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SUMMARY 
This document reviews the state of current knowledge on the role of community assets in supporting 

community resilience, recovery and wellbeing, focusing on disaster recovery and resilience building 

processes. It forms part of the Community resilience, wellbeing and recovery project.  

This literature review was shaped based on the following definitions: 

• Community resilience: the ability to cope with, and adapt to, adversity and changing 

circumstances, to transform systems to reduce exposure to adversity, and the ability to 

capitalise on emerging opportunities 

• Community recovery: ‘the restoring or improving of livelihoods and health, as well as 

economic, physical, social, cultural and environmental assets, systems and activities, of a 

disaster-affected community or society, aligning with the principles of sustainable 

development and ‘build back better’, to avoid or reduce future disaster risk.’ (UNDRR 2020). 

• Community wellbeing: the ability of a community to support a high quality of life for the 

people residing in it, including provision of services, governance, amenity and social 

connection, amongst others. 

• Community assets: the collective resources available within a community that can be 

mobilised in a range of ways to improve community conditions (in this case, to support 

disaster recovery,  the building of resilience to disaster and community wellbeing). These can 

include people-based assets – community leaders, social and cultural networks, governance 

systems, and financial resources; and place-based assets – cultural, built and natural assets.  

Community assets can include government, non-government organisations, voluntary associations, 

individuals, families or interest groups. Similarly, they can include a physical structure, a 

place/location within the community, or a community service. If someone, or something, supports 

quality of life in a community, it can be considered a community asset.  

Resilience, recovery and wellbeing of communities is a function not only of what occurs at the 

community scale, but also what occurs at other scales. This includes what is happening within 

community households, and also how those who normally are based outside a local community 

provide support to that community during and after disaster - including, local government, state and 

federal government agencies, and business and non-government organisations operating at scales 

larger than the local community. Given this, it is important to consider both community assets that 

are based locally, as well as those that are ‘external assets’ who may enter a community after disaster, 

or provide assistance to locally-based residents and organisations, rather than focusing only on assets 

physically located in local communities.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

The review was conducted using a structured literature review methodology. We used the Google 

Scholar database as our search database, to ensure that reports produced in the ‘grey’ literature were 

reviewed as well as academic publications. The search terms used to identify studies for review are 

documented for each community asset examined. There was a focus on identifying studies that 

examine the disaster recovery phase and resilience building, with many studies focused on immediate 

disaster response excluded from review as they did not examine longer-term recovery. Studies were 

included in the review if they examined at least one type of community asset, examined disaster 

recovery or disaster resilience, were published since 2010, and were based on collection of primary 
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data/synthesis of primary data studies or were highly cited theory papers. To be included, concepts 

of resilience and recovery needed to be conceptualised in ways consistent with the definitions 

provided above.  

Despite limiting the studies considered in scope in this way, more studies were identified than could 

be realistically reviewed with available resources. Given this, the concept of ‘saturation’ was used to 

identify when to stop reviewing additional studies. For each type of community asset examined, 

studies were reviewed up to the point where no new themes or insights were emerging, or 

methodological approaches.  

The quality of evidence was assessed based on reviewing the scope of studies conducted, and whether 

they used methods enabling confidence in the generalisability of results, and sampled a diversity of 

those involved in disaster recovery.  

 

FINDINGS 

The findings of the review are presented for each type of community asset examined: 

• Formal and informal organisations – non-government organisations (NGOs), emergent 

online community groups, local government, state/national government 

• Services and infrastructure – health, social, education and communication services, 

communications infrastructure and community places/spaces 

• Social resources – the role of different forms of social capital, including cultural capital 

• Financial resources – the role of financial resources available to households, communities, 

from donations, insurance and government funding/grants 

• Human resources – the role of capacity, experience and leadership 

• Institutional resources – the role of governance processes.  

Formal and informal organisations - NGOs 

When disasters and other adverse events occur, many NGOs may be actively involved in disaster 

recovery, ranging from local NGOs who have a long-term presence in a community and pivot to 

providing disaster recovery support, to large international or national NGOs specialising in disaster 

recovery who may enter communities to provide services during recovery periods. Overall, the 

evidence suggests that while NGOs are commonly highly involved in disaster response activities, 

often with government support, support for their involvement in longer term recovery and resilience 

building activities is more limited and their role less clear. Several studies also identified that some 

NGOs are more likely to be recognised as legitimate (and to receive resources) than others: large, 

disaster-focused NGOs appear to be more likely to be recognised and funded to engage in disaster 

response and recovery activities, while smaller community-based NGOs typically have greater 

difficulty being recognised and resourced.  

Multiple studies point to the importance of building effective partnerships between ‘external’ NGOs 

(often specialising in disaster response and recovery) that have no pre-existing role in the community, 

and ‘internal’ NGOs that have operated for long periods in a community and experience high demand 

during the disaster response phase, despite not usually having a primary purpose of disaster response. 

Local NGOs can often better reach local communities and impacted groups, while external NGOs 

may have greater resources from donors and external organisations and can act as a bridge to channel 

these resources to disaster impacted communities. As a means of overcoming known limitations and 
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capitalising on strengths of different NGOs, multiple studies identify a need to improve coordination 

and collaboration between different NGOs with differing specialties, and between NGOs and other 

organisations. However, comparison of the effectiveness of NGOs across different communities, or 

of the effectiveness of different NGOs operating within a given community, is lacking in the 

literature. Further studies are required to better understand factors that enable and reduce 

effectiveness of NGOs. 

Formal and informal organisations – online community groups 

In recent years a number of studies have identified that emergent online groups are playing 

increasingly important roles in disaster relief and recovery processes. An online group is defined as 

any group of people brought together online to communicate or act in relation to a disaster or adverse 

event. This could range from a formal group such as a Facebook group to which members formally 

register to belong, to an informal group that has shared membership based on using twitter hashtags 

used to share information, but no formal ‘membership list’. Key emerging themes included that online 

groups commonly develop as ‘bottom up’ community-led responses, and often emerge rapidly during 

and after adverse events. In particular, online groups are often noted as being a new form of ‘first 

responders’ which form organically and rapidly in response to emerging needs as disaster occurs. 

Many online community groups appear to form and operate primarily through short term disaster 

response, and then dissolve rather than continue to have a role in longer term disaster recovery and 

resilience. However, others continue to have longer term roles in disaster recovery and resilience 

building.  

Online groups can have many roles, from facilitating access to rapid localised information collected 

using a range of online platforms, to mobilising donations and resources and bringing them into 

communities, to identifying volunteers who can assist in disaster relief and recovery operations. 

Longer term, the role of online groups in providing ongoing social and emotional support is 

documented in multiple studies. Barriers to the effective operation of emergent online groups as 

community assets include lack of recognition and difficulty and accessing resources, lack of formal 

structures resulting in low accountability and, sometimes, well-intentioned but ineffective actions, 

burnout of group leaders and volunteers, and often limited experience and skills amongst those 

organising the groups. A key barrier is lack of established processes for collaboration between 

traditional disaster relief agencies and organisations (government or NGO) and emergent online 

groups. 

Formal and informal organisations – local government 

Surprisingly few studies specifically examined the role of local government; much of the available 

literature examines the common occurrence of tensions between local government and state/national 

governments in terms of the autonomy and space given to local government to enact and direct 

disaster response and recovery processes, versus these processes being controlled, directed, or in 

some cases directly enacted, by state/national government agencies. Local government is recognised 

in multiple studies as having advantages in supporting community recovery due to their local 

knowledge and contextual understanding, but also as experiencing constraints on effectiveness. These 

constraints include a lack of skills and knowledge specific to supporting disaster recovery and 

resilience building; a lack of ‘operating space’ resulting from other agencies crowding out the role of 

local government; and limited access to resources. Factors that can enable local government to be 

more effective as a community asset include provision of support to not only develop plans for 

disaster response and recovery, but to evaluate their likely quality; access to expertise to build skills 

needed by local government staff during disaster recovery; and increased incentives for other 

organisations to collaborate with local governments. Similar to other organisations, factors reducing 
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effectiveness of local governments as community assets can include lack of adequate resourcing, lack 

of autonomy or flexibility in how they can mobilise, and risk of burnout amongst staff and volunteers.  

Formal and informal organisations – state and national governments 

State and national level governments are often responsible for overall regulatory, planning and policy 

frameworks that shape disaster response: they create the environment that enables or reduces scope 

of action many other organisations can take in disaster response and recovery. State and national 

government are often responsible for coordinating and leading disaster recovery efforts, controlling 

many of the resources made available for disaster recovery and resilience building processes, 

including who can access the resources and how they can be used. The studies reviewed suggest that 

despite recognition of the importance of adaptive processes to successful recovery and resilience 

building, many governments struggle to enact adaptive practice, with limited flexibility to change 

programs once implemented and be adaptive in delivery of resources or services. However, the use 

of dedicated taskforces that have high levels of autonomy, and the creation of enabling spaces for a 

range of organisations to successfully contribute to disaster recovery and resilience building, were 

both identified as factors enabling successful mobilisation of government resources to support 

disaster recovery and resilience building. Governments that support and enable community-led 

recovery were generally identified as being more likely to succeed in building long-term resilience, 

compared to those that focus on command and control and shorter term disaster relief largely 

delivered by government, rather than in collaboration with a wide range of actors.  

Formal and informal organisations – interaction, coordination and relationships 

A common theme across studies of formal and informal organisations was that successful interaction, 

coordination and collaboration between the multiple types of organisations involved in disaster 

response is critical for successful disaster recovery. Poor coordination between organisations is a 

common challenge that reduces the effectiveness of organisations supporting disaster recovery and 

resilience building. Poor coordination results in issues such as duplication of effort, waste of 

resources, and those impacted by disaster finding it difficult to access support due to the large number 

of organisations operating in their community and lack of information about the types of support each 

provides. Successful collaboration and coordination require incentives for organisations to 

collaborate rather than compete for scarce resources, governance processes that enable and support 

collaboration, recognition and inclusion of all types of organisations in recovery processes, and trust 

between organisations. 

Services and infrastructure – health and social services 

Provision of health and social services is an important part of disaster recovery processes, and can 

have important roles in resilience building. Common barriers to successful delivery of health and 

social services that support disaster recovery include the level of service delivery required, lack of 

sufficient resourcing over long periods of time, lack of skills to deliver health services tailored to the 

needs of disaster recovery, difficulty accurately identifying needs and hence delivering the right types 

of services, poor coordination of services, and experience of secondary trauma and burnout amongst 

workers. Enabling factors include good coordination, building of trusting relationships between 

service providers and service recipients, advance resourcing and preparation for delivery of services 

prior to disaster, and involving community members in identifying health and social service needs 

and appropriate delivery mechanisms. 

Services and infrastructure – emergency services 

As well as their recognised role in immediate disaster response, emergency services often play an 

important role in disaster recovery and resilience building. Most studies reviewed focussed on the 

importance of communication, collaboration and partnership of emergency services, both across 
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different emergency services, and between emergency services and communities. When considering 

their role in resilience building and disaster recovery, much of the focus was on the role of emergency 

services in preparation for disaster, and how the actions emergency response organisations take in the 

response stage of disasters may impact on subsequent recovery activities. Fewer studies focussed on 

how emergency services can act as a community asset during the recovery phase, presenting a gap in 

the literature. Poor communication or collaboration was seen as a barrier to successful preparation 

and response to emergencies in most studies reviewed. Factors found to enable increased 

effectiveness of these services included building trusting relationships between different emergency 

response agencies, and between emergency response agencies and the community.  

Services and infrastructure – disaster recovery liaison and coordination 

There is often a need for effective coordination of disaster recovery services. This is sometimes met 

through the establishment of specific disaster recovery liaison and coordination services. These 

represent a community asset in and of themselves. They play a key role in determining the types of 

resources made available to communities to support recovery and resilience building, and their 

policies and approach to disaster recovery provide the enabling (or disabling) environment in which 

disaster recovery and resilience building occur. Despite evidence that they are used relatively 

commonly after disaster, surprisingly few studies focus specifically on the role of disaster 

coordination services or specific disaster liaison services. Those that did suggested that disaster 

coordination services, when effective, can reduce duplication of roles, foster connection and 

collaboration between organisations and services that otherwise would not normally work together, 

and enable more efficient use of resources in disaster recovery. None of the studies reviewed 

examined the use of coordination services to facilitate and coordinate longer term building of 

resilience and preparedness: this may be due to a lack of consideration of use of coordination services 

to support this type of longer term action. Barriers include the challenges of building trust to support 

effective relationships with the communities being supported, as well as amongst the services and 

organisations the coordination service/liaison officer works with. Short-term funding and timeframes 

and constraints on the types of activities the coordination service can undertake, and associated 

limitations on the ability to adapt to changing needs, also present barriers to effective operations. 

Enabling factors that improve effectiveness include investing in capacity building to enable transition 

out of reliance on disaster coordination services and ensuring community members are actively 

involved in shaping how coordination services are delivered and operated.  

Services and infrastructure – education services 

Education services are an important community asset: most communities have one or more schools 

(and in some cases, tertiary education institutions such as universities) operating within them. These 

often act as key places where members of the community who would not otherwise interact may come 

together, providing a form of bridging capital. Most studies reviewed focused on the role of education 

prior to natural disaster in facilitating higher resilience and reduced impact in the response and 

recovery phase. Other studies focussed on how education facilities can provide a safe space for people 

during disaster response and/or recovery (e.g. acting as an evacuation centre), and on the role of 

schools, and in particular teachers and education professionals, in providing emotional support and 

assistance in the recovery phase of a disaster. Some studies also examined the need for alternative 

ways of providing education in the recovery phase of a disaster, and how school-community linkages 

play a critical role in community response and recovery. There is clear recognition of importance of 

education services, but a lack of evaluation of how best to support education services in these roles.  

Services and infrastructure – telecommunications infrastructure 
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The extent and type of telecommunications infrastructure available to communities cis critical to the 

effectiveness of organisations, service delivery and other aspects of resilience, recovery and 

wellbeing. For communications infrastructure to be effective in supporting community recovery, 

resilience and wellbeing, the primary need is for it to be usable during and after disaster. Almost all 

published studies focus on the role of telecommunications infrastructure in disaster response, with 

few of the studies reviewed considering its importance and role in longer term disaster recovery and 

resilience building, beyond identifying that resumption of economic activity may be difficult to 

achieve until telecommunications have been restored. Few studies have examined how different ways 

of making telecommunications infrastructure available may change its role in disaster recovery and 

resilience building: this is an important gap in the literature given the recognised importance of 

telecommunications infrastructure.  

Services and infrastructure – communication processes 

Communication processes during and after adverse events have received considerable attention in the 

media and politically. Most studies focus on communication during disaster events, rather than during 

recovery phases. During disaster events communication processes are essential to provide warning as 

to the progress of the disaster. Post-disaster, communication processes are critical to assisting 

recovery and resilience building processes, for example through enabling sharing of information 

about available supports, development of shared community narratives about the disaster and its 

impacts, and making those outside the community aware of the ways they can support recovery and 

rebuilding efforts. Common barriers to effective use of communication include a bias in which 

communication is more accessible to more privileged community members, and less accessible to 

vulnerable groups who may lack access to technology such as internet access, or may not be able to 

use, access or absorb information from the communication channels through which information is 

being provided.  

Services and infrastructure – online service delivery 

Online service delivery is increasingly universal in the delivery of many contemporary public and 

private services. Online services are likely to support other forms of asset such as human, social and 

financial assets. Many of the studies identified focused on online service delivery during initial 

disaster response, rather than on service delivery during longer-term disaster recovery processes. This 

represents an important limitation of available knowledge. Studies have found that online services 

can be used to rapidly ‘unleash’ resources, providing a way to link those who need access to particular 

services as part of disaster recovery, and service provider. Online services can also act as hubs of 

knowledge about disaster recovery. However, studies of delivery of online services through disaster 

recovery have not examined issues such as equity of access to online services, due to variance in 

things such as affordability of internet access, and skills and knowledge to utilise online services. 

This is a key gap, with well known issues of lack of access to internet in rural areas of Australia not 

well examined in studies focused on disaster. 

Services and infrastructure – places and spaces 

The success of many organisations and services depends on the availability of specific types of 

community places or spaces– whether it is having a suitable evacuation centre, a meeting place, or an 

online community hub where community members can share information. ‘Places and spaces’ can 

include natural or built places, and offline or online spaces. What they have in common is that they 

are a space that can be used by community members in some way to facilitate disaster recovery and/or 

resilience building. Multiple studies identified the importance of central places including 

neighbourhood/community centres, schools, churches and public libraries as places that can act as 

hubs for disaster recovery efforts. This is both important for those impacted by disaster, through 
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providing spaces in which experiences, knowledge and skills can be shared; and for those delivering 

services and resources into communities, who can coordinate efforts through a shared hub, and better 

reach community members if there are commonly used and shared meeting places. Challenges to the 

effective use of places and spaces are damage caused to them in disaster, and lack of access to spaces, 

for example a particular group feeling unwelcome or otherwise unable to use a space/place. Creation 

of new spaces can be less effective if communities are not able to inform the design of places and 

spaces, which can lead to key needs not being met, such as key accessibility or cultural needs. 

Community-led processes to identify the optimal roles for places and spaces may be more successful 

compared to top-down processes which may inadvertently reduce the availability of key community 

places and spaces.  

Social resources – social networks, social cohesion, cultural resources and social 

inclusion/exclusion 

Social resources – often referred to as social capital – are well recognised as critical influences on the 

effectiveness and success of disaster recovery and resilience. Social networks are key to the operation 

of many community assets, and take many forms, each potentially having differing advantages and 

limitations for supporting disaster recovery processes. Most commonly, networks are defined as being 

bonding, bridging or linking networks. Bonding social networks are those with a high density of 

relationships between network members and very close social relationships, and typically include 

networks between close family, friends and neighbours. Bridging networks are those that occur 

between social groups, often ‘bridging’ the divide that would otherwise occur between different 

groups within a community, while linking networks, link people across different hierarchies, scales 

or power gradients. The presence of strong and effective social networks is commonly identified in 

the literature as being important for community resilience, recovery and wellbeing after disaster, and 

as being one of the key predictors of more rapid recovery.  

Multiple studies identify differing roles of bonding, bridging and linking social capital in disaster 

recovery and resilience building. Bonding capital is often relied on in disaster response and early 

recovery to provide support and access resources, and can be rapidly exhausted as a result, particularly 

as many people in the same close social network may all have been similarly impacted by a disaster. 

