard events. The 

literature informing the review should including ethnographic material where available and 

should not be limited to studies that have been done in the field of child protection.  The desk 

reviews should be informed by evidence from, and shared with specialists in, other sectors 

including nutrition, health, education, food security, livelihoods, housing and property. As the 

meta-ethnography highlighted, what defines a family includes where and how they live, their 

sources of income, inheritance rights as well as existing social inequities such as being a member 

of a minority group. A similar call for the availability of culturally relevant information to inform 

humanitarian responses has already been launched in the field of mental health and psychosocial 

support (see Greene et al. (2017) and (Kirmayer, 2012)). Where this information is not compiled 

in advance of a humanitarian response, it is evident that it will be sidelined due to the oft cited 

challenges of a lack of time, resources and capacity in humanitarian response operations.  
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Humanitarian needs assessment and analysis 

Humanitarian child protection assessments need to include the family as the unit of 

analysis, where possible, or should at least include an analysis of how children are cared for 

culturally. At present, humanitarian assessments that are conducted to identify the needs of 

affected populations and risks to their protection tend to assess needs at the level of the 

individual or the community. These assessments, such as the frequently used Child Protection 

Rapid Assessment, aim to identify the scale of needs and protection risks and how to respond but 

do not do so at the family level, and fail to identify existing capacities families have in the 

context. Even though one aspect of the assessment aims to collect data on “children’s and their 

caregivers’ (positive and negative) coping mechanisms” (Alliance for Child Protection in 

Humanitarian Action, 2012, p. 14), this is rarely done in practice and when it is, it is done not at 

the level of the family.  

Where the family is the unit of analysis, it is too often defined as the nuclear family or 

not defined at all. Door-to-door or household surveys, which are commonly used in humanitarian 

nutritional assessments, for example, create a bias towards the nuclear family as the family 

structure, as it assumes the boundaries of the family mimic the physical boundaries of the 

dwelling (Georgas, Berry, van de Vijver, Kagitcibasi, & Poortinga, 2006). The meta-

ethnography shows us that families around the world differ in type, size and structure, and more 

importantly, that families are what people define them to be locally. What this calls for is for an 

emic view of family to be used for the different contexts in which research is undertaken. Here, 

additional definitional work would be useful in future since studies do not always define how 

‘family’ was operationalized. As Wong and Wong (2006) highlight, “to impose our cultural 
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values and theoretical constructs as the standard … in other cultural groups would not only be 

ethnocentric, but also ‘bad science’” (p. 4). 

Strategic response planning 

The starting point for designing interventions should be an emic view of the 

famil(ies) in the contexts in which humanitarian responses are being carried out. Applying 

an Anglo-Saxon perspective of the nuclear family to all contexts, as is often done, not only 

diverts attention away from the network of kin that constitute family in many contexts, but it also 

neglects to take into account the roles of other family members in supporting family functions 

such as childcare.   

Humanitarian responses need to move away from a narrow view of the natural 

hazard as the main or only stressor in designing interventions. The meta-ethnography 

highlighted that the stressors families face in the aftermath of a natural hazard-induced disaster 

are not all directly or indirectly attributable to the natural hazard event. Many of the problems 

facing families during a crisis predated the crisis and may be unrelated to the disaster. And yet, 

the fact that families are faced with addressing these problems in the aftermath of a natural 

hazard induced disaster makes them difficult to disentangle from other problems that arose 

during the event.  In order to support families, we need to look beyond isolated interventions that 

only target families themselves, to interventions that cut across multiple systems. Interventions to 

date to strengthen families in humanitarian crises including natural hazard-induced disasters have 

focused internally within the family, concentrating on skills building and developing competence 

amongst caregivers. Interventions should not be limited to addressing knowledge and skills gaps. 

The findings of the meta-ethnography suggest that we do not always provide the conditions for 
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families to successfully adapt to the aftermath of a disaster, and this should be a focus if we want 

to be effective in strengthening families. 

Families should be viewed as holons, not as independent units, when designing 

interventions. Holons are multiply embedded systems (Seiter, 2019). Viewed as holons, families 

are both units in and of themselves, and they are part of the wider community. Only viewing the 

family as one or the other is unhelpful, particularly in contexts where families define themselves 

through the lens of their community. Viewing a family as independent turns a family’s ability 

function into something a family alone can improve or change, disregarding the role of the 

community and wider environment. Family strengthening interventions that are currently being 

implementing in humanitarian crisis settings often take this approach, which the findings of this 

meta-ethnography critique. Fostering family resilience has just as much to do with the external 

conditions and environment as it does with the family system itself. Fostering family resilience 

necessitates an eco-systemic perspective. 

In the design of interventions to support families, humanitarian responders should 

start with an understanding of what strategies families use in the aftermath of disasters. 

Among the humanitarian community, natural hazard-induced disasters are most often viewed as 

unavoidable, extreme events that disrupt normal life and require technocratic solutions (Bankoff, 

2003). This view of disasters as exceptional and outliers does not take into account that in many 

contexts, natural hazards are so common that they constitute a part of everyday life, and this state 

of affairs will likely apply to increasing numbers of families and communities due to climate 

change. As such, families have developed strategies to cope with the aftermath of disasters over 

decades and have passed this knowledge on as part of socialization. Natural hazards, in other 

words, are part of what has shaped cultures in many contexts around the world. Cultures as partly 
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the product of adapting to natural hazard events (Bankoff, 2003). Viewing disasters as outliers, 

puts blinders on humanitarian responders disabling a view to understand what strategies families 

may have developed.   

Cultural strategies of adaptation should be identified and strengthened to foster the 

resilience of families. Humanitarian actors should aim to strengthen strategies of adaptation that 

families draw upon in the cultural context instead of starting with the import of foreign 

interventions. Instead of trying to enhance or foster cooperation between families in the response 

to natural hazard-induced disasters, for example, humanitarian actors should leverage the cultural 

strategies that were created for just this purpose. Different strategies such as religious, festive 

and commemorative rituals or celebrations exist in different contexts to bring people together 

and strengthen social bonds. Interventions to support families should also take into account the 

prevailing values in the context and ensure that the approach by the international humanitarian 

community aligns with these. Since coping strategies in individualist cultures differ from those in 

collectivist ones, interventions implemented for families in the aftermath of natural hazard-

induced disasters should align with the prevailing cultural values, whether these are 

characterized by individualistic or collectivist values. In the former, “open expression of personal 

thoughts and feelings, and use of formal support” are common, whilst in the latter greater value 

is likely to be placed on “informal relational strategies such as seeking help and support from 

family and friends” (Kayser et al., 2008, p. 89). 