The extent to which close family and friends live within close geographic proximity to each other 

may also change the effectiveness of bonding social capital. More broadly, bonding capital can have 

limitations for recovery and resilience building: relying on small networks of close family and friends 

may limit exposure to new ideas or awareness of resources and services available in the broader 

community; may reduce the extent to which a community works together to achieve shared goals of 

community recovery; and may also result in higher conflict. Bridging and linking networks, 

meanwhile, have been found to better connect diverse groups across a community, enable 

development of community-led disaster recovery efforts, and enable leveraging of resources into 

disaster affected communities. They also facilitate development of shared narratives that then 

influence the collective actions taken to prepare to future disasters, impacted whether and how 

resilience is built over time. Factors that limit the effectiveness of social networks include lack of 

trust in some networks, lack of recognition and support of emergent social networks (similar to 

findings presented earlier discussing emergent online community groups), burnout of central 

individuals who facilitate network interactions, and poor leadership.  

Social cohesion identifies two main dimensions within any given community: the sense of belonging 

to that community and the relationships amongst community members. It describes the extent of 

community connectedness and solidarity, aspects which are often referred to the literature as being 

important for community recovery. The studies reviewed commonly identified that greater social 
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cohesion often facilitated recovery, with more success in recovery, and more rapid recovery, 

associated with communities whose residents rated their community as having high levels of 

cohesion. However, most studies do not specifically examine how higher levels of cohesion facilitate 

recovery. Those that do, or which review likely mechanisms by which cohesion has a positive impact, 

usually identify that having higher levels of trust and reciprocity facilitates more effective and rapid 

collaborative community action in recovery. Barriers and challenges include a community having 

low levels of social cohesion prior to a disaster, the disaster itself or recovery processes having a 

negative impact on this cohesion, and some groups being excluded from the networks that have high 

levels of social cohesion. One also identified that in some cases trauma may be greater in highly 

cohesive networks, due to sharing of trauma experiences.  

Processes of social inclusion and exclusion are often associated with the operation of social networks. 

Utilisation of existing social networks may enable more rapid and effective disaster recovery – but 

also often reinforces exclusion of some groups who do not have access to these networks, while 

privileging those people who are part of these networks. The studies reviewed identified that existing 

processes of inclusion and exclusion are often reinforced by the types of disaster recovery and 

resilience building processes enacted in communities: explicit design with consideration of those 

likely to experience marginalisation is needed to reduce this. This suggests that relying on existing 

social networks in community-led processes is likely to reinforce exclusion. Some also argue that 

recovery and resilience building approaches that emphasise self-reliance, individual response over 

collective response, and privatisation of resilience building through market mechanisms, may 

reinforce exclusion.  

Financial resources – household financial resources 

Financial resources are sourced from many places to support disaster recovery and resilience building, 

including households, communities, donations and government funding/grants. Household financial 

resources are the financial assets and processes of a household, such as availability of regular income, 

cost of living, access to savings, access to insurance, and access to financial support (informal and 

formal). Household financial resources can make an important contribution to community disaster 

recovery, however almost all available studies examine their role in supporting household-scale 

recovery without identifying whether and how these resources more broadly support community 

recovery. These studies have identified a range of barriers to using financial resources, including low 

liquidity and slow timeframes for accessing some resources such as insurance payments.  

Financial resources – community financial assets 

Community financial assets include the strength and diversity of local economic activity, with a 

particular focus on employment opportunities and the ability of a community to maintain jobs and 

provide financial support during and after adverse events. Despite local businesses being critical to 

providing ongoing income to those impacted by disaster, and the ongoing functioning of a 

community, very few studies examine business recovery from disaster – and these do not typically 

examine the role of businesses in enabling broader community disaster recovery and resilience 

building. Similar barriers to recovery and resilience building are noted for businesses as for many 

other organisations, and include leadership skills of business managers/owners, and access to finance, 

as well as potential conflict where processes of donations may bypass local businesses and 

inadvertently reduce demand for their goods or services. Overall, there is a lack of research examining 

disaster recovery amongst small businesses impacted by disaster, and their role in broader community 

recovery.  

Financial resources – community donations 
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Community donations are often used to provide support for community recovery: as such, they 

represent an asset communities often use to support resilience building. Donations range from direct 

donations by individuals to a specific organisation/event/fund, through to donations from large 

philanthropic organisations. Despite the central role of donations in many recovery processes, there 

are surprisingly few studies examining the specific role of donations versus other sources of funding 

in disaster recovery and resilience building processes. In particular, there is limited literature 

examining how effective donations typically are, and whether issues such as specific limitations on 

use of donations, transaction costs, and processes for distributing donations influence their 

effectiveness. There is a need to better understand how donation processes can be designed to provide 

optimal support for community recovery and resilience building. 

There is clear evidence of the importance of donations in providing financial resources to 

communities in disaster recovery, with donations enabling rapid scaling up of disaster response and 

recovery actions. Factors reducing effectiveness of donations identified in studies include that the 

flow of donation funds often ceases rapidly after initial disaster, and that poor coordination of 

donation processes can result in duplication of effort. In the area of drought, the challenge of 

donations replacing local business activity has been noted, with donations having potential to displace 

local business activity and impede recovery of local businesses as a result. Many donations are made 

for specific activities, and the limited scope for which they can be used can in turn reduce the extent 

to which they support community-led recovery. Factors that increase effectiveness of donation may 

include ensuring community members lead processes decision how donations are used (although not 

explicitly documented in the studies reviewed, this conclusion was implied by the challenges they 

documented), good coordination and collaboration between those managing donation processes, and 

ensuring donations continue and are able to be utilised for longer-term recovery as well as shorter-

term disaster response. 

Financial resources – government funding and grants 

Government funding and grants are an important asset for community recovery but are often limited 

by delays in funding becoming available, complex processes for accessing funding, limited scope and 

flexibility in how funds may be used, and complex reporting requirements. Enabling factors can 

include simplifying and streamlining processes to enable funds to be more easily applied for and 

accounted for, thus reducing the burden places on those recovering from disaster when they seek to 

access funds.  

Human resources – previous experience of disasters 

Having previous experience of disasters is associated with changed capacity to recover from future 

disasters. Where a person, household or community has successfully navigated recovery from a 

previous disaster and been able to build positive resilience resources as a result, they may be able to 

recover more rapidly from subsequent disasters. However, where a person was left with ongoing 

impacts from previous disasters – financial, social or health – they may have reduced ability to cope 

with and recover from subsequent disasters. A small number of studies have identified that many 

barriers can exist to building collective learning from past disasters that builds resilience and supports 

faster and more successful recovery from subsequent disasters. Some studies have found that past 

experience of disaster is not a consistent predictor of higher engagement in disaster preparation 

activities.  

uman resources – community capacity 

Many of the community assets examined in this review influence the overall capacity of a community 

to engage successfully in disaster recovery and resilience building. Communities with differing levels 

of capacity prior to disaster – for example, poorer social networks or lower availability of financial 
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resources – may have less capacity to engage successfully in disaster recovery and response. 

However, caution is needed with this interpretation: the emergence of strengths-based approaches to 

disaster recovery in Australia is a direct response to the recognised biases resulting from assuming 

that disadvantaged communities will have less capacity to recovery from disaster. Rather than 

assuming a direct or simple relationship between community advantage/disadvantage and the ability 

to successfully recover from disaster, it is better to examine the specific strengths and challenges, and 

community assets available – in other words, to consider the range of assets available to a community, 

rather than assuming that global measures of social advantage or disadvantage are the best indicators 

of disaster resilience.  

Human resources - exhaustion, burnout, and fatigue 

Capacity in a community is often embodied in the individual people who provide key services that 

support recovery and resilience building (see also the next section). Reduced capacity in the form of 

staff and volunteers experiencing burnout, fatigue and exhaustion resulting from the high demands 

made on them in disaster response and recovery processes was identified as a critical issue for the 

effective functioning of multiple community assets. Burnout of the people who are most needed – for 

their skills, experience, knowledge and/or leadership, amongst other things – is regularly reported. 

This suggests that those with specific capacities and experiences that enable them to make critical 

and highly valuable contributions to recovery, are also the most likely to experience burnout. A large 

number of studies have identified that stress, burnout and the related issue of ‘compassion fatigue’ 

where those responding to disaster are unable to maintain empathy and connection to experiences of 

those impacted by disaster, are common across all types of disaster recovery and response.  

A large body of works examines how best to reduce the risk of burnout and stress amongst workers 

in general, including workers in stressful occupations. This extensive literature identifies the 

importance of building positive psychological coping resources such as mindfulness, engaging in 

regular exercise, stress management and resilience building programs; and of providing appropriate 

supports to staff and volunteers such as access to peer support networks, debriefing sessions, and 

counselling. 

Human resources - leadership 

Many studies refer to the importance of community leaders as part of their findings. Leadership here 

is defined as any form of ‘leadership in, for and by the community’, and is not restricted to the 

traditional notions of political or representative leaders in terms of politicians, councillors etc.  Few 

studies specifically examine the role of leadership in disaster recovery. Available studies confirm the 

importance of effective leadership and identify that it is common to have multiple leaders, including 

new leaders who emerge in response to the disaster. Common barriers and challenges include debate 

about the legitimacy of leaders, high turnover, burnout and stress, and leaders having to operate in an 

environment where they have high constraints on what they are able to do. For example, if leaders 

face significant constraints on how they can use funding, or the types of actions they are able to 

implement, their effectiveness can be curtailed.  

Governance systems 

A common theme in the discussion of governance systems and their role in disaster recovery focuses 

on what Wolbers et al. (2016) call the ‘two faces of disaster response’. This involves on the one hand 

emergent community-driven responses that are directed by local residents and often involve new and 

rapidly evolving processes of organisation and governance; and on the other ‘official’ responses 

enacted top-down through existing governance systems, particularly via both government and NGO-

based disaster response agencies/organisations. NGOs in particular often include humanitarian 

organisations with a long history of disaster response in multiple communities or, in many cases, 
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multiple countries. While studies on disaster recovery commonly criticise command and control 

approaches and encourage community-led governance, both types of governance process have 

barriers and challenges, and both can contribute to disaster recovery and resilience building processes. 

Command and control approaches are criticised for giving limited autonomy and agency to those 

impacted by disasters; in contrast, emergent governance involving community-led approaches can 

struggle to be effective due to lack of skills and experience, and poor transparency and accountability. 

While command and control approaches are sometimes criticised for poor inclusiveness, available 

evidence suggests similar potential for exclusion can occur in community-led processes. 

While many studies identify that community-led recovery, including community led governance 

approaches, is critical for community resilience, most also identify the importance of government in 

recovery and governance. Some authors recommend the use of hybrid governance approaches that 

use different methods of governance at different stages of disaster response and recovery. Issues 

related to resourcing, authority and power-sharing, path-dependencies driven by established 

bureaucratic systems and challenges achieving effective stakeholder engagement are all typical 

inhibitors of effectiveness. Factors that enable/ facilitate governance systems that support disaster 

recovery and resilience building include flexibility in governance innovations, appropriate spaces for 

effective engagement, formal accountability of governance and recovery outcomes (related to 

transparency and trust), prior planning and establishment of clear governance protocols, and adequate 

resourcing for all agencies and activities (including informal local actors/activities). These factors are 

important not just when disaster occurs but over the longer term to ensure investment and alignment 

of governance with needs for disaster preparation, response, recovery, and more generally resilience 

building through all stages of disaster.  

 

SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The role of community assets remains under-examined 

There are many gaps in available literature regarding the role of community assets. These include a 

lack of studies examining how to enable community assets and how to address barriers/challenges to 

their effectiveness; few studies examining disaster recovery and resilience building with most focused 

on the disaster response phase; and lack of studies examining how different community assets can 

work together. Community assets are also often considered to be ‘objects’ rather than ‘processes’: 

this can lead to a lack of examination of how best to support the process in which community assets 

operate in a community.  

Recommendation 1: There is a need for studies to examine community assets as dynamic processes 

whose role can be actively enabled (or curtailed); to further understand what is needed to enable 

different assets to contribute effectively to longer-term recovery and resilience building; to examine 

interactions between assets; and to examine their use in communities experiencing cumulative 

impacts from multiple events.  

Studies lack diversity of methods 

The quality of available evidence on the role of community assets is mixed. In most cases, evidence 

has been collected using qualitative methods, with fewer collecting quantitative data. Many studies 

have primarily collected data from those involved in leading and enacting disaster response and 

recovery processes – government and NGO staff and community leaders in particular. Fewer have 

examined how the broader public experience these disaster recovery processes. The range of methods 

used to study the role of community assets should be diversified where possible.  
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Recommendation 2: Methods of studies should where possible be designed to include greater use of 

comparative methodologies and a diversity of data collection methods. Studies that systematically 

compare the role of community assets across different geographic, cultural and disaster contexts are 

needed to improve the evidence base on factors that act as barriers to and enable these assets to 

contribute effectively to disaster recovery and resilience building.  

Disaster diversity needs greater attention 

The majority of studies reviewed examined ‘rapid onset’ disasters such as flood, earthquake, fire and 

cyclone/hurricane/typhoon. Fewer examined other adverse events such as longer-term processes of 

drought, impacts of pest and disease outbreak or land degradation processes. Almost no studies were 

identified that examine the role of community assets in enabling communities to recover from 

cumulative adverse events, and to build resilience to multiple types of adverse events. This is a 

significant gap: with global climate change causing more frequent occurrence of a range of adverse 

events, and many communities experiencing multiple events that include both rapid-onset disasters 

such as bushfire combined with longer-term impact events such as drought, it is critical for 

community assets to be able to operate effectively over the long-term through cumulative adverse 

events of differing significance and intensity.  

Recommendation 3: There is a need for studies that explicitly examine how communities recover 

from and build resilience to the experience of cumulative adverse events. Within this, studies should 

(i) examine the experience of a wider range of adverse events, shifting away from the focus on rapid-

onset disaster and limited examination of other long-term adverse events; and (ii) examine the role of 

community assets as a long-term resource with an ongoing role in recovery and resilience building in 

relation to the range of adverse events a community may experience, rather than only in relation to a 

single event.  

Better linkage of resilience, recovery and community assets literature is needed 

Most studies reviewed examined community assets, and many made reference to resilience, but the 

majority did not explicitly identify the type of resilience being examined or achieved through 

operation of that community asset.  

Recommendation 4: There is a need for studies to explicitly bring together the emerging 

understanding of resilience, disaster recovery and community assets. Doing this explicitly can lead to 

a better understanding of the potential role of community assets in building resilience and supporting 

disaster recovery, and how to support these assets. 

Community assets rely on people 

In most studies reviewed, the role of community assets was examined in relation to disaster response 

and/or recovery phases. Many of the community assets examined are present in communities at all 

times, with only a small number having a role specific to disaster response and recovery. This suggests 

there is a gap in understanding of the role of many community assets in building resilience at times 

other than disaster response and recovery. The roles of community assets often had similarities, 

irrespective of the specific nature of that community asset. They typically included one or more of 

communication, advocacy, service provision, resource provision, leadership, 

skills/knowledge/capacity building, and enabling linkages and collaboration. Common amongst 

almost all of these roles is that community assets rely on people. Most community assets will not 

function effectively without sufficient availability of people with the right skills, knowledge and 

capacity to enact the role of that asset. Understanding community assets as being about people and 

processes is critical to addressing the gap in understanding identified earlier on how different 
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community assets can work together to greatest effect. Despite many studies noting that one of the 

most common issues experienced in disaster recovery is lack of effective coordination and 

collaboration, relatively few examine the processes of collaboration and coordination as being a 

community asset in and of themselves.  

Recommendation 5: Future studies need to more explicitly examine collaboration and coordination 

across community assets as part of understanding how to build more effective disaster recovery and 

resilience building.  

Common barriers and challenges to effective operation of community assets 

Across the different community assets examined in this review, similar barriers and challenges often 

reduced effectiveness of many types of community assetsin contributing to disaster recovery and 

resilience building processes. Key amongst these were: 

• Lack of resourcing: This included short-term resourcing, under-resourcing, and complex 

processes for applying for and receiving funding. 

• Burnout/fatigue/exhaustion: Identified in almost all areas, burnout of staff, volunteers 

and leaders was a common issue for assets in disaster-affected communities.  

• Collaboration and coordination: Poor collaboration and coordination between 

organisations was a common source of reduced effectiveness for almost all types of 

community asset. 

• Competition: Competition for scarce resources amongst community assets was often 

identified as reducing effective collaboration and coordination between them. 

• Lack of recognition/legitimacy: Some community assets are unable to access resources 

or play an effective role due to lack of recognition of their presence or role by others 

involved in disaster recovery.  

• Duplication/bypassing: Duplication of services and actions commonly occurs, 

particularly when some existing service providers are not recognised or ‘visible’ to those 

organising disaster recovery supports. 

• Inexperience and lack of capacity building: Many community assets have limited 

experience, skills or knowledge in disaster recovery and resilience building, and are asked 

to have a significant role in these processes without accompanying investment in building 

capacity. This can result in ‘well intentioned failure’. 

• Inflexible and inefficient governance and regulation processes: Some studies identify 

a lack of suitable transparency, accountability and governance as reducing effectiveness 

of some community assets (particularly informal and emerging groups who may have 

limited governance processes in place). Others identify over-regulation and constraints 

imposed by some governance processes as limiting disaster response (often referring to 

things such as constraints placed on applying for and using disaster recovery funds, or 

meeting donor requirements).  

• Exclusion: In many cases, community assets may – intentionally or unintentionally – 

include some groups of people and exclude others. This results in inequities in disaster 

recovery and resilience building. 

• Conflict and trust: Conflict within a community, and between those involved in the 

processes enacted by community assets, can reduce effectiveness of community assets, as 

can lack of trust by members of the community.  
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Many studies examined only one type of barrier or challenge, and did not examine how different 

barriers/challenges interact with each other.  Few studies explicitly examined the effectiveness of 

actions that have potential to address the barriers/challenges identified. 

Recommendation 6: Studies should examine not only the presence of different types of barriers and 

challenges, but the actions used to try to overcome these, and their effectiveness in different 

situations. This can be used to build a toolbox of actions that can be drawn on when 

barriers/challenges are identified. 

Factors enabling effective operation of community assets 

Factors that enable effectiveness of community assets were often the inverse of barriers and 

challenges. Common emerging themes that cut across different types of community assets were: 

• Trust: Building trust in the people, processes and institutions of community assets is 

critical to effectiveness. People, processes and organisations that are not trusted are 

unlikely to be effective.  

• Local knowledge: Having in-depth understanding of local context and communities 

enables effectiveness. 