Humanitarian responders must move away from a paternalistic view of families to 

one which understands how vulnerability is constructed and views the family as the central 

site of support for children. The approach used by humanitarian responders to support affected 

families is often driven by a view of parents as the dominant risk factor in the lives of their 
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children (Siagian, Arifiani, Amanda, & Kusumaningrum, 2019). Paternalistic views suggest 

parents in affected regions need first and foremost to be ‘taught’ how to take care of their 

children, how to build more secure shelters, how to earn a living through alternative forms of 

livelihood. These technocratic approaches embrace a very narrow, and one-sided view of 

parenthood and at the same time deny the social dimensions of natural hazard-induced disasters, 

including what underlies vulnerability and made the disaster so impactful in the first place for 

affected families.  

Interventions to support families in the aftermath of natural hazard-induced 

disasters need to be built upon respect and the willingness to listen and share power. 

Families in many contexts described the humanitarian response to be insulting and disrespectful. 

Caregivers in Haiti, for example, experienced humanitarian interventions to be infantilizing, 

paternalistic and even racist as they were shut out from decision making, were treated with 

disrespect and the skills they had and could offer their children and the community were 

disregarded. Restoring dignity is one of the primary aims of humanitarian action whilst 

demonizing and infantilizing affected populations do the opposite. A similar experience is 

described by the family members in the bayou in Louisiana that said they felt the humanitarian 

‘recovery culture’ worked on the basis of “we don’t hear you” and “we don’t know you” 

(Browne, 2015). Once again, evidence is provided for a humanitarian system that does not 

prioritize or take the time to listen to affected families (Anderson, 2012).  

In the search for interventions to support families in the aftermath of natural 

hazard-induced disasters, it is important to remember that evidence-based practice is 

limited in that it is sourced from particular countries. Increasingly, the trend in humanitarian 

child protection action is to draw upon family strengthening interventions that have proven 
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effectiveness (Sim et al., 2011). The INSPIRE package of interventions, which is applicable in 

humanitarian and non-humanitarian settings, is exemplary of this (World Health Organization, 

2016). It is important to highlight that interventions deemed effective in strengthening parenting 

or reducing risks of violence towards children, are implemented and evaluated in specific 

cultural contexts. More often than not, these contexts are countries in the Global North and are 

culturally dissimilar to the regions in low- and middle-income countries affected by natural-

hazard induced disasters. Even though efforts are made to examine the transportability of 

interventions across cultures, fundamental tensions exists between cultural competence and 

evidence-based practice. The frameworks used to design the interventions and specify outcomes, 

for example, are culturally determined and therefore biased (Kirmayer, 2012). So, too, are 

evaluations that measure outcomes at the level of the individual without taking into account 

repercussions at the family and/or community levels. 

 
Humanitarian response monitoring 

Accountability to affected populations should be the driver of ongoing monitoring 

efforts of the humanitarian response. In 2016, the World Humanitarian Summit and the 

ensuing Grand Bargain pledged to change the way international humanitarian actors work. 

Commitment was pledged by humanitarian actors around the world to be more accountable for 

their actions, to include local voices in decision making and be more transparent among other 

principles. Unfortunately, five years on, reviews suggest that the accountability has been more 

upward to donors than downward to affected populations (Martin, Singer, & Mathias, 2021). 

Even though a large number of tools and policies have been developed, there are still gaps in 

implementation and the highly applauded “participation revolution” in humanitarian response 

has not yet taken off. As the meta-ethnography findings indicate, the ability of a family to be 
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seen, heard and valued in the aftermath of a natural hazard-induced disaster influences their 

resilience, or their ability to successfully adapt. Steps need to be taken to ensure the ongoing 

monitoring of humanitarian interventions focus not only on whether key programmatic indicators 

are reached but also on whether measures to promote accountability have been operationalized 

and are indeed, being practiced. Here, the “politics of everyday accountability” (Hilhorst, Melis, 

Mena, & van Voorst, 2021) should inform the focus. This entails an understanding of how 

families engage in everyday processes to challenge or endorse the way relief is distributed and 

interventions are rolled out.  

The extent to which local ownership of the humanitarian response is fostered in 

humanitarian responses needs to be a focus of humanitarian monitoring efforts. The meta-

ethnography highlighted that affected populations are the front-line responders during the onset 

of natural hazard-induced disasters. In all contexts reviewed, family members act in solidarity to 

support one another and people in the wider community to ensure collective survival. The nature 

of their engagement changes with the advent of humanitarian responders that have been formally 

appointed to lead the response. These responders’ step in and shoulder the responsibilities that 

otherwise rested with family and community members. Although external supports are 

necessarily in many humanitarian crises, it is important that the way in which the relief is 

administered does not absolve local populations of ownership of the response.  

Numerous examples from the studies reviewed highlight this including the experience of 

the Afro-Creole family in Louisiana who tried to clean up their town after the hurricane and were 

stopped by humanitarian responders. The responders repeatedly told them, “we don’t do things 

that way”, and sidelined their efforts in the response (Browne, 2015). This hit hard as the family 

had lived and worked in their locality for generations and felt the need to do their part in the 
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response. Similarly, in Haiti, camps run by NGOs sidelined informal forms of community 

supports called ‘kotizasyon’. These voluntary donations from community members are what 

enabled neighborhoods to organize rubbish collection and repair communal water taps before the 

earthquake. In camps without external management kotizasyon was used to successfully set up 

rudimentary healthcare, childcare centers and overnight security brigades. These bottom-up 

forms of solidarity and community organisation are not immediately visible to outsiders. In NGO 

run camps, kotizasyon was not used, camp residents relied on hand-outs and families described 

the emergence of a dog-eat-dog culture. Ultimately, the responsibility family and community 

members feel towards one another is part of the very social glue that enables the resilience of 

families.  

Humanitarian evaluation 

 Evaluations of humanitarian interventions need to consider the unintended 

consequences of humanitarian response operations for families. Even though the negative 

unintended consequences of humanitarian action have been identified time and time again in 

academic research studies (see, for example, Jobe (2011) and Khaled (2021)), formal 

humanitarian evaluations do not systematically identify unintended negative outcomes of the 

response, let alone negative outcomes for families. This is a glaring omission.  

 In these evaluations, what is needed is an analysis of how vulnerability changed, if at all, 

as a result of the interventions. Vulnerability here would not be understood in terms of poverty, 

as it often is, but rather in the way Chambers (2006) views it as “processes that deprive people of 

the means of coping with hazards without incurring damaging losses that leave them physically 

weak, economically impoverished, socially dependent, humiliated and psychologically harmed” 

(Bankoff, 2003, p. 12). Key questions to ask are what socio-cultural changes did the natural 
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hazard-induced disaster bring about, and what role did the humanitarian response play in this? 