• Collaboration and networks: Collaboration of all types, between organisations, 

processes, assets and individual people, was identified as key to enabling effective 

outcomes.  

• Incentives to collaborate: Designing disaster recovery processes to encourage and 

facilitate collaboration can enable better outcomes.  

• Flexibility and agency: To be most effective, community assets need to have sufficient 

flexibility and control over decision making.  

• Community-led processes: A large number of studies argue that effective long-term 

recovery requires communities to be able to lead their own recovery and resilience 

building processes.  

• Expertise-led processes: Enabling experts to bring their knowledge to disaster recovery 

is likely to be critical to increasing effectiveness of disaster recovery and resilience 

building.  

• Capacity building: Capacity building processes that link those leading communities (but 

not necessarily having experience in disaster recovery) with disaster recovery and 

resilience experts (who do not necessarily have understanding of the local context) may 

be critical to building capacity.  

• Resourcing: Sufficient resourcing is a key enabling factor. This often means financial 

resourcing, however it can also involve other relevant resources. Importantly, resources 

will enable community assets only if they are able to be accessed at the right times and for 

a sufficient length of time; and if processes for accessing them are made as simple as 

possible while still ensuring accountability.  

Many enabling factors are referred to in general in the literature, but with few details on what specific 

actions are most effective and appropriate in different situations.   

Recommendation 7: Future studies should explicitly examine the effectiveness of actions 

implemented to enable increased effectiveness of community assets, to build an increased knowledge 

based regarding what works, when it works, and why it works.  
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1.0 BACKGROUND 
Sponsored by the NSW Mental Health Commission, the Community resilience, wellbeing and 

recovery project (CRWRP) recognised the importance of strong communities in disaster 

recovery. The project sought to better understand the role of community assets in contributing 

to community resilience, recovery and wellbeing, and how to best support community assets 

to capitalise on their role. The term ‘disaster’ here is used as a broad term to refer to a wide 

range of adverse events, including rapid-onset disasters and emergencies such as bushfire, 

storm and flood; and longer-onset adverse events such as drought and pandemic.  

The project focused on identifying and understanding the role of community assets in 

contributing to community resilience, recovery and wellbeing during and following adverse 

events. Many communities have experienced cumulative adverse events in recent years, and to 

understand impacts of one disaster requires an understanding of multiple other events occurring 

before, during and after that disaster, and their collective impact on community recovery and 

resilience building efforts. 

The first step in this project was to conduct a review of the literature. The purpose of this review 

was to evaluate the existing state of knowledge regarding the role of community assets in 

supporting community resilience, recovery and wellbeing, focusing on disaster recovery and 

resilience building processes.  

Prior to the review, the following preliminary questions were identified as specific areas that 

may be focused on as part of answering the overarching study question ‘How can community 

assets support community resilience, recovery and wellbeing?’:  

a) What can be considered to indicate ‘good’ versus ‘poor’ community resilience, 

recovery and wellbeing at different stages of recovery after disaster?  

b) How do different community assets support community resilience, recovery and 

wellbeing? 

c) What community assets are available in communities and how are they currently 

supporting community resilience? 

d) What factors act as barriers versus enablers of effective implementation and use of 

community assets to support resilience and wellbeing during disaster recovery 

processes?  

e) What resources can best support community assets to enable them to further build 

resilience and well-being in communities?  

These preliminary questions guided the scope of literature examined in this review. 
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2.0 SCOPE OF THIS REVIEW 
The literature on community resilience, disaster recovery, community wellbeing and their 

various components is large and complex. Given this, the first parts of this review examine and 

define the scope of this review. A relatively constrained set of criteria were developed to guide 

selection of studies to be included in and excluded from the review.  

The overall scope of the literature review focused on the following areas:  

a. Identifying and understanding key components of, and contributing factors to, 

community resilience, recovery and wellbeing during and following adverse events, 

with a particular focus on bushfires and the other adverse events impacting many 

Australian communities, often cumulatively. 

b. Developing a comprehensive understanding of the role of community assets in building 

and supporting community resilience, recovery and wellbeing, and how this varies 

depending on the context.  

c. Identifying existing recovery approaches to building and supporting wellbeing that 

have demonstrated efficacy or potential, and that could be more broadly applied.  

d. Developing practical strategies and resources to enable and support community assets.  

The list above highlights the strong practical focus of the project on identifying actions that are 

likely to be effective in supporting community assets, to in turn facilitate their ability to support 

resilience, recovery and wellbeing. Given the very large literature publichsed on resilience, 

recovery and wellbeing, the scope of the review focused on the role of community assets in 

contributing to community resilience, recovery and wellbeing as part of disaster recovery and 

resilience building, rather than on the much larger literature examining these concepts more 

generally.  

The next section defines key terms that were used to shape the review. This is followed by a 

description of the methods used in the review and review findings. 
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3.0 DEFINING KEY CONCEPTS 
To identify the scope of studies to be included and excluded from the review, four key concepts 

first needed to be defined: 

• Community resilience and resilience resources 

• Community recovery 

• Community wellbeing 

• Community assets 

The following sections define each of these, and describe how they were used to scope the 

studies to be included and excluded from the review. This is followed by briefly considering 

the following two specific areas relevant to determining the scope of the review review: 

• Resilience, recovery and wellbeing across scales 

• Barriers, challenges and enablers to community recovery after disaster  

 

3.1 Community resilience and resilience resources 

Worldwide, there is growing interest in understanding how to increase the resilience of people, 

households and communities. The term ‘resilience’ is not always clearly defined, and can have 

somewhat different meanings depending on the context in which it is used. In general it can be 

defined as having the ability to cope with adversity and to adapt positively to changing 

circumstances (Schirmer and Hanigan, 2017, drawing on multiple sources). More recently, 

some argue that rather than focus solely on coping and adapting, the idea of transformation 

should also be included.  

In this study, we define resilience as the ability to cope with and adapt to adversity and 

changing circumstances, to transform systems to reduce exposure to adversity, and the 

ability to capitalise on emerging opportunities. This is an intentionally broad definition that 

enables examination of resilience at more than one scale (individual, household and 

community), and resilience to impacts of cumulative events – negative and positive – that may 

be experienced. It also encompasses resilience as being both the ability to navigate adverse 

events and the ability to take advantage of opportunities.  

A key challenge when understanding resilience is the diverse ways the term is used and studied 

(O’Connell et al. 2015). Resilience can be studied at different scales, in relation to specific 

events or in relation to a person’s life more generally. Many distinguish between the idea of 

specified resilience – meaning having specific skills and resources enabling a person, 

household or communities to respond successfully to a specific type of challenge, such as 

drought, or bushfire, or economic downturn – and generalised resilience, which refers to 

overall ability to cope with and adapt to a range of challenging events, irrespective of their 

specific nature (Berkes and Ross 2013, O’Connell et al. 2015). This overlaps with the 

somewhat complementary distinction made between inherent resilience (capacity to achieve 

desired life outcomes under normal conditions) and adaptive resilience (achieving desired 

outcomes in the face of uncertainty associated with crisis conditions) (Demiroz and Hu 2014).  

The body of work on resilience comprises many diverse studies. Some studies examine the 

resilience of individuals, often focusing on specific attributes such as psychological resilience 

(e.g. Fletcher and Sarkar 2013). Others focus on the household scale to understand the factors 

influencing ability of households to adapt successfully to changing circumstances (see 

subsequent discussion of livelihoods literature). Many others focus on larger scales, and 
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examine whole groups of people, or geographic communities. The latter studies have some 

challenges: as pointed out by Magnusson et al. (in review), they often examine the ‘average’ 

characteristics of a community, and by doing so can mask the challenges experienced by those 

households with lower resilience, and reduce the likelihood of appropriate support reaching 

them. 

Many resilience studies focus on understanding resilience to climate change and natural 

disasters, although a growing component of the literature examines resilience to challenging 

personal life events such as loss of employment or loss of a loved one, to name a few (see for 

example Walker and Salt 2012, Fletcher and Sarkar 2013, Zebrowski 2013). There is growing 

recognition that resilience is not just an attribute that enables coping with, or adaptation to, 

challenges and adversity, but is also critical to the ability of a person, household or community 

to take advantage of opportunities. This perspective recognises that: 

…resilience is about both enabling people, households and communities to cope better in and 

adapt more successfully to adverse circumstances, and also enabling them to take advantage of 

new opportunities as they emerge – something which in turn can reduce the impact of exposure 

to future adverse circumstances (Schirmer and Hanigan 2017).  

Despite this recognition of resilience as being important in good times as well as bad, relatively 

few studies examine the operation of resilience in the form of using it to capitalise on positive 

opportunities. Instead, almost all resilience studies focus on understanding ability to cope with 

adversity.  

While ‘traditional’ definitions of resilience often examine concepts such as coping with 

adversity, and have sometimes equated coping with successful adaptation, this is changing. In 

the last decade some – particularly those examining resilience to the impacts of climate change 

– have argued that there should be differentiation between the ideas of coping, adaptation, and 

transformation when considering resilience. While the terms coping, adaptation and 

transformation are defined slightly differently across different disciplines, in general they are 

understood in the following way (O’Connell et al. 2015, Zhai and Du 2020): 

• Coping: This refers to ‘…a time-limited response to an event with specific skills’ 

(Zhai and Du 2020). Coping responses involve having the resources to cope 

(typically with an adverse event) for an often short or limited period of time in a way 

that minimises loss of quality of life. It does not typically involve changing how 

people or communities live or manage their lives in a significant way.  

• Adaptation: This refers to ‘A process of responsive change that improves the ability 

of a system to achieve desired goals, including by reducing vulnerability to 

disturbance or threats (including climate change). In common or policy usage, 

adaptation is usually seen as intentional (driven by deliberate action of people), and 

viewed as driving towards a desirable goal, system or future’ (O’Connell et al. 

2015). In contrast to coping, which does not involve making changes that improve 

ability to cope in future, adaptation focuses on enacting change that can reduce future 

risk and vulnerability.  

• Transformation: This is ‘…the process of changing from one type of system to 

another’ (O’Connell et al. 2015). Some assume this is part of adaptation, but 

increasingly many distinguish between adaptation – adapting existing systems so 

they can better withstand challenges – and transformation, which involves a 

complete change in the system. 

The concepts of coping, adaptation and transformation can appear at first highly theoretical. 

However, they are critically important, particularly to this study, where the role of community 
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assets may be to support coping, adaptation or transformation. To better understand the 

differences in them, the following example can be used to better understand how each is 

relevant in understanding resilience to the impacts of disasters: 

• Coping: Coping with disasters requires having resources and systems that help 

protect people during and immediately post disaster, for example through supporting 

people to have sufficient food, water, telecommunications, shelter and access to 

medical support. It does not involve changing systems that operate in a community, 

but may involve providing additional support to existing systems to help increase 

coping capacity. 

• Adaptation: In adaptation, communities may invest in actions that reduce their 

vulnerability to adverse events in the longer term. In the context of bushfire, for 

example, this may include investing in changing how land and homes are managed 

to reduce fire risk, improving telecommunication infrastructure, and supporting 

residents to invest in making bushfire plans to reduce impact for them. 

• Transformation: In transformation, a community may completely change some 

aspect of community life to reduce exposure to disasters or reduce their impacts. 

Examples of transformation may include complete change in where and how homes 

may be located, or in the types of land use or economic activity the community relies 

on. 

While most agree that resilience is the ability to cope with adversity and adapt positively in 

both difficult and good times, and that it involves processes of drawing on resources to learn 

and adapt over time, there is less agreement on what the indicators of good resilience are, or 

about which factors are the most important determinants of resilience. Three key approaches 

have emerged to understanding the factors that contribute to resilience. These three approaches 

have many commonalities, despite emerging from different academic disciplines and 

perspectives. Each is reviewed briefly below. 

 

3.1.1 Psychological resilience: the ‘resilience resources’ approach 

The psychological literature has a long history of examining resilience, which in this discipline 

is usually conceptualised as the ability of individuals to draw on personal psychological 

characteristics to adapt to difficult life experiences (Fletcher and Sarkar 2013). In this body of 

research, psychological resilience is argued to be an outcome of having access to resilience 

resources: these are psychological resources that facilitate successful adaptation to difficult 

times and positive outcomes. Perhaps most commonly, the psychological literature examines 

psychological resources internal to the individual person – self-efficacy, optimism, a sense of 

mastery and locus of control are commonly recognised as supporting resilience (Burns and 

Anstey 2010). A smaller number of studies in this field look beyond the individual to examine 

the role of social and community resources in psychological resilience. Social resources can be 

broadly defined as resources a person access as a result of having social connections to others, 

and includes having support from family and friends, and the ability to request help and support 

through social networks (Nettles et al. 2000). Community resources are the assets a person can 

access in their community to support their resilience, and can range from being able to access 

education and health services, to living in a community with strong leadership and strong sense 

of belonging and social cohesion. Some consider social and community resources to be 

extensions of the same concept, while others separate them (Norris et al. 2008). 
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3.1.2 Social ecological systems: vulnerability, adaptation and transformation 

Social ecological systems approaches explain resilience as a function of the extent to which a 

person, household or community is (i) exposed to change, and (ii) vulnerable to the effects of 

that change (see for example Adger et al. 2005, Gallopin 2006, Smit and Wandel 2006, Mumby 

et al. 2014, Jacobs et al. 2015). In this approach ‘exposure’ generally refers to the degree to 

which a person/household/community (entity) experiences a given change, or is exposed to 

multiple changes that have cumulative effects over time. This is particularly useful for this 

study, as it recognises that in any given system, entities may be experiencing multiple types of 

exposure at the same time, or cumulatively over time.  

‘Vulnerability’, meanwhile, considers how vulnerable the person, household or community is 

to experiencing negative impacts as a result of being exposed to a given change. It is often 

argued to depend on the extent to which a person, household or community (Magnusson et al. 

in review): 

i) Is sensitive to the changes they are exposed to: for example, a farmer growing grapes 

may be more likely to experience negative effects from an unseasonal frost compared 

to a sheep farmer and hence is more sensitive to that exposure; and 

ii) Has adaptive capacity, meaning the ability to cope, adapt and/or transform in 

response to change, usually by drawing on a range of resilience resources. Adaptive 

capacity has itself developed into a comprehensive field of study (see next section). 

The social ecological perspective on resilience often emphasises the importance of thresholds 

and tipping points, meaning points at which a social-ecological system will tip into a new or 

different state. The concept of transformation identified earlier emerged largely from this 

examination of tipping points, thresholds of change and changing system states. The social-

ecological perspective emphasises that systems may transform into a different state: this can 

be positive if driven by a need to change a system to be more resilient to adverse circumstances, 

or negative if it is a result of a system transforming into a state that is less supportive of 

wellbeing as a result of the impacts of cumulative adverse events. For example, wholesale 

migration of the population to a new place, or collapse in land productivity, resulting from 

inability to successfully cope and adapt would be examples where a community or region 

experience a negative transformation.  

 

3.1.3 Adaptive capacity: the livelihoods and capabilities approach 

Adaptive capacity is the focus of substantial attention in the resilience literature, possibly as 

this is where many believe there is the greatest possibility of intervening to build resilience. 

Adaptive capacity simply means the capacity of a person, household or community to adapt 

successfully to changing circumstances, by making any type of change – from small to 

transformative – to their lives (Gallopin 2006). While often defined as being able to make some 

kind of change in order to cope, adapt or transform, adaptive capacity is typically measured not 

based on the changes made, but based on examining the extent to which entities can access the 

resources they may need to achieve this change. These resources are sometimes referred to as 

stocks and flows of capital in the adaptive capacity literature, and sometimes as resources or 

capabilities.  

Modern understanding of adaptive capacity has its origins in the ‘livelihoods’ approach to 

understanding rural development, proposed in the late 1970s. In the livelihoods approach, Sen 

and Nussbaum argued that rural development efforts should focus on understanding a person’s 

capabilities to function – such as health, education, being part of a community, having access 
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to respect and equal treatment – and argued that these capabilities are the fundamental building 

blocks required to achieved good outcomes in life (Robeyns 2005). This approach evolved into 

the field of sustainable livelihoods, where adaptive capacity was conceptualised as resulting 

from the access of individuals, households and communities to different forms of ‘capital’. 

These capitals are drawn on in times of adversity and times of opportunity to achieve desired 

life outcomes. These capitals have many similarities to the resilience resources referred to in 

the psychological literature, and are ‘drawn on to enable a person to enact different livelihood 

strategies, which in turn are activities that are continuously invented, adapted and adopted in 

response to changing access to broadly defined types of capital’ (Schirmer and Hanigan 2017, 

citing Bebbington 1999). Many studies argue that resilience requires having access to a range 

of types of capital/resource which form the basis of adaptive capacity (Carney 1998; Scoones 

1998; Ellis 2000; McMichael & Butler 2002; Nelson et al. 2005; Kokic et al. 2006; Mayunga 

2007, 2009).  

This approach is broader than the psychological approach, with the capital a person can draw 

on including, but also going well beyond, a person’s psychological resources, to also include 

their access to finances, physical capital such as telecommunications, institutional capital in 

the form of effective governance, and social capital, amongst others. However, there has been 

criticism of the use of the term ‘capital’ as this can imply a static ‘stock’. In reality, these are 

active and dynamic processes and resources. More broadly, resilience should be considered a 

process, not a ‘state’ (Schirmer and Hanigan 2017). Given this, we use the term ‘resilience 

resources’ in this report, rather than using the term ‘capital’. 

Whether the factors that contribute to a person’s adaptive capacity are conceptualised as 

different ‘resilience resources’ or different ‘capitals’, the importance of the concept is that it is 

possible to intervene to improve a person’s access to the resources (capitals) that may help a 

person, household or community adapt successfully to changes they are exposed to. The access 

a person has to different resources that help them adapt is a central aspect of resilience that can 

be modified. Community assets can be a type of resilience resource, and can also act to help 

build and improve access to a range of other resilience resources.  

 

3.1.4 Types of resilience resources that support adaptation to change 

Resilience resources are, simply, the different resources individuals and communities use to 

cope, adapt and transform – to be resilient in the short, medium and longer term. They are 

commonly argued to include the following types of resources (Schirmer and Hanigan 2017, 

drawing on Plummer and Armitage 2007, Preston and Stafford-Smith 2009, Brown et al. 2010, 

Nelson et al. 2010, Schirmer et al 2016): 

• Financial resources (economic resources): Monetary and non-monetary resources that 

support standard of living, and enable access to shelter, food and essential goods and 

services. 

• Human resources (health, education, psychological resources): Resources that are a 

property of individuals, such as health, skills and positive psychological outlook (e.g. 

having a strong sense of self-efficacy); this also includes the resources resulting from past 

experiences of adversity.  