What changes are there, for example, in how families identify themselves, carry out key family 

functions and connect with their community? Indeed, in what ways have relationships within the 

community changed as a result of the response? This goes beyond narrow evaluations of 

interventions alone without taking into account the environment in which they are being 

implemented. The meta-ethnography highlighted the ways in which humanitarian interventions 

such as the distribution of food aid, the allocation of housing during reconstruction can put 

families at risk and increase vulnerabilities and exposure to risks even though this is exactly what 

they intend to mitigate against.  
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Conclusion 

As the frequency and severity of natural hazard-induced disasters increase around the 

world, it is crucial that humanitarian responses promote the resilience of families to deal with 

these and other shocks. In order to do this, a paradigm shift is needed in how families are 

viewed, treated and supported by humanitarian responders. This includes understanding of how 

families in different regions around the world differ in terms of their structure, identity, how they 

differ in how they fulfil familial functions and what changes are needed in terms of how 

humanitarian responders engage with families. It also includes an understanding of how families 

experience natural hazard-induced disasters, the externally driven humanitarian response, and 

what these experiences mean in terms of their ability to continue to uphold familial functions. 

From a child protection perspective, understanding how families can be supported to continue 

carrying out their functions is central to ensuring the care and protection of children in times of 

crisis. This work points to the importance of family strengthening interventions during natural 

hazard-induced disasters and invites us to consider more holistic approaches. To date, the 

interventions used by international humanitarian child protection actors focus to a large extent 

narrowly and inwardly at the family unit. Although the interventions to effect relational and 

behavioural changes within the family unit are welcomed, it is important to recognize that they 

address only one part of the larger needs families have during and after a humanitarian crisis 

which include the need to preserve family identity, reestablish family structure, uphold family 

functions and maintain connections with the community. In addition, families in some contexts 

have shown us that it is possible to leverage the opportunities a crisis presents to grow as a 

family and community and go beyond the previous status quo, addressing some social inequities. 

For this to happen, the conditions and opportunities need to be right.  
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The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) states that the family is 

“the fundamental group of society and the natural environment for the growth and wellbeing of 

all its members, particularly children”. It must be acknowledged that what this looks like will 

differ in different regions. Families do not exist in a vacuum; they are informed by the wider 

social and cultural context in which they exist. In western cultures that emphasize individualism 

and self-reliance, families are typically thought of in terms of nuclear family units; comprising of 

parents and their biological or adopted children. When decisions need to be made, it is usually 

the parents who decide for the family, increasingly involving children as they age and mature. In 

collectivist cultures that place more value on interdependence, an extended family model is more 

common where not just the nuclear family but other family members are engaged in the day to 

day life of family members and support with decision making too. These are critical differences 

for humanitarian responders to take into account. A family’s experiences bon- or maladaptation 

can hinge on this understanding, and the extent to which they feel seen, heard, and valued as by 

the formal humanitarian response system.  

The international humanitarian community has committed to devolve power and 

decision-making through the Grand Bargain amongst other commitments. This cannot be the 

limit of so-called localization efforts. Localisation must also include listening to, and learning 

from, affected populations in order to understand how best they can be supported, rather than 

starting from pre-made list of interventions that is adapted to context support families. Doing this 

requires a level of reflection and self-awareness that is currently insufficiently available in the 

international humanitarian response system. Progress on this front has been propelled forward 

recently with the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to travel restrictions and other 

measures to prevent and control the spread of disease, international humanitarian actors have 
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relied more heavily on local expertise to design interventions and carry out operations (Gibbons 

& Otieku-Boadu, 2021). The question is whether the current pandemic will prove to be 

transformational for the field of international humanitarian child protection or whether actors 

will work hard to adapt well, but essentially hold onto the status quo. As with natural hazard-

induced disasters, time will tell what the legacy of this worldwide crisis will be.  What we know 

is that the opportunity for transformational disruption has presented itself and is there to be 

leveraged.  
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Appendix A 

Table 8: Study Characteristics 

Source 
Paper 

Study 
Name 

Country 
where 

disaster 
occurred 

Sample (age 
and gender) 

Natural 
hazard 
event 

Time after 
disaster  

Method of data 
collection 

Method of 
data 

analysis 

Aim of study 

1. Schuller, 
M. (2016) 

Humanitarian 
Aftershocks 
in Haiti 

Haiti Haitians affected 
by the 2010 
earthquake living 
in 8 displaced 
persons camps 

Earthquake 6 months 
(mixed 
method 
study); 1.5-4 
years 
(ethnographic 
study) 

Household survey, 
semi-structured 
interviews, 
participant 
observation 

Ethnography 
and statistical 
analysis of 
household 
survey 

A multiyear study of aid within the IDP 
camps in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, that 
focuses on the sociocultural changes 
observable in this post-earthquake 
context. 

2. Prasad, D. 
V. (2016) 

Cultural 
response of 
Car 
Nicobarese to 
tsunami 

India The entire Car 
Nicobar Island is 
taken as universe 
rather than 
selection of sample 
villages or 
households 

2004 
Southeast 
Asian 
Tsunami 

Soon after 
(exact time 
not specified) 

Participant 
observation, key 
informant 
interviews, group 
discussions and 
interviews using a 
detailed checklist 

Ethnography  To understand the emic view of Car 
Nicobarese on their self-management 
skills in rehabilitation. 

3. Hastrup, 
F. (2011) 

Weathering 
the World: 
Recovery in 
the Wake of 
the Tsunami 
in a Tamil 
Fishing 
Village 

India Population of 
fishing 
communities in 
Tharangambadi, 
Tamil Nadu 

2004 
Southeast 
Asian 
Tsunami 

2 months and 
3 years after 
(February 
2005 to April 
2008) 

10 months of 
Anthropological 
fieldwork 

Ethnography To make anthropological sense of 
concrete experiences of a natural 
calamity and the ensuing responses to it 
by focusing on villagers' actions and 
ideas in the ongoing process of local 
theorisation about the tsunami and 
Tharangambadi. 

4. Kaysar, 
K. et al 
(2008) 

Disaster 
Relief within 
a 
Collectivistic 
Context 

India 10 Indian adults 
who provided 
emergency relief 

2004 
Southeast 
Asian 
Tsunami 

1 year 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Content 
analysis using 
Listening 
Guide 
methodology 

To understand more fully the influence of 
culture on the provision of effective 
disaster relief services and to understand 
key aspects of how the collectivistic 
cultural context of southern India shaped 
relief efforts aimed at enhancing survivor 
coping with mass level trauma. 
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5. Gamburd, 
M. R. (2014) 

The Golden 
Wave: 
Culture and 
Politics After 
Sri Lanka's 
Tsunami 
Disaster 

 Sri Lanka Residents of 
Naeaegama, a 
Sinhala-Buddhist 
community on the 
southwest coast 

2004 
Southeast 
Asian 
Tsunami 

Half a year 
(Summer 
2005), 1 year 
(April 2006) 
and 4 years 
after (2009) 

Over 4 years of 
anthropological 
fieldwork 

Ethnography To chronicle and analyze the social 
repercussions of the 2004 Southeast 
Asian tsunami disaster on the southwest 
coast of Sri Lanka. 

6. Sliwinski, 
A. (2018) 

A House of 
One's Own: 
The Moral 
Economy of 
Post-Disaster 
Aid in El 
Salvador 

El Salvador Residents of 
Lamaria (fictitious 
name), a 
municipality of El 
Salvador; in 
particular 50 in La 
Hermandad 

Earthquake 1 month after 
first 
earthquake, 
up to 1 year 

Ethnographic 
fieldwork in 2001 
and 2002 

Ethnography To chart the lived experiences of the 
people who received and gave 
humanitarian aid in Lamaria after the 
catastrophic event, and to study the moral 
economy of humanitarian aid in a 
localised post-disaster context.  

7. Samuels, 
A. (2012) 

After the 
tsunami: the 
remaking of 
everyday life 
in Banda 
Aceh, 
Indonesia 

Indonesia Residents of Banda 
Aceh 

2004 
Southeast 
Asian 
Tsunami 

3 years  Ethnographic 
fieldwork from Oct 
2007 to Mar 2008, 
Feb to Aug 2009 
and in May/June 
2010 and Jan 2012 

Ethnography  To describe the process of the remaking 
of everyday life after the tsunami in a 
period in which both the city and the 
province went through extraordinary 
changes, including the political 
transformations stemming from the peace 
agreement.  

8. Falk, 
Monica 
Lindberg 
(2015) 

Post-Tsunami 
Recovery in 
Thailand: 
Socio-cultural 
responses 

Thailand Villagers, monks 
and relief workers 
in a small fishing 
communities 
affected by the 
tsunami located 
mainly in Phang 
Nga, the worst-hit 
province in 
Thailand 

2004 
Southeast 
Asian 
Tsunami 

A few weeks 
after the 
tsunami 
struck up to 
five years 
later 

Ethnographic 
fieldwork; 
participant 
observation, semi-
structured in-depth 
interviews, life 
stories and 
narratives 

Ethnography To give a deeper understanding of how 
disasters are experienced and dealt with 
on a local level, with a focus on how 
culture and religion interplay in the 
processes of building resilience and 
decreasing vulnerability. The monograph 
explores local adaptation strategies, 
investigates human resilience as a 
subjective process of recovery and gives 
nuanced aspects of experiences of 
disaster and recovery. 

9. Heron, 
Adom P. 
(2018) 

Surviving 
Maria from 
Dominica: 
memory, 
displacement 
and 
bittersweet 
beginnings 

Dominica 3 adults: one 35 
year old male 
librarian, one 24 
year old female 
and one married 
mother of two girls 
(aged nine and 
five) 

Hurricane 
Maria 

6 month after 
the Hurricane 
Maria 

Ethnographic 
fieldwork in 
Dominica 

Ethnography To study how Caribbean people utilize 
interpersonal networks, patterns of 
sociality and kinship relations to mitigate 
the exigencies of increasingly violent 
hurricanes. 
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10. 
Fernandez, 
G. et al 
(2013) 

Social support 
during the 
family 
transition 
following a 
natural 
disaster 

Brazil 6 families affected 
by a natural 
disaster in a rural 
area in the south of 
Brazil in 2008. 
Families live in the 
affected 
community and 
have at least one 
child aged between 
0-2 years. 

Floods 1 year and 1 
month after 
event 

Participant 
observation, records 
made in a field 
diary, and 
improvised 
narrative interview, 
also use of 
genogram, eco-map 
and the calendar of 
daily tasks 

Fritz Schütze 
method of 
autobiographi
cal narrative 
interview and 
of analysis of 
improvised 
narratives 

To explore perceptions of families 
resident in a rural area in the south of 
Brazil, struck by a natural disaster in 
2008, regarding the social support 
received in the transition following the 
natural disaster. 

11. Browne, 
Katherine 
(2015) 

Standing in 
the Need: 
Culture, 
comfort, and 
coming home 
after Katrina 

USA 155 members of a 
large African 
American family 

Hurricane 
Katrina 

1 month after 
the hurricane 
(October 
2005) for 8 
years 

Qualitative methods Ethnography To chronicle the lives of this bayou 
family after Katrina and the shifting 
terms of their ordeal over the course of 
eight years. Questions underlying the 
research include: How does a large 
African American family from New 
Orleans with modest resources manage in 
the face of a catastrophe and recover 
from disaster? How do human 
communities adapt to sweeping, sudden 
change?  

12. 
Lindgaard, 
C. et al 
(2009) 

Changes in 
Family 
Functioning 
in the 
Aftermath of 
a Natural 
Disaster: The 
2004 Tsunami 
in Southeast 
Asia 

Norway 
(disaster 
occurred in 
Thailand 
and Sri 
Lanka) 

87 parents (62 
mothers and 22 
fathers) with 
children 6–18 
years old  
participated and 68 
parents (45 
mothers and 22 
fathers) 
participated in the 
follow-up 
interview 

2004 
Southeast 
Asian 
Tsunami 

10–11 months 
after the 
disaster, and 
2.5 years after 
the disaster 

Face-to-face semi-
structured 
interviews 

Consensual 
qualitative 
research 
method (Hill 
et al., 2005; 
Hill, 
Thompson, & 
Williams, 
1997) 

To explore parents’ perceptions of how 
the tsunami that hit the coast of Southeast 
Asia in 2004 affected them and their 
family members. 
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13. Hafstad, 
G. et al 
(2012) 

Parenting 
After a 
Natural 
Disaster: A 
Qualitative 
Study of 
Norwegian 
Families 
Surviving the 
2004 Tsunami 
in Southeast 
Asia 

Norway 
(disaster 
occurred in 
Thailand 
and Sri 
Lanka) 

51 parents (40 
mothers and 11 
fathers), ages 33–
53 years, with 
children ages 6–18 
years who had 
experienced the 
disaster (high 
impact) 

2004 
Southeast 
Asian 
Tsunami 
(in 
Thailand 
and Sri 
Lanka) 

10 months 
after tsunami 

Face-to-face semi-
structured 
interviews 

The analysis 
was inspired 
by the 
Consensual 
Qualitative 
Research 
framework 
(CQR: Hill et 
al. 1997) 

To explore the nature of post-trauma 
parenting and answer the question: How 
do parents understand the needs of their 
children and what do they do to help their 
children cope in the aftermath of trauma? 