• Social resources (often called social capital, and including social connection, social 

networks, social cohesion, and sense of belonging): Social connections and networks 

facilitate access to support, knowledge and both tangible and intangible resources that in 

turn enable adaptation to change. 
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• Cultural resources: Often overlapping with social resources, this refers to resources that 

emerge from historical and shared cultures.  

• Institutional resources (good governance, strong organisations, justice/equity): Effective 

governance is often recognised as being critical to resilience.  

• Physical resources (infrastructure, services, built environment): This includes having 

access to a range of services and infrastructure, as well as a pleasant and functional built 

environment that is ‘fit for purpose’ in terms of withstanding adverse events and 

functioning effectively through them.  

• Natural resources (environmental health, natural resources): This refers to having access 

to a healthy environment that supports both tangible outcomes (clean water, agricultural 

production, clean air) and intangible outcomes (positive connection to and enjoyment of 

nature).  

 

3.1.5 What is the outcome of resilience? 

A question rarely examined in the many studies of resilience is what should be considered the 

‘outcome’ of resilience – in other words, what can be measured to determine whether a range 

of resources are present, and able to be drawn on to implement processes that indicate the 

presence of resilience? ‘Success’ is usually defined in relation to the discipline of study: for 

example, psychological studies typically define a resilient person as being one who better 

maintains or recovers psychological health during and after experiencing adversity. 

Livelihoods studies often focus on whether people, households and communities are able to 

maintain or build their standard of living in the form of household income, access to food and 

shelter, or financial savings. Others measure outcomes such as change in total economic 

activity in a community, or in some cases change in the population of a community, as the 

implied outcomes of resilience processes. Still others assume that wellbeing – in its various 

definitions – is the implied or explicit outcome of having resilience (see for example Sinclair 

and Wallston 2004; McCrea et al. 2014).  

For this review, we did not constrain the type of outcomes sought from resilience to any 

particular attribute. Studies that examined ability to maintain and improve multiple types of 

positive outcome, from personal wellbeing and quality of life to specific attributes such as 

household income, physical and mental health, were considered to be within scope of the 

review.  

 

3.1.6 Scope of resilience studies included in the review 

This study examines the role of community assets in resilience, recovery and wellbeing. All 

the differing conceptualisations of resilience reviewed above are relevant in this context, as all 

can provide useful perspectives on the likely roles of community assets. While initial 

consideration was given to limiting the scope of the literature review to studies examining 

resilience of ‘communities’, this was rejected as it risked ignoring inequity and disadvantage 

occurring within a community. Given Magnusson and colleagues (in review) argument that 

many studies of resilience at community scales inadvertently ignore or disguise social 

disadvantage through failing to examine variability in the resilience of different households 

within a community, it is inappropriate to review only community scale studies. Similarly, 

studies focused on coping, adaptation and transformation are all relevant to understand the role 

of community assets, as are studies examining both specified and generalised resilience, and 

those examining different types of resilience resources.  
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We therefore considered all studies focused on human resilience as potentially within scope 

for this review. Given the diversity of the literature, however, there was a need to identify 

which types of resilience studies would be considered of higher priority for review. We 

prioritised studies examining natural disasters over others, given the strong focus of 

understanding communities that have experienced bushfire and other natural disasters in this 

study.  

 

3.2 Community recovery 

Community recovery is a contested concept that is not well defined in the literature, although 

there is some consistency in the terms and concepts. Broadly, recovery includes processes of 

coordinating and drawing on capabilities and resources to support affected communities 

‘rebuild’ or ‘restore’: infrastructure (e.g. transport, housing, health), livelihoods and economic 

activity, social and community services, natural and cultural assets. Other common terms used 

in addition to ‘rebuild’ or ‘restore’ include ‘reconstructing’, ‘rehabilitating’, ‘regenerating’, 

‘redevelopment’, and ‘reshaping’. Many of these terms are contested, with debate about which 

are most appropriate to use in the context of disaster recovery.  

In Australia, community recovery has historically been defined as: ‘the coordinated process of 

supporting affected communities in the reconstruction of the built environment and the 

restoration of emotional, social, economic, built and natural environment wellbeing.’ 

(Australian Government 2011). However, in recent times a more holistic definition from the 

United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) has been used, in which recovery 

is defined as ‘…the restoring or improving of livelihoods and health, as well as economic, 

physical, social, cultural and environmental assets, systems and activities, of a disaster-affected 

community or society, aligning with the principles of sustainable development and ‘build back 

better’, to avoid or reduce future disaster risk.’ (UNDRR 2020).  

A notable difference here is the shift in focus over the past decade from static rebuilding and 

restoration, to a conscious effort towards increasing sustainability and reducing/mitigating 

future risk. We adopt the UNDRR definition of recovery in this review, as it has many parallels 

to the definition of resilience above, and encompasses the idea both of coping (restoring) and 

adapting/transforming (improving/changing). However, we have included studies with a 

multiplicity of perspectives on recovery in the review (and many do not explicitly define what 

they believe ‘recovery’ entails). 

Recovery studies often focus principally on a defined period of ‘recovery’ after a disaster. In 

this, they often differ to resilience studies, many of which focus on preparedness, or overall 

access to resources at any given point in time, rather than specifically on a period of recovery 

post disaster. However, some argue that recovery and resilience are overlapping concepts, 

particularly as recovery processes are key points in time where longer-term resilience can be 

either built or reduced (see for example Demiroz and Hu 2014), and as ‘recovery’ does not in 

reality follow a simple or linear time frame in community affected by disaster.  

As many resilience studies do not explicitly focus on the concept of recovery from disaster, 

and there is a very large volume of resilience studies, we reduced the scope of the literature 

review to only include those studies that examined resilience in the context of disaster recovery. 

Recovery was defined broadly as any aspect of recovery processes, but as being distinct from 

‘disaster response’, which is defined as the initial response occurring at the time a disaster 

initially occurs. Recovery is longer-term, although it begins during response phases.  
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3.3 Community wellbeing 

The term ‘wellbeing’ is often used as a fairly broad and ill-defined term. It is important to 

understand what wellbeing is and is not, and the differences between understanding wellbeing 

of individual people, versus the things a community needs to have to be considered a 

community with high wellbeing. 

Perhaps the best accepted definition of wellbeing, when defined in relation to an individual 

person, is that wellbeing is ‘…a state … in which every individual realizes his or her own 

potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and 

is able to make a contribution to her or his community.’ (World Health Organization, 2013). A 

person’s overall wellbeing is sometimes considered to be relatively synonymous with the term 

‘quality of life’. It is influenced by many things including a person’s safety and security, their 

physical and mental health, their relationships and social networks, their access to goods and 

services, and the fairness of the society they live in (Wilkinson and Marmot 2003, Schirmer et 

al. 2016). Importantly, wellbeing should not be conflated with health: a person may have 

significant health challenges but be able to maintain a positive state of wellbeing, and health is 

only one of the many factors that contribute to a person’s overall wellbeing. Thus wellbeing is 

better understood as being about a person’s quality of life and ability to realise their potential, 

and should not be defined in relation solely to their physical or mental health (Schirmer et al. 

2016).  

While individual wellbeing is relatively easy to define, it is more challenging to define 

‘community’ wellbeing. Some assume that community wellbeing is a simple as being the sum 

of the wellbeing of the individuals living in that community. This definition is, however, 

rejected by most as it is possible to identify many examples where this could lead to 

problematic outcomes. For example, if a large group of people with high wellbeing are 

recruited to work for an employer in a given community, but that community has poor services, 

infrastructure and governance, those people may use their high wellbeing to shift to a different 

community rather than continue living in a community that is unlikely to help them maintain 

that high wellbeing. In this circumstance, while individuals have high wellbeing, this does not 

translate into stable quality of life in a particular geographic location. 

Given this, the idea of community wellbeing is increasingly defined not as a property of the 

individuals that form part of that community, but rather as being a function of how well a 

particular community supports the wellbeing of those living in it. This is sometimes referred to 

broadly as the ‘liveability’ of a community, although it likely extends beyond many of the ways 

the term liveability is commonly used.  

Using this approach, a community with high wellbeing (liveability) can be defined as one in 

which  

… all systems function as they should, and work together to make the community function well 

… a healthy community is one in which all citizens can be assured of a decent quality of life – 

economically, physically, environmentally, socially, and politically. (KU Work Group for 

Community Health and Development 2014) 

This means that ‘characteristics of a community with high liveability (wellbeing) will typically 

include a healthy environment (natural and built); healthy and stable governance with 

opportunities for participation; adequate access to food, water, shelter, education and learning 

opportunities, health services, cultural and social opportunities; and a diverse economy that 

provides livelihood opportunities’ (Schirmer et al. 2016, citing Norris and Pittman 2000).  
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Even from this brief definition, it is evident that the definitions of individual and community 

wellbeing have strong cross-over with the definitions of resilience resources examined earlier. 

In general, the resources that support wellbeing are often very similar to those that are 

considered resilience resources. In fact, wellbeing is sometimes, as noted earlier, considered to 

be the ‘outcome’ of resilience – the thing that resilience supports. 

Given this, rather than focus the literature review on specific searches for the term ‘wellbeing’, 

which returned many thousands of references, the search focused on terms related to the 

specific resilience resources typically argued to support wellbeing of communities. 

 

3.4 Community assets 

The seminal definition of community assets is provided by Kretzmann and McKnight (1993) 

who define community assets as being the ‘gifts, skills and capacities’ of ‘individuals, 

associations and institutions’ within a community (p. 25). Given this broad and comprehensive 

understanding, we can simplify this to define community assets as ‘the collective resources 

available within a community’, that can be mobilised in a range of ways to improve community 

conditions. In this review, they are the collective resources that can be mobilised to support 

disaster recovery and building resilience to future disaster, but are not always able to be 

mobilised effectively due to barriers or challenges in mobilisation.  

Sometimes also labelled community capital or community resources, community assets are 

sometimes conceptualised as having the following seven main forms, focused on people and 

place (Flora et al. 2012):  

People 

1. Human assets - the skills and abilities of individual’s within the community. 

2. Social assets - the organisations, institutions and networks that exist within a 

community. These would include the social institutions that exist among and within 

communities including norms of reciprocity, cooperation and collaboration and 

mutual trust. 

3. Political / institutional assets - the ability of a group to influence the distribution of 

resources to and within the community. Includes quality of governance systems 

within community asset organisations. 

4. Financial assets - money or other investments that can be used for wealth 

accumulation rather than consumption. 

Place 

5. Cultural assets - the values and approaches to life that have both economic and non-

economic benefits including indigenous culture. 

6. Built assets – includes infrastructure such as housing, industry, schools/hospitals, 

roads and other transport systems, utility systems (telecommunications, electricity, 

gas, water, sewerage), recreation facilities etc. 

7. Natural assets - the landscape, air and water quality, natural ecosystems, including 

natural recreation opportunities.  

From this broad definition, it can be seen that community assets include government, non-

government organisations, voluntary associations, individuals, families or interest groups. 

Similarly, they can include a physical structure, a place/location within the community, or a 
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community service. If someone, or something, supports quality of life in a community, it can 

be considered a community asset.  

 

3.5 Resilience, recovery and wellbeing across scales 

This project sought to understand the role of community assets, and how to support community 

assets so they can mobilise more effectively to contribute to disaster recovery and building 

resilience. This suggests a need to focus on studies examining the local community scale. 

However, focusing only on those studies that examine the local community scale would give 

only a partial understanding of the role of community assets. This is because local communities 

are impacted by the actions of people at larger scales (e.g. state and national governments, large 

businesses or charities), as well as by the actions of those at the household scale – i.e. the 

households located within that community.  

A study that focuses on a particular scale – such as the individual person, household or 

community – should ideally understand how the people/households/communities being 

examined are affected by events and actions that are initiated and led at other scales (Adger et 

al. 2005). For example, access to some types of resilience resources in a given local community 

may depend on the policies and spending decisions of state or national governments – in other 

words, what is happening at one scale impacts others. Similarly, the ability of a local 

government to mobilise resources such as financial contributions or provision of temporary 

accommodation may depend on the resources the households within its boundaries have, in the 

form of financial savings and spare rooms they can offer for accommodation.  

This means that while this study examined ‘communities’ and the role of community assets, to 

do this required also understanding how a community’s access to resilience resources relies on 

decisions, actions and attributes that are properties of smaller scales (individuals, households) 

and larger scales (businesses, NGOs and governments operating across many communities, for 

example). Given this, the review examined studies focused on a range of scales, rather than 

restricting the scope to studies examining the scale of local communities.  
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4.0 METHODOLOGY 
Many methods can be used to review literature, and some argue that many literature reviews 

are of poor quality due to a lack of systematic investigation and evaluation of the literature 

(Smith et al. 2011, Akl et al. 2020). In many literature review and syntheses, it is unclear what 

criteria were used to (i) search for studies to review, (ii) determine whether a study would be 

included or excluded from the review, or (iii) evaluate the quality and relevance of the findings 

of the studies reviewed.  

This review was conducted using a structured literature review methodology. Structured 

literature reviews seek to document their methods and have a systematic approach to (i) 

identifying the scope of literature reviewed, (ii) setting clear criteria for including and 

excluding studies from the review, and (iii) evaluating the content of the literature included in 

the review. Multiple methodologies can be used to conduct structured and systematic literature 

reviews. Perhaps the best known is the Cochrane review methodology, which was designed to 

conduct reviews seeking to synthesise evidence in health research, and evaluates the quality of 

studies based on the populations studied, interventions, comparisons made and outcomes 

examined. It is less well suited to a review of current evidence regarding community assets, 

where a wide range of studies using varying methodologies have been conducted, not all of 

which can be evaluated using a framework based on the concept of medical interventions.  

Rather than adopt a specific systematic literature review methodology, we drew on common 

principles used in structured reviews to identify a suitable methodology that was structured, 

but which enabled inclusion of studies using a wide range of qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies. In the review, we focused on assessing not only quality of evidence, but also 

on identifying where there are theories of resilience that, while not necessarily having an 

availability of evidence, may be relevant to examine as part of this project. This means that to 

be examined as part of the findings, there did not need to be a preponderance of evidence 

proving a link between a particular community asset and resilience outcomes, but rather that 

this link needed to have been proposed and discussed, even if there is an observable gap in 

evidence to confirm the hypothesised link.  

 

4.1 Databases searched 

The literature reviewed was sourced through searching the Google Scholar database. This 

database was chosen as it has the broadest coverage of different disciplines currently available 

for English language studies, whereas other available databases often have a smaller scope in 

terms of the disciplines covered. We also chose Google Scholar as it includes studies that fall 

into the ‘grey literature’, particularly government and NGO reports. This was considered 

critical when reviewing resilience and recovery literature as many reports have been published 

in the grey literature. Databases such as Scopus and Web of Knowledge, in contrast, would 

exclude most of these reports, and thus may not provide as comprehensive a review of 

community assets and their role in resilience, recovery and wellbeing. 

 

4.2 Search terms used 

The search terms used were a combination of: 

• Recovery OR disaster recovery OR bushfire recovery OR drought recovery OR 

community recovery 
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• Various terms for community assets, which are listed in each section of the findings 

as each type of community asset is discussed. A separate search was conducted for 

each type of community asset, and each process/action/program related to them, 

examined, and these searches are explained in detail at the start of each section. 

Initially, the terms resilience, resilience resources, adaptive capacity and adaptation were also 

included. However, we found this made little difference to the number of relevant returns, and 

it was more important to focus on specific search terms related to each type of community asset 

examined. Commonly, the term ‘disaster recovery’ was most effective in achieving search 

results with high relevance. 

 

4.3 Criteria for including and excluding studies  

The following criteria were used to identify whether a study was included in or excluded from 

this review. As sometimes large numbers of studies remained within scope after applying these 

criteria, for several community assets additional criteria were identified to guide whether 

studies should be included or excluded from the review. These are described in each findings 

section, as they were specific to each type of community asset examined.  

Criteria for inclusion: 

• Study examined role of at least one type of community asset 

• Study examined resilience or an aspect of resilience or recovery in a clearly defined 

way 

• Study published since 2010. In almost all cases there have been a large number of 

studies published since 2010, and current knowledge in the field is likely to be well 

represented by studies published since 2010. 

• Study involved research, defined as collecting primary data, or analysing primary or 

secondary data OR did not involve research but is a highly cited paper advancing 

theory of resilience and/or recovery processes. 

• Study defined resilience or recovery in ways consistent with the definitions set for 

this review. 

Criteria for exclusion: 

• Study published prior to 2010; occasionally highly relevant papers prior to 2010 are 

included as they were widely referenced in studies published after 2010 

• Study did not involve research AND was not a highly cited theory paper 

• Study focused predominantly on environmental health rather than on human 

individuals, households or communities. 

• Study defined resilience or recovery in a way that was outside the scope of the 

definitions of these terms used for the study. 

Priority for inclusion: 

• Studies examining disaster recovery (inclusive of bushfire, drought, pandemic, 

flood, storm) 

• Studies examining Australia 

• Syntheses of existing knowledge at international scale, which draw out insights from 

multiple past studies, were prioritised when examining the international literature 
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Use of ‘saturation’ to define when to stop review 

A key challenge in this review was the large number of studies that could potentially be 

reviewed. Even after applying the criteria identified above, often a very large number of 

potentially relevant studies remained that could be reviewed – more than could realistically be 

reviewed in-depth with the resources available for the review. Given this, the concept of 

saturation was used to define when to stop reviewing further studies.  

This concept is typically used in qualitative studies (including some of those reviewed for this 

report) and argues that collection and analysis of data should continue up to the point where no 

new themes are emerging in the data, and existing themes are being repeated (see for example 

van Rijnsoever 2017). In our case, saturation was defined as repetition of findings with no new 

insights emerging, and repetition of types of studies with no new methodological approaches 

emerging. This perspective, while widely used, has been criticised by some as resulting in an 

‘excavation’ approach that reduces the quality of interpretation of data by failing to identify 

the nuances in how the themes identified are expressed (see for example Braun and Clark 

2019). Despite its wide use, there is also limited definition of what should be considered to 

constitute sufficient ‘saturation’ and how to identify when the saturation point is met 

(Rowlands et al. 2015). However, the concept of saturation does provide a way of guiding a 

review to ensure the diversity of current knowledge is identified, and enabled us to focus on 

further exploring those parts of the literature where new themes continued to emerge, while 

limiting exploration of large parts of the literature where many studies have similar findings.  

The use of this saturation approach does have limitations. In particular, it is likely that in some 

cases, some studies have been missed that would provide new or differing perspectives, simply 

because in search results they are positioned after a large number of other studies which all 

share similar themes.  

 

4.4 Evaluating quality and scope of evidence 

The studies reviewed used a wide range of types of evidence. This likely reflects the lack of 

consistently accepted assessment models and tools for examining community disaster 

resilience, highlighted by Ostadtaghizadeh et al. (2015). Given this, it was not possible to use 

a single set of criteria to evaluate the quality and scope of evidence provided. Studies were 

therefore evaluated by documenting the type of methods used and the extent to which they 

provided evidence that was (i) generalisable versus being specific to a given location, type of 

disaster or time period, (ii) robust in terms of sampling, using general principles of good 

sampling for differing types of studies (qualitative and quantitative having different criteria), 

and (iii) used suitable analysis approaches for the methods.  

In most cases, this assessment identified that studies were of suitable quality in terms of data 

collection and interpretation, but many had limitations related to generalisability. In particular, 

a large proportion of available studies are based on qualitative case studies of single 

communities or disaster situations, and rely on data collected from those who manage (or ‘are’) 

community assets, rather than from members of the communities who utilise these assets 

through disaster recovery processes. There is more limited use of quantitative data, and 

sampling of community members. To illustrate these limitations, the types of methods used in 

studies examining different community assets are briefly summarised in each section, with 

associated brief commentary on the advantages and limitations of the body of evidence 

resulting from the methods used in the studies reviewed.  



Evaluating current knowledge of the role of community assets – Findings 

30 

 

5.0 FINDINGS 
The findings are presented in several sections, focused on: 

• Formal and informal organisations (Section 5.1): evidence on the role of non-

government organisations, online community groups, and local/state/federal 

government organisations is reviewed. This is followed by examination of the 

common challenge of achieving successful interorganisational interaction and 

coordination.  

• Services and infrastructure (Section 5.2): evidence on the role of health, social, 

emergency, education and specialised disaster recovery services, as well as on 

telecommunications infrastructure and communication services, the emerging use of 

online service delivery, and the role of community places/spaces.  

• Social resources (Section 5.3): this section examines evidence on the roles of 

different types of social resources, specifically different types of social networks 

(bonding, bridging and linking), social cohesion in a community, and social 

inclusion and exclusion (particularly in relation to marginalised groups and ensuring 

disaster recovery is inclusive).  

• Financial resources (Section 5.4): This section examines the role of different types 

of financial resources in disaster recovery, including household finances, community 

business and economic activities, community donations and government grants, as 

community assets that can contribute to resilience, recovery and wellbeing.  

• Human resources (Section 5.5): This section examines evidence on how human 

resources enable resilience, recovery and wellbeing, focusing on community 

capacity (including how past events may impact capacity to respond, or cumulative 

events), leadership, and education and skills.  

• Institutional resources (Section 5.6): This section considers more broadly the 

literature on governance and institutional processes that can facilitate recovery, 

resilience and wellbeing in communities impacted by disasters. The focus is on 

overall governance systems, with previous sections identifying multiple results also 

relevant to specific aspects of governance. 

In each section, tables summarising key common findings and the studies in which they were 

identified are provided. This is accompanied by a summary of the key findings of the review. 

As the individual studies are referenced in tables, they are not cited a second time when 

summarising key findings in each section. The summary of key findings is followed by a brief 

summary examining the quality of available evidence.  
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5.1 Community assets – formal and informal organisations 

This section reviews evidence regarding the role of formal and informal organisations in 

community resilience, recovery and wellbeing during and after adverse events. It examines the 

role of formal organisations, specifically non-government and government organisations, and 

less formal organisations such as online and offline emergent community groups that often 

establish rapidly during and after a disaster, and that sometimes - but not always – go on to 

develop a formal organisational structure. This section considers the functioning of these 

organisations generally. The role of the specific types of services they may provide is examined 

in Section 5.2.  

 

5.1.1 Non-government formal organisations 

Multiple studies acknowledge the critical role non-profit non-government organisations 

(NGOs) typically have in disaster recovery processes, as well as longer-term resilience and 

wellbeing of communities (see Table 1 for a summary of studies). When disasters and other 

adverse events occur, many NGOs may be actively involved in disaster recovery, ranging from 

local NGOs who have a long-term presence in a community and pivot to providing disaster 

recovery support, to large international or national NGOs specialising in disaster recovery who 

may enter communities to provide services during recovery periods.  

The types of services provided by NGOs, and more broadly their roles in actions such as 

coordination of disaster response and recovery, vary widely. NGOs provide services and 

interventions ranging from rebuilding of infrastructure, financial grants, physical and mental 

health support, donation of goods and housing, wildlife rescue and rehabilitation, and action to 

support environmental health more broadly. This section does not focus on these specific roles, 

but rather on the overall role of NGOs, and commonly identified barriers/challenges and 

enablers of their role as community assets that can contribute to disaster recovery and building 

resilience.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

Given the wide-ranging roles of NGOs, it was anticipated that there would be a large body of 

literature examining the role of NGOs in resilience building, recovery and wellbeing. The 

following search terms were used in Google Scholar to identify the scope of studies to be 

reviewed: 

• ‘Non-government organisation’ or ‘aid organization’ or ‘humanitarian organization’ 

or ‘civil society organization’ and ‘disaster recovery’ – more than 3,000 results 

(exact figure not possible as some studies were included more than once in search 

results).  

• ‘Non-government organization’ or ‘aid organization’ or ‘humanitarian organization’ 

or ‘civil society organization’ and ‘disaster recovery’ – more than 3,000 results 

(exact figure not possible as some studies were included more than once in search 

results).  

• ‘Non-government organisation’ and ‘disaster’ – 3,050 results, with 2,970 published 

since 1990, 2,820 since 2000, and 2,050 since 2010. Many of these studies are 

relevant, but represent too large a set of results to examine all the studies returned. 

Given this, priority was given to (i) studies examining Australia published since 

2010 (approximately 500 published since 2010 after removing those involving 

Australian organisations operating in other countries) and (ii) those with either more 

than 40 citations OR published since 2018 (360 published since 2018). After 
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reviewing for relevance, a total of 160 fit criteria for review in this study. These were 

reviewed up to the point where no new themes were being identified.  

• ‘Non-government organization’ and ‘disaster’ – 5m640 results, with 4,010 published 

since 2010. After reviewing for relevance, it was clear than well over 1,000 studies 

would fit criteria for review in this study, and that these should be prioritised with 

the top search results examined until no new themes were emerging.  

Many studies identified using the search strings above discussed the role of NGOs in disaster 

response and recovery as part of broader studies of disaster response and recovery processes, 

rather than having a primary objective of understanding the role of NGOs. For example, NGOs 

were identified in more than one study examining how to better enable inclusion of all groups 

in disaster recovery as being critical to enabling the voices and needs of marginalised groups 

to be heard and met during disaster response and recovery (see Section 5.3.2 for further detail). 

Overall, despite a large number of studies making reference to NGOs having key roles in 

disaster response and recovery, few actively sought to examine the role of NGOs (with the 

exception of Roberts et al. (2021) who explored the role and strengths of non-profits 

organisations in building community resilience), and how to best enable NGOs to be effective 

in supporting resilience, recovery and wellbeing. Those studies that do often focus largely on 

building more effective supply chains for immediate relief operations occurring during 

disasters, rather than on the longer-term role of NGOs in building resilience and supporting 

longer-term recovery processes, reflecting a bias in the literature that has been previously 

commented on, in which most studies focus on the role of NGOs in disaster response, and 

relatively few examine the role of NGOs in longer term disaster recovery processes (Chandra 

and Acosta 2009, cited in Demiroz and Hu 2014). Studies examining supply chain logistics in 

disaster situations were excluded from the review unless they also focused on broader issues 

of NGO operation, such as coordination and collaboration, or had a specific focus on longer-

term recovery as well as short-term disaster relief operations.  

Within this literature, multiple studies explicitly examined relationships between NGOs and 

governments. These are included in this section, and also discussed in section 5.1.5.  

Key findings 

Table 1 documents key themes that emerged in review of studies examining NGOs, and the 

studies in which these findings were identified. Rather than repeat reference to individual 

studies, this section summarises the key findings identified in Table 1. Overall, the evidence 

suggests that while NGOs are commonly highly involved in disaster response activities, often 

with government support, support for their involvement in longer term recovery and resilience 

building activities is often more limited and their role less clear. In particular, while 

government disaster response frameworks increasingly explicitly recognise and incorporate the 

critical role of NGOs in disaster response and relief, some studies identified that they do not 

create the same enabling space for NGOs to contribute effectively to longer term recovery and 

resilience building. Several studies also identified that some NGOs are more likely to be 

recognised as legitimate (and likely receive resources) than others: large, disaster-focused 

NGOs appear to be more likely to be recognised and funded to engage in disaster response and 

recovery activities, while smaller community-based NGOs in many cases have greater 

difficulty being recognised and resourced.  

Multiple studies point to the importance of building effective partnerships between ‘external’ 

NGOs (often specialising in disaster response and recovery) that have no pre-existing role in 

the community, and ‘internal’ NGOs that have operated for long periods in a community and 

experience high demand in disaster response, despite not usually having a primary purpose of 

disaster response. Local NGOs can often better reach local communities and impacted groups, 
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with better contextual knowledge of communities and less time investment required to build 

trust, compared to external NGOs. However, they also often rely on staff and volunteers who 

have been personally impacted by a disaster, and have more limited access to networks that 

can provide external resources and support. External NGOs, meanwhile, often have access to 

greater resources from donors and external organisations, and can act as a bridge to channel 

these into communities impacted by disasters, but can take some time to do this effectively due 

to factors that may include lack of local knowledge, limited trust in these organisations when 

they enter a community, and constraints on their operating environments.  

Despite multiple studies recommending increased coordination and collaboration between 

different NGOs with differing specialties as a means of overcoming known limitations and 

capitalising on strengths of different NGOs, there are often barriers to achieving this. In 

particular, NGOs often compete for the same funding, and there can be multiple other practical, 

social and cultural barriers to effective collaboration between NGOs, including lack of 

recognition of some types of NGOs in disaster relief planning and policy frameworks.  

While few studies explicitly refer to it, some do identify that there is often a high expectation 

to resourcing ratio: in other words, when NGOs are formally recognised as being part of 

disaster response, this is not always accompanied by an increased availability of resources to 

support that role. 

Similar to other organisations, factors reducing effectiveness of NGOs as community assets 

can include lack of adequate resourcing, lack of autonomy or flexibility in how they can 

mobilise, and risk of burnout amongst staff and volunteers.  

Table 1 Nonprofit non-government organisations: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors 

influencing their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during 

and after 

disaster 

Providing services and resources to disaster affected communities, 

particularly providing initial disaster response (traditional 

conceptualisation of role) 

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Roberts et al. 

2021 

Supporting disaster affected communities to enact their own recovery 

processes 

Soriano 2019; 

McLennan et al. 

2020; Roberts et al. 

2021 

‘Filling in gaps’ where government programs don’t reach groups or 

address some issues, particularly reaching groups who distrust 

government or are otherwise not reached by government 

Johnson 2011; 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014 

Advocating for needs of specific groups, particularly marginalised or 

disadvantaged groups, enabling specific attention and resources to be 

directed to these groups (particularly NGOs specialising in specific 

groups, but not limited to these) 

Hay and Pascoe 2019 

Identifying and seeking support for specific communities (particularly 

NGOs that are specific to the local community) 

Cretney 2016 

‘External’ NGOs with no or few pre-existing links to communities are 

most commonly involved in disaster relief and less commonly in longer 

term recovery, while locally based NGOs that are not specialists in 

disaster are more involved in longer term recovery and resilience 

building activities. However, some studies have identified that ;arge 

faith-based NGOs are more likely to be involved in long-term recovery 

in communities. 

Nurdin 2018; Jenkins 

et al. 2015 

Mobilising donations, volunteers, goods and a range of services to 

enable their supply into disaster affected regions 

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Roberts et al. 

2021 

NGOs strength resilience through linking communities and government, 

and providing linkages between disaster affected communities and those 

with resources to support recovery and resilience building 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014; Soriano 2019 
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 Common themes and findings Studies  

Barriers, 

challenges  

Difficulty accessing sufficient funding, or funding that is provided for 

sufficient time to support longer term recovery activities; high levels of 

competition for funding and resources with other organisations (NGOs, 

local government) 

Johnson 2011; Jones 

and Webber 2012; 

Xu 2014; Demiroz 

and Hu 2014; 

Cretney 2016; 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017;  

Large volumes of time dedicated to applying for further resourcing/ 

funding to enable NGO to continue operations 

Cretney 2016; Jones 

and Webber 2012 

Lack of relationships between community-based NGOs and 

emergency/disaster-focused NGOs, resulting in poor collaboration 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017 

Lack of coordination or partnership between non-profit NGOs and 

commercial private sector organisations that have similar skills sets, 

roles or services 

Schulz 2008 

Short-term nature of available resourcing and funding, reducing ability 

to scale up actions, and to build effective long-term collaborations 

between NGOs (e.g. community-based and emergency-focused NGOs) 

that result in increasingly effective on-ground delivery 

Cretney 2016; 

Johnson 2011; 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017; Jones and 

Webber 2012 

Constraints on uses of funding, with funders constraining scope of 

activities NGO can utilise funds for, often to activities that NGO does 

not believe best serve needs of community during recovery 

Lu et al. 2020; Jones 

and Webber 2012 

Lack of planning for disaster situations prior to disaster occurring, 

reducing ability to respond rapidly; or planning exercises being too 

theoretical and not highly useful in actual disaster response and recovery 

actions 

Hillig and Connell 

2018 

Lack of enabling or authorising environment: this refers to lack of 

government support for activities of NGOs (including lack of 

collaboration or willingness to coordinate and work together); 

particularly a challenge for NGOs that are viewed as informal or 

emergent, or not recognised as having a role in disaster recovery 

Johnson 2011; 

McLennan et al. 

2020; Taylor and 

Goodman 2015 

Unwillingness of government to reduce their level of control over 

service delivery  

McLennan et al. 

2020; Jain et al. 2017 

Lack of trust in NGOs by government, often associated with less 

autonomy given to NGOs in operations  

McLennan et al. 

2020; Jenkins et al. 

2015 

Lack of access to support from ‘external’ NGOs during disaster recovery 

phases, where smaller local NGOs often struggle to achieve resources 

Nurdin 2018 

Formation of parallel social networks associated with external NGOs 

that displace other NGOs, or that create social conflict or exclusion 

Nurdin 2018 

Lack of reliable information, resulting in duplication or poor targeting 

of resources and investment; difficulty identifying whether information 

is of sufficient quality to support decision making processes NGOs need 

to engage in 

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Tapia and 

Moore 2014 

Large numbers of NGOs entering disaster affected communities without 

coordination of activities, resulting in duplication of some services, gaps 

in others, and patchy delivery that misses some key groups or services 

Hillig and Connell 

2018 

 

Regulatory barriers to activities and operations (lack of enabling 

environment from government authorities), or lack of transparency of 

regulatory and planning environment causing an uncertain and 

changeable operating environment 

Johnson 2011; Jain et 

al. 2017 

 

The ‘hedgehog’s dilemma’: too much control, limitation, regulation, of 

emergent NGO activities (for example limiting access to funding to 

NGOs conducting only certain types of activities) can reduce ability of 

NGOs to flexibly and rapidly respond to need in innovative ways that 

build resilience  

McLennan et al. 

2020 
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 Common themes and findings Studies  

Difficulty shifting from long-term day to day objectives to disaster 

response and recovery (particularly noted for community NGOs that are 

not specifically focused on disaster response in day to day activities) 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017; Hillig and 

Connell 2018 

Lack of clear frameworks for engagement of NGOs in disaster recovery 

activities, and lack of consideration of role of NGOs or creation of space 

for them in government disaster planning processes and framework 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014 

Turnover of staff, lack of sustained leadership, high volunteer turnover, 

with NGOs often structured more for short-term surges of activities in 

disaster response and less for successful engagement in long-term 

disaster recovery processes 

Johnson 2011; Xu 

2014; Demiroz and 

Hu 2014 

 High resourcing required to maintain effective collaboration with other 

organisations in collaborative approaches to disaster response, both in 

terms of funding and time 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014 

 Navigating changes in political landscape, including changes of 

government, changes in level of support, and advocating for 

communities while seeking to maintain resourcing from government 

Johnson 2011; Jain et 

al. 2017 

 

 Reliance of NGOs on information sourced from people and 

organisations they trust, resulting in ‘silos’ of information with some 

important information not reaching NGOs due to the silos and reliance 

on trusted social networks 

Tapia and Moore 

2014 

Successfully collaborating with other NGOs, with collaboration often 

limited to ‘like minded’ NGOs, and less likely with NGOs that have 

differing perspectives, cultures, or cultural diversity 

Johnson 2011, 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017; Nabi 2014 

Difficulty rapidly scaling operations to meet scale of disaster response 

and recovery needs 

Xu 2014; Hillig and 

Connell 2018 

Lack of inclusion of community-based NGOs in disaster planning 

processes, and in disaster response and recovery action and coordination, 

leading to exclusion of locally specific knowledge and networks 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017; Seddiky et al. 

2020; Nabi 2014 

Difficulty matching community-based NGO initiatives to traditional 

disaster management practices, including lack of resources for small 

community-based NGOs to engage in long-term disaster recovery, and 

lack of collaboration between disaster response focused NGOs and 

community focused NGOs, which can reduce success in building 

resilience 

Johnson 2011; 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014; Ingham and 

Redshaw 2017; 

Seddiky et al. 2020; 

Jenkins et al. 2015 

 Differences in legitimacy and authority conferred to different NGOs, 

with NGOs included and excluded from disaster response and recovery 

based on their perceived legitimacy (often itself based on their 

recognition by government authorities). The inclusion of ‘recognised’ 

NGOs enables activities of those NGOs, but often as the exclusion of 

other NGOs that lack the same level of recognition. 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017; McLennan et 

al. 2020; Jenkins et 

al. 2015 

Imposition of unrealistic timeframes by donors/funding organisations 

for using funding and enacting recovery and resilience building 

processes 

Taylor and Goodman 

2015 

Inclusion of community NGOs that are not ‘disaster focused’ but have 

strong history and links to communities can present challenges to 

emergency-focused NGOs, with reduced disaster experience of these 

NGOs presenting some risks of duplication of effort or poorly enacted 

response 

McLennan et al. 

2020; Jenkins et al. 