14. 
VanLanding
ham, Mark 
(2017) 

Weathering 
Katrina: 
Culture and 
Recovery 
among 
Vietnamese 
Americans 

USA Household survey: 
125 households 
(82 at T2) 
including 
Vietnamese 
American 
working-age adults 
living in the 
greater New 
Orleans area  

Hurricane 
Katrina 

A few weeks 
before 
Hurrican 
Katrina 
(summer of 
2005) and 
after the 
disaster in 
2007 

Questionnaire 
survey and follow-
up interviews 

Quantitative 
(survey) and 
qualitative 
(narrative 
analysis; 
thematic 
content 
analysis) 

To conduct a systematic assessment of 
post-Katrina recovery for the Vietnamese 
American community in New Orleans 
and to explain why the post-Katrina 
recovery of the Vietnamese American 
community was more robust than it was 
for the other communities experiencing 
similar levels of impact from that 
disaster.  
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Appendix B 

Table 9: Relating study constructs across five areas 

Source Paper Family Onset of natural hazard Aftermath of natural hazard Outcomes of the natural hazard 
Enabled 
adaptation 

Hindered 
adaptation 

Enabled 
adaptation 

Hindered 
adaptation 

Positive legacy Negative legacy  

1. Schuller, M. 
(2016) 
 
Haiti: 2010 
Haitian 
Earthquake 

 “fwaye” 
(household) 

 “fanmi” (not 
necessarily 
blood relations, 
but those who 
assist you in 
times of distress) 

 “lakou” (family 
compound: a 
collection of 
households that 
represent 
practiced forms 
of solidarity) 

 Haitians “put 
away their … 
differences and 
worked together, 
… to survive” 

 Spirit of “youn 
ede lòt” (one 
helping the 
other) 

 “everything is 
destroyed” 

 “extraordinary” 
event 

 Portrayal of 
Haiti as “hell on 
earth” 

 “Spirit of 
‘kenbe la’” 
(hanging on)  

 Existence of 
urbanized 
forms of 
Haitian 
collective 
institutions: 
lakou, sòl, 
neighborhood 
associations 

 “‘kotizasyon’ 
(voluntary 
donantions)” 
for camp 
activities 

 Inhumane living 
conditions 

 'Legitimacy' of 
families to 
receive aid 
questioned 

 Families’ 
exclusion from 
decision making 
during response 

 Humanitarian 
actions 
undermined 
existing 
collectivist 
practices 

 Earthquake a 
wake-up call - 
an opportunity 
to change/restart 

 Humanitarian 
aid distribution 
resulted in 
“sociocultural 
changes” 

 “splintering of 
the lakou” 

 “chen manje 
chen (dog eat 
dog)” 
environment 

 Increased 
violence against 
women 

 Community 
solidarity was 
replaced with 
top-down 
response 

2. Prasad, D. V. 
(2016) 
 
Car Nicobar, 
India: 2004 
Southeast Asian 
Tsunami 

 Monogomous, 
bilocal families  

 Families live 
together in a 
tuhēt (lineage 
group), a cluster 
of joint families 
that symbolizes 
a maximal 
lineage in the 

 Every tuhēt took 
the 
responsibility of 
addressing the 
needs of its 
members 

 Nicobarese 
immediately 
moved from the 
coast to tāvat 
(inside the forest 

 “giant tsunami 
waves … caused 
lot of damage to 
life and 
property” 

 “all 
communication 
with outside 
world was cut 
off” 

 Tsunami 
rehabilitation 
works were 
allocated equally 
among tuhēt 
members  

 Marriage 
alliances under 
“inlōm” (rules of 
residence) 

 Congested 
nature of 
temporary 
shelters: families 
“forced to 
“shelter as 
individual 
families instead 
of joint families 

 Food and water 
crisis due to 

 “no tendencies 
of psychological 
trauma” 

 “group solidarity 
overrides … 
individual 
rehabilitation” 

 collective 
participation that 
reflects a 

 The demise of 
töhuveū-en 
(medicine men), 
kamāsūn (ritual 
specialists), and 
craftsmen was 
an irreparable 
loss to the 
community  

 Consequences of 
‘modern’ 
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Nicobarese 
community 

where they 
practice shifting 
horticulture) 

 Coastal coconut 
and areca nut 
plantations were 
uprooted and 
deposited far 
inland 

 Higher death toll 
among women 
and children  

addressed loss of 
able-bodied lives 

 “haruk” 
(practices of 
inter and intra 
tuhēt child 
adoptions) 
addressed 
orphaned 
children 

 Cultural rituals 
were practiced: 
spirit 
pacification 

 The revival and 
active 
functioning of 
mechanisms 
such as tuhēt, 
manūlö el-tuhēt 
(lineage unity) 
or hīnëngö 
panam (village 
unity) mobilized 
peoples’ 
participation in 
rehabilitation of 
their community 

seawater 
inundation 

 Loss of material 
artifacts such as 
āp or hodi 
(outrigger 
canoe), chanvi 
(community 
house), and 
carpentry tools 
required in day 
to day living.  

 Scarcity of wild 
palm leaves and 
coconut leaves 
(for thatching) 
led to delay in 
construction 

 Compactness of 
temporary 
shelters 
impacted 
recreational and 
cultural 
activities in the 
village 

cohesive attitude 
of the 
Nicobarese 
community as a 
whole  

imports like 
brewing of illicit 
liquor, 
consumption of 
tobacco and 
betel nut, 
purchase of 
motor bikes and 
cars, digital 
audio and video 
systems are 
impacting on 
traditional ways 
of living 

3. Hastrup, F. 
(2011) 
 
Tamil Nadu, 
India: 2004 
Southeast Asian 
Tsunami 

 “patrilocal” 
residence – 
house owned by 
male head of 
household 

 extended 
households and 
nuclear 
households with 
close family ties 
to other nuclear 
units 

 family first 
“camped with 
relatives, then in 
the temporary 
barracks" (p. 43) 

 "sense of 
confusion and 
uncertainty": 
"the familiar and 
neighbouring sea 
... was not at all 
under human 
command" (p. 2)  

 “massive 
displacement of 
families from 
homes in the 

 Families “did 
not cease to see 
themselves as 
responsible 
agents in their 
everyday lives 
because of the 
arrival of 
numerous 
humanitarian 
agencies” (p. 83)  

 Families’ 
“familiarity with 
their places of 
dwelling had 
suffered a blow 
from the 
tsunami”  

 Many “families 
were still 
confined to 
temporary 

 Families 
“learned to live 
with the 
unpredictable 
ways of their 
post-tsunami 
world”: changes 
in the 
surroundings … 
came to be 
viewed as the 
new order” 

 Tsunami time: 
"after the 
tsunami… 
everything is 
different, and it 
always will be." 
(p. 4) 