2015 

Greater difficulty for smaller NGOs to access resources and networks of 

action compared to larger NGOs, due to barriers including 

administrative burden, costs, and recognition by larger NGOs 

Nolte et al. 2012 

Competition between NGOs to be recognised and given legitimacy by 

the authorising environment (e.g. government agencies, public), 

resulting in lack of collaboration and exclusion of some NGOs 

McLennan et al. 

2020; Jenkins et al. 

2015 

Conflict within an NGO between local workers and headquarter staff, 

difficulty communicating 

Maier et al. 2005 

Lack of ‘fit for purpose’ communications and IT infrastructure, or access 

to resources such as office space, storage and transport networks.  

Maier et al. 2005 
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 Common themes and findings Studies  

Lack of successful transition from ‘response/relief’ to ‘recovery’ 

focused action to support resilience and recovery 

Lu et al. 2020 

Enabling 

factors 

Good collaboration and coordination between local community groups 

and specialised disaster response NGOs/ agencies 

Cretney 2016; 

Gonzalez 2015; 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017; Seddiky et al. 

2020; Roberts et al. 

2021 

Existing local knowledge, history and trust (particularly amongst locally 

based NGOs established before disaster) facilitates ability to reach 

population  

Cretney 2016; 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014; Ingham and 

Redshaw 2017; 

Roberts et al. 2021 

Ability to access sufficient funding Cretney 2016; 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017 

Provision of common incentives that enable collaboration between 

NGOs, and that are available to all NGOs rather than favouring some 

over others 

Nolte et al. 2012 

Equality among NGOs (defined as equal power/influence) facilitates 

successful coordination (while large disparities in size, access to 

resources, influence can reduce successful collaboration) 

Nolte et al. 2012 

Trusted NGOs taking leadership roles in coordinating NGO responses 

increases effectiveness 

Nolte et al. 2012 

Competent, transparent, accountable governance of NGO Connon 2017 

Positive collaboration, coordination and partnership with commercial 

service providers, something noted in studies examining logistics/ 

supply chains in particular, but also identified as a potential enabler in 

studies of other NGO activities 

Schulz 2008 

Positive collaboration with other NGOs, reducing duplication of efforts, 

enabling sharing of resources between NGOs, and enabling 

specialisation that focuses on strengths of different NGOs; requires 

resourcing of cross-NGO coordination; benefits of collaboration and 

active cooperation is often identified in studies examining effective 

supply chains and logistics in particular. 

Johnson 2011; 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014; Hillig and 

Connell 2018; Schulz 

2008 

Use of cluster approaches, where lead NGOs/agencies coordinate 

partnerships between NGOs, and NGOs and government, to reduce 

duplication and enable effective collaboration  

Hillig and Connell 

2018 

Early planning for long-term recovery better supports recovery and 

resilience building efforts by NGOs, whereas focus on relief and 

response without simultaneous focus on recovery implications is less 

effective for long-term resilience building. This planning enables 

transition between different NGO roles in different stages of disaster 

response and recovery. 

Lu et al. 2020; 

Roberts et al. 2021 

Strong relationships with and support from government; degree of 

legitimacy conferred on NGO by government (also can be a barrier 

where this results in high degree of government control over NGO 

actions) 

Xu 2014; McLennan 

et al. 2020; Jenkins et 

al. 2015 

Strong linking and bridging social capital: NGOs with strong linking 

networks are typically better able to leverage action and resources and 

mobile to support disaster recovery. Linking capital enable rapid 

leveraging of resources from groups such as donors, volunteers and 

others not located in disaster-affected communities, and NGOs are able 

to bring these resources sourced through linking networks to support 

disaster-affected communities. Large NGOs with well established 

networks of donors and resource providers in particular are able to 

leverage strong linking networks to direct resources from donors to 

impacted communities.  

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Soriano 2019; 

Roberts et al. 2021 
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 Common themes and findings Studies  

Strong local social networks. NGOs that have strong networks already 

established within communities prior to disaster occurring are in many 

cases able to respond better to local needs and needs of specific groups 

within local communities, with these NGOs able to rapidly utilise these 

networks in disaster response and recovery, whereas NGOs with few/no 

relationships often lack these networks and have reduced effectiveness 

in delivering support rapidly as a consequence. 

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Ingham and 

Redshaw 2017; 

Roberts et al. 2021 

 

Flexibility in structure of many NGOs enables rapid upsizing to respond 

to disaster: this is the case for NGOs that have invested specifically in 

disaster response capacity, but evidence suggests may be lacking for 

smaller NGOs that are established longer-term in local communities, for 

whom disaster response is not the core focus of the organisation 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014 

 

Disaster response frameworks put in place that create permissive space 

for NGO activities and recognise and legitimate roles of all types of 

NGOs; this typically refers to legislation and government policies put in 

place for disaster response. In particular, providing explicit space for 

recovery as well as relief activities, and resilience building, can improve 

ability of NGOs to enact longer term recovery action as well as providing 

shorter term disaster relief action. 

Jenkins et al. 2015; 

Egan and Tischler 

2010 

History of successful collaboration with other organisations Demiroz and Hu 

2014; Connon 2017 

NGO planning being structured to enable engagement in longer-term 

disaster recovery and resilience building, rather than focused 

predominantly on shorter-term disaster response 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014 

Frequent two-way information sharing between NGOs, and between 

NGOs and governments 

Demiroz and Hu 

2014 

Decentralised NGO structures (for those NGOs that operate across large 

areas and in a range of communities and contexts) can give higher 

flexibility and ability to respond to local conditions 

Maiers et al. 2005 

Inclusion of community NGOs that are not ‘disaster focused’ but have 

strong history and links to communities can support building community 

resilience and shared responsibility 

McLennan et al. 

2020; Jain et al. 2017 

 

Successful community groups are proactive, community-led, can make 

decisions using scare information, are able to identify and utilise skills 

and resources in communities, and organise efficiently 

Paton et al. 2014 

Other 

themes 

Upward and downward accountability: upward accountability refers to 

the need for NGOs to be accountable to donors and funders; downward 

accountability refers to the need to be accountable to those who NGOs 

work with and for. While not explicitly discussed as enabling or acting 

as a barrier to recovery and building resilience, we hypothesis that it is 

likely that successfully achieving a commitment to best practice 

approaches to resilience and recovery may require investing in ensuring 

accountability reporting is focused on these concepts, as well as on more 

traditional focus of accountability reporting. 

Taylor et al. 2014 

 

 

Quality of evidence for non-profit non-government organisations and disaster recovery, 
resilience and wellbeing 

Overall, while the quality of evidence on the role of NGOs is high, there is a high reliance on 

the use of single qualitative case studies that reduces confidence in the generalisability of the 

themes identified in Table 1. Past studies on the role of NGOs have predominantly collected 

data using qualitative methods, and have typically examined a single case study, as summarised 

in Table 2. The case study, in almost all studies reviewed, involved either (i) a specific disaster 

event and a specific geographic community, or (ii) a specific disaster event and a specific group 

of people within a community or region. For example, as part of examining experiences of 

people with disabilities through bushfire recovery, the role of NGOs that specifically support 



Evaluating current knowledge of the role of community assets – Findings 

38 

 

those with disabilities was examined by Hay and Pascoe (2019). In many cases, the role of 

NGOs was not focused on specifically in the study, but was identified as part of a broader study 

examining recovery from disaster, with NGOs identified as having specific and important roles 

in recovery.  

Few studies were identified that examined the following topics: 

• Role of NGOs through multiple cumulative adverse events. There is growing 

evidence that disaster recovery needs to understand recovery from a series of adverse 

events, yet available evidence almost entirely focuses on single disaster events and 

the role of NGOs in that single event, with little examination of how to enable NGOs 

to be effective in supporting ongoing resilience building through multiple adverse 

events. 

• Comparison of the effectiveness of different types of NGOs, although some studies 

noted that smaller community-based NGOs were commonly the first responders 

initially coordinating a disaster response and initiating recovery actions  

• Longer term studies examining how the role of NGOs changes through different 

stages of disaster recovery 

• Comparison of the effectiveness of NGOs across different communities, or of the 

effectiveness of different NGOs operating within a given community, to better 

understand factors that enable and reduce effectiveness of NGOs. 

Additionally, the evidence base is drawn largely from studies that used interviews with NGO 

staff, while fewer examined the experiences of community members who interact with NGOs 

providing disaster recovery services. This limits confidence in some findings, as there is a risk 

of systematic bias when most studies focus only on collecting data from those directly involved 

in the NGOs they are studying.  

Overall, the evidence consistently shows that NGOs are critical community assets that often 

have a central role in enabling and supporting community recovery. However, while the 

evidence is consistent on this front, studies rarely go further than this in terms of evidence, with 

relatively little systematic investigation to enable identification of the factors that enable NGOs 

to be more effective and barriers that reduce their effectiveness in disaster recovery.  

The lack of diversity of methodology thus limits the quality of evidence available, although 

recurrent themes do suggest there is likely some reasonable generalisability of findings. There 

is a need for a greater diversity of studies that go beyond case studies of a single disaster, and 

that more specifically and systematically investigate the role of NGOs as community assets. 

This is particularly important given the common finding of studies (including many that did 

not have a specific focus on NGOs) that NGOs typically have an important – and often central 

– role in disaster recovery.   
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Table 2 Quality of evidence – non-government organisations 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data 

collection  

Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location or 

organisation) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups, document 

analysis) 

NGO staff/ 

volunteers & 

community 

members 

Cretney 2016 (Christchurch earthquake); 

Gonzalez 2015, Xu 2014; Hillig and 

Connell 2018; Ingham and Redshaw 

2017 (Australia, Blue Mountains fires); 

Jain et al. 2017 (India); Soriano 2019 

(Philippines, typhoon); Connon 2017 

(Salvation Army); Nabi 2014 (India 

earthquake) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups, document 

analysis) 

NGO staff, less 

commonly 

community 

members 

Johnson 2011 (Turkey); McLennan et al. 

2020 (Australia); Lu et al. 2020 (China – 

two earthquakes); Schulz 2008 (NGO 

cooperative in supply chain logistics); 

Nurdin 2018 (Indonesian civil society 

organisations); Tapia and Moore 2014; 

Jenkins et al. 2015; Egan and Tischler 

2010; Paton et al. 2014; Jones and 

Webber 2012 (Australia, bushfires, three 

programs); Taylor and Goodman 2015 

(Victoria, bushfires); Roberts et al. 2021 

(Victoria, role of not-for-profits) 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Quantitative data 

(surveys, social media, 

media analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Quantitative data 

(surveys, social media, 

media analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

 Nolte et al. 2012 (Haiti earthquake, 

comparison of multiple NGOs) 

 Critical review/ 

synthesis of past studies 

 Seddiky et al. 2020; Demiroz and Hu 

2014 

 

5.1.2 Online community groups  

Online community groups are an increasingly important community asset. In recent years a 

number of studies have identified that emergent online groups are playing increasingly 

important roles in disaster relief and recovery processes, while many offline groups are 

building online capacities to extend their role. The emerging research on the roles of these 

groups as community assets is examined here, including their roles as digital ‘infomediaries’ 

(organisations or individuals that work to use social media to gather and communicate 

information during and after disaster), in ‘digital volunteerism’ (the use of online groups and 

platforms to recruit and coordinate volunteer efforts) and in online information sharing and 

support provision. This section has some overlap with the studies reviewed in the subsequent 

section examining communication more generally as a community asset, as it examines the 

role of online platforms in communication.  

An online group is defined as any group of people brought together to communicate or act in 

relation to a disaster or adverse event. This could range from a formal group such as a Facebook 

group to which members formally register to belong, to an informal group that has shared 

membership based on using twitter hashtags used to share information, but no formal 
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‘membership list’. While online groups typically use online platforms as a key part of their 

activities, many use multiple communication modes, for example data collection may occur 

via SMS, phone and other modes and be collated in an online platform. Thus online groups 

should not be considered limited to acting online or only with those who have skills and access 

to the online platforms being used by a given group, but can be inclusive of a broader 

community (Park and Johnston n.d.). Some online groups are associated with formal 

organisations that also have an offline presence: when reviewing studies we included these if 

the study specifically focused on the online activities of the organisation. This enabled 

inclusion of those studies that examine the interactions between ‘online’ and ‘offline’ 

organisations, whether these are parts of a single NGO’s activities, or involve developing a 

relationship between organisations.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

While only recently emerging as a topic of study, a significant body of research is available 

examining the role of online community groups in disaster recovery. After initial broad 

searches returned too many results (for example, “disaster” AND “facebook” returned 136,000 

studies published since 2010), the narrower search terms used were:  

• “disaster recovery” AND “social media groups”: 71 results, of which 64 published 

since 2010 

• “disaster recovery” AND “facebook”: 16,000 results; 13,900 published since 2010 

• “disaster recovery” AND “online groups”: 98 results; 72 published since 2010 

• “disaster” AND “online groups”: 1,580 results, 1,250 published since 2010 

• “disaster response” and “facebook”: 18,000 results; 15,100 published since 2010 

• “disaster response” and “social media groups”: 107 results, 99 published since 2010 

• “disaster response” and “online groups”: 149 results;137 published since 2010.  

Specific searches for online groups related to drought, bushfire, wildfire or other emergencies 

were not conducted in addition to those above, as initial exploration of doing this largely 

identified the same studies already found in the earlier searches. Review of studies in each 

search string continued until no new themes or methodologies were emerging.  

Studies that focused principally on the use of social media as a mode of communication (for 

example, to disseminate information from government) were reviewed as part of the 

‘communication’ theme, and are not included in this section. Only those that focus on online 

communication as group forming or enabling group action of some type were included in this 

section. 

Key findings 

Table 3 provides specific themes emerging in the studies of online community groups, and the 

studies in which these themes were identified. Key emerging themes include that online groups 

commonly develop as ‘bottom up’ community-led responses, and often emerge rapidly during 

and after adverse events. In particular, online groups are often noted as being a new form of 

‘first responders’, which form organically and rapidly in response to emerging needs as disaster 

occur.  

Many online community groups appear to form and operate primarily through short term 

disaster response, and to dissolve rather than continue on to have a role in longer term disaster 

recovery and resilience. However, other continue to have longer term roles in disaster recovery 

and resilience building. 
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Whether active primarily in response stages, or in longer term disaster recovery, online groups 

can have many roles, from facilitating access to rapid localised information collected using a 

range of online platforms, to mobilising donations and resources and bringing them into 

communities, to identifying volunteers who can assist in disaster relief and recovery operations. 

Longer term, the role of online groups in providing ongoing social and emotional support is 

documented in multiple studies. Several also document barriers and challenges to this support 

in the form of disputes and disagreements emerging via online platforms, inequity in who is 

represented in online groups and exclusion of some groups, ‘scam’ groups reducing trust in 

online groups, and instances of ‘victim blaming’ in communications occurring via online 

groups. It should be noted that many of these issues are not unique to online groups: however, 

there are not necessarily established processes for minimising risk of these issues in these 

emergent groups compared to some other community assets. 

The dissolution of online groups has not been studied in depth beyond being noted to be 

common. Dissolution may occur as a consequence of factors ranging from emergent groups 

being ‘swept aside’ by formal disaster response organisations, lack of recognition of groups, 

difficulties with organisation, or simply reduced need for the role that group was providing.  

Barriers to the effective operation of emergent online groups as community assets include 

challenges being recognised and accessing resources, lack of formal structures resulting in low 

accountability and, sometimes, well-intentioned but ineffective actions, burnout of group 

leaders and volunteers, and often limited experience and skills amongst those organising the 

groups. A key barrier is lack of established processes for collaboration between traditional 

disaster relief agencies and organisations (government or NGO) and emergent online groups. 

Enablers of effective operation can include having access to easily usable digital platforms that 

enable different types of online organisation and action, such as ethical and accountable 

sourcing of donations, coordination of volunteers, and collection of data. As with other 

organisations, lack of adequate resourcing and risk of burnout were common challenges. Lack 

of autonomy to act was not typically identified as a barrier, likely because emergent groups 

often have relative freedom to operate due to their mode of operation, at least in their initial 

stages of formation and action.  

Table 3 Online community groups: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Online groups often emerge as community-led responses, 

giving agency/ empowerment to community members 

impacted by disaster and building resilience through this. 

Multiple studies note the specific role of these groups as 

‘first responders’ active in the period after disaster 

emerges and before larger-scale formal disaster response 

emerges. 

Wolbers et al. 2016; Sarrica et al. 

2018; Abdulhamid et al. 2020; 

Krug 2017; Raisio et al. 2019; 

Smith and Yell 2020; Morales 

2010 

Rapid communication during response phase regarding 

those requiring assistance, scope and scale of damage (e.g. 

geotagging, reporting need) and assistance needs. A 

particular role is rapid identification of needs due to fast 

and simple reporting, and of risks/ situational awareness 

(whether via tweets, facebook posts, or other) 

Wolbers et al. 2016; Chakraborty 

et al. 2018; Sarrica et al. 2018; 

Abdulhamid et al. 2020; Krug 

2017; Albris 2018; Park and 

Johnston 2015; Smith and Yell 

2020; Morales 2010; Lendrum 

2019; Sharp and Carter 2019; 

Houston et al. 2014; Park and 

Johnston 2019 

Providing short and long term social and emotional 

support through response and recovery; sharing 

experiences and emotions; memorialising 

Sarrica et al. 2018, Abdulhamid 

et al. 2020; Reed et al. 2020; 

Morales 2010; Lendrum 2019; 

Houston et al. 2014 
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Building social cohesion and social connection between 

people, including those who already knew each other and 

those who previously had little/limited connection 

(response and/or recovery); sometimes described as 

building or enhancing a sense of community  

Sarrica et al. 2018; Albris 2018; 

Sharp and Carter 2019  

Provision of accurate, timely/real time, and locally 

specific information (to and from multiple groups); often 

identified as having greater specificity and local relevance 

than information available from other sources such as 

traditional media or authorities 

Tang et al. 2015; Park and 

Johnston (n.d.); Abdulhamid et 

al. 2020; Kuligowski 2020; 

Houston et al. 2014; Park and 

Johnston 2019 

Spread of false/inaccurate/ misleading information that 

may undermine work of others; in some cases risking 

worsening impacts of disaster 

Park and Johnston (n.d.); 

Abdulhamid et al. 2020; 

Kaewkitipong et al. 2016; Park 

and Johnston 2015; Smith and 

Yell 2020 

Enabling those who feel unheard in other processes and by 

other organisations to have a voice 

Smith and Yell 2020 

Maintaining connection between groups who become 

geographically displaced or unable to physically connect 

due to disaster/adverse events 

Lev-On 2010, Abdulhamid et al. 

2020 

Mobilisation of volunteers to provide responses such as 

mapping, data processing, coordinating donations from 

unaffected areas to affected areas; provision of surge 

capacity 

Wolbers et al. 2016; Chakraborty 

et al. 2018; Abdulhamid et al. 

2020; Raisio et al. 2019; Sharp 

and Carter 2019; Houston et al. 

2014 

Providing linkages between online groups and offline 

organisations, including linkages to resources such as 

volunteers 

Afzalan et al. 2015; Albris 2018; 

Sharp and Carter 2019; Park and 

Johnston 2019 

Mobilising donations and other resources, particularly 

through crowdsourcing methods; sometimes described as 

enabling leveraging of ‘goodwill’ rapidly 

Tang et al. (2015); Abdulhamid et 

al. 2020; Krug 2017; Houston et 

al. 2014 

Rapid dissemination of information on risk during 

response phase 

Tagliacozzo and Magni 2016; 

Kaewkitipong et al. 2016 

Information mediation (‘infomediaries) – mediating 

information between affected communities and response/ 

recovery organisations (e.g. linking communities and 

response organisations for benefits of both) 

Chakraborty et al. 2018  

Distribution of relief goods and funds, using criteria 

established by the group 

Chakraborty et al. 2018 

Dissemination of information to broader audience for 

those unable to be in a physical place for a meeting 

Sarrica et al. 2018 

Barriers, 

challenges 

Displacement – other groups displacing initial online 

groups formed during and immediately post-disaster 

Wolbers et al. 2016  

Lack of resources – financial Park and Johnston (n.d.); 

Kaewkitipong et al. 2016 

Lack of resources – time, skills, ability to analyse and 

effectively utilise data being captured by online groups or 

social media more broadly 

Abdulhamid et al. 2020; Anam et 

al. 2017 

Disputes/disagreements between group members, for 

example about type of action or communication that is 

appropriate; or criticism of group members or those 

posting by others online, with issues of victim-blaming, 

judgment/ punishment and anger being documented in 

some studies 

Raisio et al. 2019; Reed et al. 

2020; Subba 2014; Park and 

Johnston 2015; Smith and Yell 

2020 

Concern and debate about whether online groups can or 

should be viewed as representing the views of a particular 

community or group of people; this can increase divisions 

within a community 

Smith and Yell 2020 
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Lack of support of online groups by ‘traditional’ offline 

disaster response and recovery organisations such as 

government agencies, large NGOs 

Kaewkitipong et al. 2016; Raisio 

et al. 2019 

Lack of awareness and recognition of online groups by 

other disaster response and recovery organisations and 

governance processes; difficulties interfacing/interacting/ 

coordinating with traditional/formal disaster response 

organisations; slow uptake of data from online groups by 

offline groups with resources that can be used to respond 

Park and Johnston (n.d.); 

Abdulhamid et al. 2020; Albris 

2018; Kaewkitipong et al. 2016  

Disconnected streams of information, with online groups 

contributing to higher complexity of communication 

channels, and reduction in clear, shared messages across 

whole populations 

Wolbers et al. 2016; 

Kaewkitipong et al. 2016; Smith 

and Yell 2020 

 

Requirements for formal registration/ accreditation of 

organisations in order to access resources or be formally 

recognised; other regulatory barriers 

Wolbers et al. 2016; Raisio et al. 

2019 

 

Lack of use of online groups by some demographic groups 

or communities, due to either lack of willingness/ capacity 

to use them, and/or lack of access to required 

technology/skills to use it 

Tagliacozzo and Magni 2016; 

Chakraborty et al. 2018 

Bias to more educated and highly skilled people being able 

to access and utilise these groups; small number of users 

generating substantial proportion of activity; some point to 

likely inequities in access and influence while others point 

to reliance on more educated and skills for group 

moderation 

Tagliacozzo and Magni 2016; 

Sarrica et al. 2018; Afzalan et al. 

2015 

Some forms of online groups are less able to support 

longer term interaction than others (for example, twitter 

hashtags often trends during periods of risk/ intense shared 

experience, but rarely used for longer term recovery 

action) 

Sarrica et al. 2018  

Difficulty maintaining group membership longer term, 

with some evidence of rapid ‘quitting’ by some members 

or volunteers after initial formation of groups (this is not 

necessarily a limitation, but can be, particularly where 

ephemeral membership is a consequence of burnout/ 

fatigue, or disagreements between members) 

Sarrica et al. 2018; Abdulhamid 

et al. 2020; Cobb et al. 2014; 

Subba 2014; Smith and Yell 2020 

Lack of technical skills/capacity to manage online 

platforms, particularly where data sharing and analysis are 

involved; lack of experience amongst volunteers forming 

online groups and contributing to them 

Park and Johnston (n.d.); Cobb et 

al. 2014  

Lack of institutional memory, learning from past 

experience that is often present for organisations with 

longer history 

Abdulhamid et al. 2020; Cobb et 

al. 2014 

Lack of formal governance structures, particularly in early 

emergent stages, with many groups subsequently 

implementing governance processes to address key needs 

for functioning  

Subba 2014 

Concerns about quality of data/ information, or about 

organisational credibility, reducing willingness of other 

organisations to collaborate with emergent online groups 

Abdulhamid et al. 2020; Smith 

and Yell (2020) 

Poor coordination of resources such as volunteers, 

resulting in difficulty translating high volume of offers of 

help made via online groups to meaningful action on the 

ground; volunteers being ‘foolish with good intentions’ 

(Raisio et al. 2019) with actions being less effective due to 

lack of knowledge, duplication of effort, conflict, 

planning, skills or in some cases awareness of legal 

requirements 

Albris 2018; Raisio et al. 2019; 

Park and Johnston 2015; Ludwig 

et al. 2014 
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Loss of control in collaboration with offline or traditional 

response groups which seek to ‘control’ and direct 

activities of online groups 

Raisio et al. 2019 

Loss of trust in groups due to presence of ‘scam’ groups 

seeking to exploit a disaster via fake groups or illegal 

solicitation of donations 

Kuligowski 2020 

Enabling 

factors 

Training programs for emergent social groups/social 

media users 

Sankaran et al. 2015 

Coordination and interconnection of emergent online 

groups and networks to enable better sharing of 

information and action 

Wolbers et al. 2016 

 

Familiarity with and trust in local community members 

who develop/manage/run online groups: this can lead to 

better access to information compared to relief 

organisations who enter communities without existing 

trust/relationships 

Chakraborty et al. 2018 

 

Trust between online groups and offline disaster focused 

organisations (government and/or NGO) 

Park and Johnston 2019 

Local knowledge and context – high level of local 

knowledge facilitates high effectiveness and recognition 

of groups by other organisations 

Chakraborty et al. 2018; Park and 

Johnston (n.d.) 

Building technological platforms and software solutions 

that can be used by emergent online groups to support 

knowledge collation, sharing and actions 

Kuligowski 2020; Ludwig et al. 

2014 

Providing access to structures, technologies and platforms 

that support distribution of resources in effective, efficient 

and appropriate ways and ensure safety of volunteers and 

those they are helping 

Raisio et al. 2019; Ludwig et al. 

2014  

Building positive connection and collaboration between 

emergent online groups and emergency response 

organisations; this is more likely when there are 

interdependencies between groups and shared 

understanding of problems 

Kuligowski 2020; Ludwig et al. 

2014; Park and Johnston 2019 

 

Quality of evidence 

Quality of evidence was similar to that noted for NGOs, with most studies comprising 

qualitative studies of single cases, and limited use of other methods such as comparative studies 

(Table 4). However, in addition to the qualitative case studies that rely largely on interviews 

with those running organisations, this body of research also commonly included studies that 

conducted secondary analysis of online posts and content of the groups.  

Table 4 Quality of evidence – online community groups 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data 

collection  

Groups studied Studies 

Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups) 

Response organisations/ 

workers 

Wolbers et al. 2016 (Nepal 

earthquakes); Tagliacozzo and 

Magni 2016 (Italy, earthquake); 

Chakraborty et al. 2018 

(Bangladesh, floods); 

Kaewkitipong et al. (2016) 

(Thailand flood) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data Response organisations/ 

workers across multiple 

online groups; 

community members 

Cobb et al. 2014 (digital 

volunteers); Raisio et al. 2019 

(Finland emergent online 

groups); Sharp and Carter 2019 

(UK floods); Ludwig et al. 

2014 (European Union) 
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Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Social media analysis 

(analysing content and 

interaction with 

content) 

Online communicators Tang et al. 2015 (California 

drought); Tagliacozzo and 

Magni 2016 (Italy, earthquake); 

Sarrica et al. 2018 (Italy, two 

earthquakes); Anam et al. 2017; 

Subba 2014 (Haiti); Morales 

2010 (Philippines); Lendrum 

2019 (South Africa fires) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Social media analysis Online communicators Reed et al. 2020 

Single 

disaster/location 

Social media data 

analysis combined with 

survey or interviews 

with online group 

leaders/members 

Highly active members 

of online groups 

Afzalan et al. 2015; Albris 

2018 (Dresden flood); Smith 

and Yell 2020 (Gippsland mine 

fire) 

Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Quantitative survey & 

qualitative data 

Formal and informal 

response and recovery 

organisations, members 

of community groups 

Tagliacozzo and Magni 2016 

(Italy, earthquake); Lev-On 

(2010) 

 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Secondary document 

analysis and social 

media analysis 

Online groups - 

communication 

Park and Johnston (n.d.) 

(Kenya, Haiti, Indonesia, 

Japan; earthquake, eruption, 

political crisis); Krug 2017 

(Louisiana flood); Park and 

Johnston 2015; Park and 

Johnston 2019 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Critical review and 

synthesis of studies 

Social media in 

emergency response 

Abdulhamid et al. 2020; 

Kuligowski 2020; Houston et 

al. 2014 

 

5.1.3 Local government 

Local governments are a specific and unique type of community asset. This section examines 

studies that have focused on the role of local government, and challenges experienced by local 

government in successfully supporting and enabling disaster recovery and building of 

resilience.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

The search terms examined were: 

• “local government” and “disaster recovery”: There were 16,900 results, with 12,600 

of these published since 2010.  

• “local shire” or “local council” or “prefecture” or “district government” or “town 

council” or “canton” or “village council” or “municipality” and “disaster recovery”: 

These terms returned a large number of additional search results (more than 20,000, 

although some of these overlapped across searches, and it was not possible to define 

how many unique studies were identified as a result). Each was explored to identify 

if new themes emerged in literature using these other labels for forms of local 

government, and a small number of additional studies were identified for review.  

Studies were only considered relevant for inclusion if their central focus was on the role of 

local government in disaster recovery. A large number of studies examined this role only 

briefly as part of a broader study; these were excluded from review for this section.  
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Key findings 

Surprisingly few studies specifically examined the role of local government; this gap in 

knowledge is also identified by Crow and Albright (2018), who point out that there is a need 

for studies that examine how local governments manage cumulative impacts of multiple 

disasters and adverse events, and that current studies have not examined this in detail.  

Much of the available literature reviewed in Table 5 focused on the common occurrence of 

tensions between local government and state/national governments in terms of the autonomy 

and space given to local government to enact and direct disaster response and recovery 

processes, versus these processes being controlled, directed, or in some cases directly enacted, 

by state/national government agencies. Local government is recognised in multiple studies as 

having advantages in supporting community recovery as a result of their high levels of local 

knowledge and contextual understanding, but also often identified as experiencing constraints 

on effectiveness. These constraints can result from many factors, with those identified in the 

studies reviewed including a lack of skills and knowledge specific to supporting disaster 

recovery and resilience building; a lack of ‘operating space’ resulting from other agencies 

crowding out the role of local government; and limited access to resources.  

Factors that can enable local government to be more effective as a community asset include 

provision of support to not only develop plans for disaster response and recovery, but to 

evaluate their likely quality; access to expertise to build skills needed by local government staff 

during disaster recovery; and increased incentives for collaboration of other organisations with 

local governments. Local governments were found in some studies to be in the position of 

having to directly compete for resources with NGOs. This can reduce ability and willingness 

of both local governments and NGOs to collaborate with each other. While this challenge was 

identified, that can better enable collaboration and partnership between local government and 

NGOs, or improved collaboration between local government and NGOs or state/national 

governments were not typically discussed.  

Similar to other organisations, factors reducing effectiveness of local governments as 

community assets can include lack of adequate resourcing, lack of autonomy or flexibility in 

how they can mobilise, and risk of burnout amongst staff and volunteers.  

Table 5 Local government: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during 

and after 

disaster 

Creating enabling environment for community groups, NGOs, to 

enact disaster recovery activities 

Johnson 2011 

Coordinating access to support and recovery services: some argue 

local government is uniquely placed to provide coordination 

services at local scales 

Vallance 2013 

Advocating for needs of local communities to range of actors 

including NGOs, national government 

Johnson 2011 

Local governments have a central role in building longer term 

resilience of communities to disasters, and can contribute to this 

through their actions such as choices regarding long-term fiscal 

planning, land use planning and many other actions 

Crow and Albright 2018 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Lack of autonomy in ability to respond to disasters (constraints 

resulting from conditions placed on how resources from large 

NGOs, national governments etc can be utilised and spent); loss 

of autonomy where roles of local government are assumed by 

state/national government during response and/or recovery; local 

government being bypassed or ignored as a central actor in 

disaster recovery. One study referred to this as a form of 

intergovernmental bullying.  

Johnson 2011; Xu 2014; 

Crow and Albright 2018; 

2019; Bang 2013; Taylor 

and Goodman 2015 
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Focus of governments on disaster response/relief at expense of 

longer term building of resilience and recovery processes 

Drennan et al. 2016 

Competition with other government agencies (often state/ 

national agencies) for resources and control of recovery activities 

Crow and Albright 2019; 

Bang 2013 

High demand on local government to provide coordination 

services and implement a range of actions, without associated 

provision of resources and support to enable local government to 

do this 

Taylor and Goodman 2015 

Devolution of power to local government for risk reduction and 

resilience building without associated support for building 

capacity of local government to achieve this role and/or provision 

of resources to enable action 

MacAskill and Guthrie 2016 

Lack of access to information  Johnson 2011 

Imposition of unrealistic timeframes by donors/funding 

organisations for using funding and enacting recovery and 

resilience building processes 

Taylor and Goodman 2015 

Level of trust community has in local government, and more 

broadly quality of relationship between local government and 

community, which may be impacted by the disaster itself, with 

strained relationships reported in some studies associated with 

disputes about local government roles in disaster and disaster 

recovery 

Han et al. 2011: Vallance 

2013; Taylor and Goodman 

2015 

Complex, confusing and convoluted governance of resources 

made available by state and federal governments, reducing ability 

of local governments to effectively access these resources 

Sciulli 2018 

Local government staff and infrastructure are often directly 

impacted by the disaster, reducing capacity of local government 

to respond 

Xu 2014; Taylor and 

Goodman 2015 

Competition for scarce funding resources with other 

organisations, often including NGOs, associated with lack of 

collaboration and coordination with these other organisations 

Xu 2014; Soriano 2019; 

Islam et al. 2017; Drennan 

and Morrissey 2019 

Lack of planning for disaster response and recovery, and lack of 

ability to evaluate quality of disaster response and recovery plans 

due to limited experience with disasters 

Kusumasari and Alam 2012; 

Henstra 2010 

Lack of clear role and agency given to local government in state 

and national disaster planning frameworks, often associated with 

high centralisation of roles to state and national governments with 

limited formal role for local government 

Kusumasari and Alam 2012; 

Bang 2013 

High stress, high workloads, and consequently high burnout 

amongst local government staff 

Taylor and Goodman 2015 

Local government in which operations are impacted by 

corruption, patronage, bribery and other practices that favour 

some groups over others are less likely to be effective and 

efficient  

Islam et al. 2017 

Weak financial and logistical capacity – where local government 

lacks capacity in these areas, or other practical forms of capacity, 

effectiveness is reduced 

Islam et al. 2017; Drennan 

and Morrissey 2019 

Lack of specific knowledge and skills in disaster recovery or 

specific aspects of it critical to achieving successful outcomes, or 

more broadly lack of skills needed to guide or lead community-

led recovery 

Kusumasari and Alam 2012; 

Crow and Albright 2018; 

Owen 2018; Sciulli 2018 

Enabling 

factors 

Intergovernmental engagement and interaction Crow and Albright 2019 

Access to sustainable and longer term resource flows from 

state/national governments support learning and more effective 

action 

Crow and Albright 2019 

Collaborative intergovernmental processes of learning Crow and Albright 2019 

Positive leadership Kusumasari and Alam 2012 

Access to expertise from other organisations to support local 

government led action 

Kusumasari and Alam 2012 



Evaluating current knowledge of the role of community assets – Findings 

48 

 

Decentralised disaster management systems that provide a clear 

role and resourcing for local government, with devolution of 

power accompanied by appropriate resourcing and capacity 

building 

Drennan and Morrissey 

2019; Taylor and Goodman 

2015 

Transparent and clear communication that supports maintenance 

of trust in local government and actions taken 

Han et al. 2012 

Training in developing and evaluating quality of disaster 

management and planning put in place before, during and after 

disasters 

Henstra 2010 

 

Quality of evidence 

Whereas most studies of NGOs and online groups were qualitative, a greater diversity of 

methods were used in studies examining the role of local government (Table 6). Despite this, 

the quality of evidence is still best described as ‘broad but shallow’: available studies confirm 

the central role and importance of local government, while often having limited detail on how 

best to enable local government to build resilience and engage successfully in disaster recovery 

activities.  

Table 6 Quality of evidence – local government 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection  Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

Predominantly 

local government 

officials, or 

community 

leaders 

Soriano 2019; Xu 2014; 

Kusumasari and Alam 2012 

(Indonesia); Henstra 2010 (USA); 

Bang 2013 (Cameroon); Sciulli 

2018 (Australia, Victoria floods); 

Vallance 2013 (New Zealand 

earthquake) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

As above Johnson 2011 (Turkey); MacAskill 

and Guthrie 2016 (Sri Lanka, New 

Zealand); Drennan et al. 2016 

(Queensland and Victoria); Taylor 

and Goodman 2016 (Victoria 

bushfires) 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

Community 

members, 

government 

officials, disaster 

response workers 

Crow and Albright 2018, 2019 

(US, Colorado floods); Islam et al. 