 Tsunami added 
to “general 
experiences of 
social, 
environmental 
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 distinction 
between the two 
types of family 
organisation 
(nuclear and 
extended) not 
always easy to 
make 

coastal areas" (p. 
2)” 

 “immediate 
relief effort was 
chaotic and 
marked by a 
fierce 
competition" (p. 
83) 

 Families were 
practically 
engaged with, 
and could 
influence, 
housing 
reconstruction 

 Families worked 
on 
“appropriating a 
sense of home 
after the 
disaster” 

 Families 
“actively 
endorsed or 
opposed” relief 
distribution to 
“households … 
through the local 
caste panchayat” 

camps” months 
after the tsunami 

 Fishing “had 
stopped due to 
both a seemingly 
paralysing 
confusion and to 
loss of marine 
equipment" (p. 
3) 

 The 
“humanitarian 
aid was insulting 
because it was 
delivered in an 
uncoordinated 
and 
unaccountable 
way” (p.89) 

 Government 
used rehousing 
to change tenure 
practice- 
increase wife 
ownership of 
property 

 For some, the 
tsunami brought 
solutions to 
problems that 
had nothing to 
do with the 
disaster 

and economic 
uncertainty." (p. 
5) 

 

4. Kaysar, K. et 
al (2008) 
 
South India: 
2004 Southeast 
Asian Tsunami 

 Family structure 
with “two 
parents and large 
extended 
family” 

 Marriage is an 
economic 
arrangement 
between two 
families of the 
same caste and 
there is very 
little diversity in 
the family 
structure with 
husbands as the 
heads of 
households 

 Communal 
interdependence: 
a “strong sense 
of taking care of 
one another” (p. 
93)  

 “… when such 
calamities come, 
everyone comes 
together” (p. 93) 

 Magnitude of 
the tsunami was 
“unlike any 
disaster” people 
had experienced 
before (p. 88) 

 high death toll of 
women in South 
India 

 

 Pursing 
activities that 
signal a return to 
“normalcy” 

 Widowers 
re“marry[ing] 
quickly to 
rebuild families”  

 Cultural value of 
interdependence 
- villagers 
refused to accept 
help from any 
organization 
unless everyone 
in the 
community 
could receive aid 

 Relief provisions 
did not meet 
Indian women's 
needs to obtain a 
sense of 
normalcy (e.g. 
provision of 
cooked food 
instead of dry 
rations; western 
clothes instead 
of sari) 

 “Annihilation 
brings out 
creation”: 
survivors found 
ways to 
transform 
disaster into 
something 
positive; benefits 
from the disaster 
experience 
(learning a new 
skill for a new 
job or starting a 
business through 
a micro-credit 
loan (p. 94) 

 New family 
identities created 
to receive 
additional relief 
packages 

 The urgency to 
reconstruct 
families led to a 
practice of 
marrying girls 
much younger 
than the 
widowers. The 
children these 
young brides 
inherited were in 
some cases 
neglected. 
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 “Families and 
communities – 
not nuclear 
relationships – 
bind people 
together (p. 89) 

5. Gamburd, M. 
R. (2014) 
 
Sri Lanka: 2004 
Southeast Asian 
Tsunami 

 “kinship 
relations (“who” 
one is) are 
closely 
connected to 
property 
locations 
(“where” one 
is)” 

 Initial relief 
arrived through 
“informal 
networks, as kin, 
friends, 
acquaintances, 
and strangers 
helped each 
other”  

 “unusual sense 
of solidarity, 
interconnection 
and openness” 

 “chaos of the 
disaster blurred 
lines between 
friends, enemies, 
and strangers” 

 Widespread 
destruction: "as 
if the devils had 
danced in our 
house" 

 “violation of 
cultural 
categories” as it 
“disrupt[ed] the 
usual 
relationship 
between people 
and the 
environment” 

 Experiencing 
hardship - 
difficult living 
conditions 

 Developing 
“strateg[ies] to 
discipline 
leaders” 

 Survivors turned 
to religion for 
explanations 

 “tsunami 
stories”: 
“storytelling ... 
to bear witness 
to the crisis” and 
build community 

 Seeking closure 
for family deaths 

 Ability to 
navigate 
bureaucratic 
system 

 Houses built 
were not “big 
enough for the 
whole 
household”    

 introduction of 
bureaucracy, 
formality, and 
rules, 
“marginaliz[ed] 
the people they 
were set up to 
help”  

 Inappropriate 
relief items 
received 

 “lack of 
consultation … 
in designing 
living spaces” 

 in the windfall 
of the relief, 
families 
“struggled to 
achieve social, 
political, and 
economic 
power” 

 “New houses” in 
Sri Lanka built 
during 
reconstruction 

 social 
transformation: 
“foreign 
concepts swept 
ashore with the 
tsunami, but 
local cultural 
logic buffered 
their arrival” 

 opportunities for 
social mobility 
were created 

 

 “By displacing 
residents …, the 
tsunami 
disrupted long-
standing, deeply 
meaningful 
relationships 
between people 
and place and 
reconfigured 
kinship 
dynamics among 
and within 
families” 

 new adversarial 
relationship 
between 
government and 
constituents was 
created by relief 

 social change: 
tsunami erased 
many 
distinctions and 
signs of identity, 
such as house 
size, village 
location, and 
proximity to kin 
on ancestral land 

6. Sliwinski, A. 
(2018) 
 
El Salvador: 
2011 Earthquake 

  importance of 
“biological and 
ritual kinship 
ties” for 
example 

 “spontaneous 
gestures from 
kin and friends” 

 “chaos and 
trauma” 

 “impact of the 
two seismic 

 sense of 
gratefulness and 
feeling “lucky” 

 slow pace of 
post-disaster 
house 
reconstruction 

 “Aguantamos” 
or ‘we endure it’ 
was prevailing 
narrative 

 “new identities 
as ‘disaster 
victim’ and 
‘beneficiaries’” 
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“compadrazgo” 
(godparent) 

 Compadrazgo 
“establishes a 
channel for 
mutual help that 
widens other 
kindship ties” 

 “compassion, 
solidarity and 
mutual help” 
dominated in 
first days 

 help provided 
that followed 
“patterns of 
reciprocity 
found in mutual 
aid networks” 

events was 
serious enough 
for the country 
to declare a state 
of emergency” 

 “encounters 
between 
humanitarian 
actors, local 
institutions, and 
… affected 
people were … 
entirely new” 

 

to receive relief 
items  

 opportunities to 
participate in 
house 
reconstruction 
La Hermandad 

 Turned to 
religion to 
explain events 
and beneficiary 
selection 

 aid was 
delivered 
through 
structures known 
to locals 

 “less than 
optimal living 
conditions” on 
La Hermandad 
reconstruction 
site 

 only “nuclear 
family were 
allowed on the 
reconstruction 
site” 

 “El desastre nos 
dio 
oportunidades” 
(the disaster 
gave us 
opportunities)  

 “boosting 
effect” on local 
organizing as s 
‘directiva’ was 
established 

 labels resulted in 
“strains” in 
neighbourhoods 
“between those 
who were 
entitled and 
those who were 
not” 

 “an atmosphere 
of “to each their 
own” prevailed 

7. Samuels, A. 
(2012) 

 Importance of 
attachment to 
place, a 
‘gampong’, 
(neighbourhood)  

 Families 
represented by a 
“family head”  

 All families 
received a “kartu 
keluarga” 

 Generosity and 
help: “people 
they had never 
met became like 
family 
(saudara)”  

 “hundreds of … 
aid agencies 
settled in Aceh” 
in response to 
request for help 

 

 “habis semua”, 
or ‘everything 
was gone’”  

 “loss of family 
members, …a 
place to live, of 
money …, of 
everything 
people had 
worked for for 
years” 

 “felt like jatuh or 
‘falling down’” 

 hardships during 
initial period; 
weather 
conditions of 
heat, wind and 
rain made living 
in the tents all 

 Turning to Islam 
for explanations 
and grieving -
holding ‘doa’ or 
prayer sessions 

 Engaging in 
social practices 
such as holding 
“kenduri” or a 
festive meal for 
remembering   

 marrying within 
one or two years 
of the tsunami 

 “[keeping]  
spirits up or 
‘tetap 
semangat’”  

 Crafting 
narratives 
“emphasis[ing] 

 Not being able 
to identify and 
bury loved ones  

 “vagueness, 
uncertainty, and 
lack of 
information” 

 tsunami houses 
were source of 
“frustration, 
disappointment, 
demonstrations, 
and a wide range 
of complaints”  

 “bureaucratic 
machinery” 
introduced by 
humanitarian 
actors; “the 
proposal” 

 Tsunami viewed 
as “part of God’s 
plan to do 
something good 
…, to bring 
improvement” 

 ‘modern’ 
developments 
such as 
improvements in 
the education 
system  

 Through the 
international 
attention, 
Acehnese 
“imagined Aceh 
was finally 
getting (back) its 
place in the 
world” 

 Social changes: 
“emergence of 
the subject 
position of 
‘tsunami 
victim’” 
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the more 
difficult 

 

their agency … 
in the decisions 
they made in … 
those first days” 

 Rumors of child 
trafficking – 
climate of 
uncertainty 

8. Falk, Monica 
Lindberg (2015) 

 “ties to family 
and kin are 
strong and 
become a refuge 
in times of 
difficulties” 

 first responders 
were family, 
friends and 
religious 
institutions  

 early post- 
disaster situation 
is “characterized 
by altruism”  

 “devastation 
triggered the 
country’s 
biggest-ever 
relief operation” 

 no alert systems 
in the affected 
regions when 
tsunami struck 

 “there was 
nothing left” 

 “relief 
operations were 
chaotic and 
sometimes 
dysfunctional”  

 approach of aid 
agencies 
contrary to that 
of Buddhist 
monks 

 temporary 
shelters (tents) 
leaked, were hot 
and too small for 
families 

 cultural strategy 
of “tham jai” 
(accept the 
situation and to 
adjust to it) 

 informal, 
“reciprocal 
supportive 
relations” 
established as a 
“substitute for 
close relatives” 

 established new 
ceremonies to 
deal with 
ambiguous loss - 
“counterfit 
funerals”  

 turned to 
Buddhism for 
explanations and 
advice on 
coping: held 
ceremonies and 
rituals to 
‘control’ spirits 

 “almost all 
children who 
lost parents were 
cared for by 
their extended 
families” 

 lack of 
information and 
transparency 
regarding aid 
distribution 

 disputes over 
land tenure and 
ownership  

 absence of 
“network of 
family members 
and relatives in 
the affected 
provinces”  

 loss of 
livelihood and 
social support 
networks that 
existed before 
the tsunami  

 little say in the 
construction of 
houses or 
compensation 
schemes 

 increased 
participation in 
Buddhist 
ceremonies after 
the tsunami  

 rituals and 
ceremonies ... 
became a part of 
the survivors’ 
lives in new 
ways after the 
tsunami, 
offering 
psychological 
reassurance and 
religious 
efficaciousness 
as well as 
communication 
links between 
themselves and 
the deceased 

 “Everything 
changed with the 
tsunami”, life 
was 
uncomplicated 
before 

 Local families 
“felt ignored” by 
efforts to 
commemorate 
those who died 

 Relief aid 
changed 
villagers’ 
attitudes from a 
“collective” 
approach to 
solving 
problems to 
finding 
individual 
solutions 

 Conflict and 
social tension 
among 
community 
members 

9. Heron, Adom 
P. (2018) 

 “‘Matrifocal’” 
kinship system” 

 “a new yet 
familiar chaos” 

 uncertainty as to 
what is to come 

 “West Indian 
cultural 
openness” to 

 Food and water 
crisis: lack of 
‘green fig’  

 “adapting [well] 
to their new life”   

 feeling 
“incomplete, 
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 “bonds of 
familial 
solidarity, across 
vast distances” 

 “spirit of 
togetherness, 
suspends 
stratified 
relations” 

 agony of not 
knowing if kin 
are alive or gone 

 

communicate, 
accomodate 
difference and 
thereby craft 
community 

 Creole cultural 
disposition 
toward 
sustaining, 
generating and 
reviving social 
relations in the 
face of 
adversity; 
“pragmatic 
kinning” 

 Support from 
extended kin 
abroad 

 “We [were] 
existing but not 
living” 

 Arduous 
conditions; 
fetching water 
by pail, no 
electricity 

 emigrating to 
stay with family 
abroad 

ambivalent, and 
bittersweet” 

 new beginnings 
riddled with 
uncertainty 

10. Fernandez, 
G. et al (2013) 

 Multigeneration
al extended 
family 

 “try to keep 
more united” 

 Relatives and 
close friends 
immediately 
mobilised to 
help after the 
disaster 

 Received relief 
items that were 
“fundamental for 
the survival of 
the family 
members”  

 “unexpected 
situation”  

 “destruction of 
houses” 

 loss of 
properties and 
the death of 
family members  

 families felt 
discomfort 
accepting 
donations from 
people they did 
not know 

 received 
“unexpected 
help” with 
reconstruction 
and transition 
out of shelters 

 presence of 
extended family 
in the shelters 
helped maintain 
daily routine  

 received 
“emotional 
support” from 
extended family 

 Rituals were 
created to 
commemorate 
the event and 
losses 

 Insufficient help 
received from 
government 
bodies 

 Many families 
still living in 
temporary 
shelter 

 Expectation of 
help not met or 
not receiving 
help as expected 

 feeling 
vulnerable, 
deprived of 
usual utensils for 
routine activities 

 Families 
experienced help 
received as a 
“point of change 
in the post-
disaster 
trajectories” 

 Feelings of 
interpersonal 
connectivity and 
of authentic 
attitudes in 
relation to others 
and to the 
community due 
to the altruistic 
help received 

 Families 
mobilized to 
advocate for 
political support 

 Families 
experienced not 
receiving help as 
expected to be a 
“point of change 
in the post-
disaster 
trajectories” 
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and 
compensation  

11. Browne, 
Katherine (2015) 

 “a human 
rhizome, not an 
oak: an 
emotional 
ecosystem”  

 “a large family 
attached to 
place”  

 “dense tangle of 
interconnection” 

 “biological 
closeness did not 
define 
importance” 

 “mandatory 
evacuation” 
before the 
hurricane 

 Using network 
of kin to get 
information and 
get support 

 Finding refuge 
with family 
members after 
evacuation 

 “catastrophic 
flooding”; 
“whole parish 
was devastated” 

 “shock wave”: 
uncertainty 
among family 
leaders 

 

 Upheld “daily 
rituals of 
connection” 
sustained 
different aspects 
of cultural life 
that brought 
comfort 

 Strong family 
interdependence 
and “strength of 
collective 
resolve” 

 Cultural broker 
navigated divide 
between the 
“recovery 
culture” and the 
“wounded 
culture” of the 
family 

 Family members 
maintained a 
sense of dignity, 
“[did] not think 
of themselves as 
victims” 

 “We don’t hear 
you” - not being 
understood and 
fighting for 
respect in 
communication  

 “We don't know 
you” – FEMA 
turned down 
local help: 
occupied 
disaster zone 

 “We don’t do 
things that way” 
– being excluded 
from engaging 
in reconstruction  

 Lack of 
information: 
survivors were 
“kept […] in the 
dark, unable to 
help themselves” 

 FEMA trailers 
caused stress 
and 
“undermined 
family life” 

 “Hostages to 
bureaucracy” 

 Parents denied 
conventional 
childcare help 

  Family members 
were feeling 
worse, not better 

 Experiencing a 
loss of control - 
a "consistent 
barrage coming 
at you from 
various fronts" 

 Optimism and 
the “capacity to 
function” eroded 
by the “chronic 
sense that people 
in the family 
were not able to 
take charge of 
their own lives” 

 a new 
dependency on 
outsiders 

12. Lindgaard, 
C. et al (2009) 

 Nuclear 
families; 
“mothers and 

 Families were 
evacuated from 

 “tsunami 
happened 

 developing a 
shared narrative 
about the 

 Family members 
unable to get 
support needed 

 “improved 
family 
functioning and 

 Difficulties 
‘‘moving on’’ 
after event; a 
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fathers with 
children up to 18 
years who reside 
together” 

disaster areas to 
home in Norway 

 

without warning 
or expectation” 

 experienced 
“loss of family 
members, direct 
physical threat, 
and/or serious 
injury to one or 
more family 
members” 

tsunami event; 
spending time 
talking about the 
experience 

 ability to change 
daily routines in 
response to 
children’s 
reactions 

 Familiar living 
conditions and 
environment at 
home 

from other 
family members 

 Inability to 
communicate 
about the 
tsunami 
experience and 
develop a shared 
narrative 

strengthened 
family ties” 

 positive changes 
in family 
relations: 
increased “sense 
of coherence” 
between family 
members 

 positive changes 
in values within 
family: feelings 
of solidarity, 
feeling more 
grateful 

 changes in 
worldview; 
reshaping 
assumptions 
about how the 
world works 

few families 
required 
professional help 
to cope with the 
disaster 
experience 

 Partners feeling 
more detached 
from one 
another ; more 
“conflict and 
weakened 
bonds” within 
the family  

 

13. Hafstad, G. 
et al (2012) 

 Single, married 
or co-habiting 
parents of 
children under 
18 years old 

 leaving the 
“disaster area 
within a couple 
of days”  

 No experience 
of “secondary 
adversities 
normally 
experienced by 
survivors of 
disasters”  

 

 Families were 
“totally 
unprepared” 

 Found 
themselves in “a 
life threatening 
situation in a 
foreign country” 

 Parents had 
“heightened 
awareness 
towards 
children’s 
reactions”; 
looking for signs 
they were upset 

 Parents made 
efforts to “re-
establish a sense 
of safety”; 
“resume normal 
roles and 
routines” 

 Importance of 
communication 

 Some parents 
concerned about 
their own well-
being and felt 
unable to 
provide adequate 
care for their 
children 

 “children’s post-
trauma recovery 
environment was 
favorable” 

 Despite being 
highly exposed 
to disaster, “only 
two children had 
scores consistent 
with a diagnosis 
of PTSD”  

 Feeling lucky to 
have survived 
the disaster and 
having been 
given a new 
chance in life 

 For some 
parents, 
“increased 
psychological 
vulnerability 
made parts of 
their parenting 
more difficult” 
than before the 
event 
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within the 
family 

 Involved social 
network to 
support caring 
for children 

 Experienced safe 
surroundings 
upon returning 
home 

 Families were 
privileged with 
regards to 
socioeconomic 
status and 
education 

14. 
VanLandingham, 
Mark (2017) 

 “cohesive and 
extended units 
that include 
siblings, parents 
and in-laws; 
often 
multigenerationa
l… as part of a 
dense, very 
tight-knit social 
network of kin 
and non-kin” 

 “tightly 
structured and 
hierarchical” 

 “evacuation to 
Vietnamese 
community in 
Houston”  

 Found refuge 
with other 
Vietnamese 
immigrants  

 

 “widespread 
flooding”; 80% 
of the city's 
territory was 
flooded  

 Water stood in 
the homes for at 
least a week 

 “we're back”; 
families returned 
quickly to 
rebuild 

 Dominance of 
single religion 
and church 
mobilised 
community  

 Families drew 
upon “shared 
narratives” 

 Families applied 
an “insular 
outlook of self-
sufficiency”: 
took 
responsibility for 
recovery, no 
expectation of 
help 

 Family members 
experienced 
strains, injuries 
and exhaustion 

 Family members 
experienced “a 
decline in 
mental health” at 
the end of year 
one, which 
improved to pre-
Katrina levels 
after end of year 
two 

 Vietnamese 
American […] 
were doing 
much better than 
… expected 

 the recovery of 
the Vietnamese 
community in 
post-Katrina 
New Orleans has 
been remarkably 
strong 

 “transformative” 
effect on 
community – 
“explosion of 
community 
involvement” 
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 Stereotype 
promise - 
Vietnamese 
“viewed as 
especially 
worthy of 
assistance" 

 

 

 