2017 (Bangladesh) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

Government 

documents 

Drennan and Morrissey 2019 

(Queensland, Australia) 

 Critical review/ synthesis of 

past studies 

 Owen 2018 (Australia) 
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5.1.4 State and national Governments 

In the disaster literature, local government is often positioned as being a highly distinct entity 

to state or national level governments. State and national level governments are often 

responsible for overall regulatory, planning and policy frameworks that shape disaster 

response: they create the environment that enables or reduces the scope of action many other 

organisations can take in disaster response and recovery. State and national government also 

often control many of the resources made available for disaster recovery and resilience building 

processes, and how they can be used by those who are given access to these resources. State 

and national governments are also typically pivotal in coordination activities, being responsible 

for coordinating and/or leading disaster recovery efforts that may involve a large number of 

organisations.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

A key challenge for examining the role of this community asset is the diversity of terms used 

in studies that examine state and national governments. The following search strings were used. 

Each returned large numbers of results (more than 3,000 for each since 2010), and each was 

examined to identify studies that fit criteria for inclusion. The studies identified were reviewed, 

with additional studies added to the review until no new themes were emerging from the 

review: 

• “national government” “disaster recovery”: 3,690 results published since 2010 

• “federal government” “disaster recovery”: 7,930 results published since 2010 

• “state government” “disaster recovery”: 3,530 results published since 2010. 

We review studies in this section only where they focus on the specific roles of state and 

national governments other than their role in overall governance frameworks for disaster 

recovery. Governance processes are examined in a subsequent section.  

Key findings 

Much of the literature reviewed in Table 7 focuses on tensions between the roles of government 

as creators of enabling environments for disaster recovery and resilience building, and as direct 

suppliers of recovery services. This is reflected in what can appear to be contradiction between 

governments publicly stating that they support community-led recovery services, while 

investing resources principally in government-led recovery services. Other common themes 

emerging in the literature included that despite recognition of the importance of adaptive 

processes to successful recovery and resilience building, many governments struggle to enact 

adaptive practice. Many studies focused on identifying limitations or challenges of government 

roles: fewer focus on identifying successful case studies and the positive role of state and 

national governments as community assets. However, the use of dedicated taskforces that have 

high levels of autonomy, and the creation of enabling spaces for a range of organisations to 

successfully contribute to disaster recovery and resilience building, were both identified as 

factors enabling successful mobilisation of government resources. Governments that support 

and enable community-led recovery were generally identified as being more likely to succeed 

in building long-term resilience, compared to those that focus on command and control and 

shorter term disaster relief largely delivered by government. However, many studies began 

with this perspective, rather than identifying it based on evidence collected in their study: thus 

there remains a gap in evidence to support many claims made regarding factors that enable 

greater effectiveness of state and national government activities. 
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Table 7 State and national governments: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing 

their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

State and national governments are commonly the primary 

response authority during and after disaster, responsible for 

setting the regulatory, policy and more broadly enabling 

environment for recovery 

Jain et al. 2017 

 

Supporting community-led recovery action Owen 2017 

Providing government-led recovery action and services Owen 2017 

State and national government provide funding for many 

disaster recovery actions and services: their choices 

regarding funding and conditions of funding shape the 

operating environment for the service providers they fund 

Jain et al. 2017 

 

Providing coordination of disaster recovery and resilience 

building 

Owen 2017; Coombe et al. 2015 

Barriers, 

challenges 

Many state and national governments have an on-paper 

commitment to supporting community-led disaster recovery, 

but are found in practice not to support this and to instead 

direct resources to government-led recovery initiatives 

Owen 2017 

Difficulty identifying needs and responding to them, 

resulting from factors such as lack of available accurate 

information and limited locally specific knowledge 

Xu (2014) 

Tensions between community-led and government-led 

recovery approaches and initiatives 

Owen 2017; Archer et al. 

2015a,b; Drennan et al 2016 

Lack of flexibility to enable truly adaptive recovery 

processes in which programs and actions change in response 

to emerging evidence 

Drennan et al. 2016 

Unwillingness of government to reduce their level of control 

over service delivery, reducing ability to collaborate 

effectively with local government or NGOs, and reducing 

flexibility of service delivery 

McLennan et al. 2020 

Constrained operating environment, with high degree of 

control and limited ability to be flexible in how recovery 

programs are designed and delivered 

McLennan et al. 2020 

Competition with NGOs for access to funding from donors Soriano 2019 

Competition between government departments, or between 

state/provincial governments and national governments 

Pathak and Ahmad 2018 

Lack of clarity of relative roles of different government 

agencies and different governments 

Pathak and Ahmad 2018 

Miscommunication, poor communication between different 

parts of government, resulting in duplication of roles and/or 

gaps in delivery of key services or roles 

Pathak and Ahmad 2018 

Political priorities directing distribution of resources rather 

than evidence base regarding actions likely to be most 

effective in building resilience and supporting recovery; this 

can lead to exclusion of vulnerable communities who lack 

political influence 

Jain et al. 2017 

 

Enabling 

factors 

Ability to effectively coordinate, collaborate and more 

broadly enable action by non-government organisations (for 

profit and non-profit), to reduce demand on government. 

Governments that create enabling spaces for a range of 

organisations to contribute to disaster recovery and resilience 

building are more likely to succeed compared to those who 

seek to control activities directly.  

Jain et al. 2017 

 

Centralised taskforces or agencies that are given ability to 

coordinate government activities enable more successful 

response 

Owen 2017 

Trust in government is associated with greater likelihood of 

engaging in actions recommended by government, including 

Young and Peters 2016 
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 Common themes and findings Studies  

preparation and resilience building (however, some studies 

argue the opposite may be true, despite some evidence to 

support this positive association) 

 

Quality of evidence 

A reasonable diversity of methods was used in studies examining roles of state and national 

governments (Table 8). However, the largest gap was in the availability of studies specifically 

examining how state and national governments can best enable long-term disaster recovery 

While multiple studies identified that governments should ideally develop processes that 

support community-led recovery, these were usually identified in the context of examining 

local community processes, rather than specifically examining the processes, needs, and 

constraints experienced by state and national governments in attempting to achieve this. Thus 

Table 8 includes a relatively small number of studies, as our review sought to only include 

studies that specifically focused on understanding state and national government processes and 

actions. The role of their governance frameworks is reviewed subsequently when governance 

processes are examined.  

Table 8 Quality of evidence – state and national government 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection  Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

Most studies focus 

on interviewing 

community leaders 

and those involved 

in disaster recovery 

Soriano 2019 (Philippines, 

typhoon); Pathak and Ahmad 

2018 (Thailand floods); Jain et 

al. (2017); Coombe et al. 2015 

(Australia); Xu 2014 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

As above McLennan et al. 2020 

(Australia) 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media analysis) 

Community 

members 

Young and Peters 2016 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

Range of groups Drennan et al. 2016 

(Queensland and Victoria) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Critical review/ synthesis of 

past studies 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Critical review/ synthesis of 

past studies 

N/A Archer et al. 2015a,b, Owen 

2017 
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5.1.5 Common challenges: interorganisational interaction, coordination and relationships 

This section further discusses the challenges noted in multiple studies of successful interaction, 

coordination and relationships between organisations (government and non-government) 

during recovery processes. This was a common theme across studies of all types of organisation 

reviewed in Sections 5.1.1 to 5.4.4, with successful interaction, coordination and collaboration 

between the multiple types of organisations involved in disaster response regularly identified 

as a critical element for the success of any type of organisation. 

The previous sections have identified interorganisational coordination and interaction as both 

a key barrier and enabler of all types of organisations to contribute to resilience, recovery and 

wellbeing (see for example Demiroz and Hu 2014). Multiple studies have identified poor 

coordination between organisations is a common challenge that reduces the effectiveness of 

multiple types of organisation – whether formal NGOs, emergent community groups, local or 

state/national governments – in supporting communities to recover in ways that build resilience 

and support wellbeing. Poor coordination reduces the ability of all types of organisations to 

contribute successfully to community wellbeing and recovery. Common issues included 

duplication of effort, waste of resources and difficulty accessing support due to both the 

proliferation of roles and organisations and the complexity of identifying appropriate sources 

of support amongst organisations that may offer overlapping services whose quality and 

usefulness is difficult to assess.  

Cluster approaches are commonly used in disaster response to reduce the problems that can be 

associated with poor coordination: in cluster approaches, groups of NGOs (and often local and 

other government agencies) coordinate their activities, often with a lead government agency 

providing leadership (Hillig and Connell 2018). These cluster approaches typically coordinate 

the actions of formal established organisations, often those with a history of action in disaster 

response and recovery. Because of this, they can readily exclude local community 

organisations that do not have a history of disaster response activities, or emergent groups that 

are created in response to disasters. 

Park and Johnston (n.d.) examined the conditions that support or inhibit positive relationships 

between online emergent groups and formal disaster response and recovery organisations. They 

identified that successful relationships require groups to recognise each other – in the first 

instance, having awareness of each other, and in the second recognising the value and 

opportunity in actively coordinating. They identified that a common lack of resources can 

facilitate better interaction and coordination: groups are more likely to collaborate where they 

see benefit in enabling more effective use of limited resources. Reciprocity – recognition of 

the ability to provide benefit to each other – also appears to be important to enabling 

collaboration (Park and Johnston n.d.). Collaboration was also more likely to occur where 

different organisations shared a common understanding of the types of causes, impacts and 

current conditions occurring as a result of a disaster (Park and Johnston n.d.). The absence of 

common agreement on problems and priorities needing to be addressed can, in contrast, reduce 

collaboration and coordination and contribute to parallel operating of multiple groups (Park 

and Johnston n.d., Park and Johnston 2019).  

Barriers to successful collaboration and coordination are commonly identified in the literature. 

These include competition for scarce donor resources, not only between NGOs, but between 

NGOs and governments (particularly local government), which reduce incentive for 

collaboration and coordinated effort (Soriano 2019), as well as competition for status and 

recognition, and for legitimacy. Lack of trust between organisations appears common, although 

the literature is not consistent enough to confirm this finding; several studies identified a lack 
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of trust between two or three relevant organisations operating in the same disaster recovery 

context, suggesting this may be a common challenge to achieving successful coordination of 

services.  

 

5.2 Community assets – services and infrastructure 

A range of service providers often provide critical roles before, during and after adverse events. 

Some of these service providers are associated with specific forms of infrastructure, such as 

telecommunications, utilities. Clearly service provision has large areas of overlap with specific 

organisations: as such, this section should be read together with Section 5.1 on organisations. 

This section reviews literature that has examined the role of specific types of service providers 

and specific types of information examines the role of different types of services and 

infrastructure, including health services, social services, specific disaster recovery liaison and 

support services, telecommunications and services utilising telecommunications (particularly 

online services), emergency services, education and schools, and others.  

 

5.2.1 Health and social services 

The provision of health and other social services may affect community resilience to natural 

disasters. This section discusses the common themes emerging from a review of recent 

literature on service provision following a disaster. Initially, separate searches were conducted 

for literature examining health services versus broader social services. However, multiple 

studies were identified that examine both types of service as part of a single study, and as a 

result, these types of services are reviewed together in this section.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

The following search strings were used to identify relevant health and social service literature: 

• “disaster recovery” “health services”: 8690 results; 6290 published since 2010 

• “disaster recovery” “medical services”: 4900 results; 3370 published since 2010 

• “disaster recover” “social services”: 5410 results; 3,950 published since 2010 

To attempt to reduce the number of results returned, search terms ‘community resilience’ and 

‘community recovery’ were also included, however these did not substantially reduce the scope 

and did exclude some relevant studies. Hence instead each of the three search string results 

were iteratively reviewed until no new themes were emerging from additional studies reviewed.  

Key findings 

As identified in Table 9, common barriers to successful delivery of health and social services 

that support disaster recovery include the level of service delivery required, lack of sufficient 

resourcing over long periods of time, lack of skills to deliver health services tailored to the 

needs of disaster recovery, difficulty accurately identifying needs and hence delivering the right 

types of services, poor coordination of services, lack of legal authorisation for a public health 

response, and experience of secondary trauma and burnout amongst workers. Enabling factors 

include good coordination, building of trusting relationships between service providers and the 

communities services are provided to, advance resourcing and preparation for delivery of 

services prior to disaster, and involving community members in identifying health and social 

service needs and appropriate delivery mechanisms. 
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Table 9 Health and social services: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after disaster 

Studies do not typically specifically examine the roles 

of health services, with their roles implicitly assumed to 

be delivering improved health and reduced ill-health, 

and addressing the health consequences of disaster. 

N/A 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Potential differential benefit of services dependent on 

disaster exposure and pre-disaster conditions. 

McFarlane & Williams 2012; 

Lowe et al. 2015 

Short-term provision of resources that means health 

services are not continued for a sufficient period of 

time.  

Leaning & Guha-Sapir, 2013; 

Pourhosseini et al. 2015 

Lack of adequate training of service providers, 

specifically lack of training related to disaster recovery. 

Pourhosseini et al. 2015; Hall et 

al., 2017; Chi et al. 2018 

Poor coordination of health service delivery Pourhosseini et al. 2015 

Difficulty enabling access to services; while 

telemedicine is sometimes identified as having potential 

to address some access issues, this relies on having 

sufficient telecommunications access 

Pourhosseini et al. 2015 

Low trust in health service providers can reduce 

effectiveness and ability to deliver those services  

Ben-Ezra et al. 2014 

Difficulty identifying true extent of needs, with service 

use often not reflecting true extent of need, and 

difficulty identifying health service needs, particularly 

for mental health services 

Carroll et al. 2010; McFarlane & 

Williams 2012; Onstad et al. 2012; 

Brackbill et al. 2013; Hall et al. 

2017 

Support workers may experience secondary trauma, 

stress and burnout, reducing their ability to provide 

effective services 

Carroll et al. 2010; Mattei et al. 

2017 

Lack of legal authorisation for public health response to 

disasters, including provision of required tools and 

resources.  

Pendergrast and Errett, 2021 

Enabling 

factors 

Clearly identifying needs of the affected community 

enables more effective design and delivery of services 

McFarlane & Williams 2012; 

Onstad et al. 2012; Hall et al. 2017 

Early intervention may help to reduce the incidence of 

mental health issues.  

McFarlane & Williams 2012 

Services are more effective if community members 

form part of decision making about design and delivery 

to meet community needs  

Onstad et al. 2012; Hall et al. 

2017; Rapeli et al. 2018 

Advance resourcing of health services to enable an 

appropriate response 

Pourhosseini et al. 2015 

Appropriate management of chains of supply for critical 

health supplies to ensure they are accessible 

Pourhosseini et al. 2015 

Trust in health services by community members enables 

greater effectiveness 

Ben-Ezra et al. 2014 

Effective integration of different health services, and of 

health services and other disaster recovery services 

Pourhosseini et al. 2015; 

McFarlane & Williams 2012; 

Carroll et al. 2010; Rapelli et al. 

2018 

 

Quality of evidence 

Studies of delivery of health and social services more commonly use quantitative methods than 

those examining organisations, but do also include a number of qualitative case studies (Table 

10). Results of studies using different methods are often similar, pointing to a high likelihood 

of generalisability of results, despite many studies focusing on a single case study. 
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Table 10 Quality of evidence – health and social services 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

Typically service 

providers and 

health/social service 

workers 

Carroll et al. 2010 (flood); Hall 

et al. 2017 (Nepal, earthquake); 

Onstad et al. 2012 (floods); 

Pourhosseini et al. 2015 (Iran) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

Typically service 

providers and 

health/social service 

workers 

Gros et al. 2012 (USA, 

hurricane); Rapeli et al. 2018 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media analysis) 

Healthcare workers, 

service users 

Ben-Ezra et al. 2014 (USA, 

hurricane); Brackbill et al. 2013 

(terrorism attack, USA); Chi et 

al. 2015 (USA); Frankenberg et 

al. 2013 (Indonesia, tsunami); 

Lowe et al. 2015 (USA, 

hurricane) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media analysis) 

Health and social 

service workers 

Rapeli 2017 (Finland, disaster 

preparedness); Witteveen et al. 

2012 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

 No studies reviewed 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

 No studies reviewed 

 Critical review/ synthesis of 

past studies 

N/A Dominey-Howes et al. 2014; 

Leaning and Guha-Sapir 2013; 

McFarlane and Williams 2012;, 

Muniz-Rodrigues et al. 2020; 

North and Pfefferbaum 2013; 

Tierney and Oliver-Smith 2012 

Other Spatial modelling N/A Mohamadi and Yaghboubi 2017 

 

5.2.2 Emergency services  

Emergency services are defined as those services involved in emergency response and 

recovery, including fire agencies, police, search and rescue, and ambulance. The studies 

included in the review were those that focussed on how emergency services act as an asset to 

support community resilience, as well as those that focussed on the health, wellbeing or 

resilience of the emergency services staff themselves (for example protection of emergency 

services staff) because their capacity to act as an asset in community resilience is reduced of 

the staff themselves are burnt out or experiencing poor health and wellbeing.  

Emergency services are an important part of disaster management processes, and play an 

important role in preparedness activities, response and recovery. Their primary role is in the 

protection of lives and assets during the response phase, and can include fire brigades, police, 

ambulance, search and rescue, and state emergency services. They are the first responders to 

disasters and contribute to community resilience through assisting them in preparation and 

response. Given the high focus of the literature on the response role of emergency services, 

most studies were excluded from review, with only those that also examined implications for 

disaster recovery and resilience building included in the review.  
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Studies identified and reviewed 

Initially, the following broad searches returned too many results that were not focussed on 

communities: 

• "disaster response" AND "emergency services": 14,900 results, of which 10,200 

were published since 2010.  

• "disaster response" AND "emergency services" AND "resilience": 6,550 results, of 

which 5,390 were published since 2010.  

The more specific search strings used to reduce the scope of studies examined for relevance 

were:  

• "bushfire response" AND "emergency services": 170 results; 138 published since 

2010.  

• "bushfire" AND "emergency services": 4,240 results; 3,130 published since 2010. 

• "disaster response" AND "police": 28,400 results, of which 17,200 were published 

since 2010. 

• "bushfire response" AND "police": 120 results; 99 were published since 2010. 

• "disaster response" AND "fire brigade": 1,960 results; 1,440 published since 2010. 

• "bushfire" AND "fire brigade": 1,150 results; 721 published since 2010. 

• “bushfires” AND “first responders”: 744 results; 642 published since 2010. 

• "bushfire recovery" AND "fire brigade" AND "community": 40 results; 19 since 

2010. 

• "bushfire recovery" AND "first responders": 25 results; 18 published since 2010. 

After reviewing for relevance and excluding studies duplicated across the different search 

strings, a total of 14 studies were identified as relevant for this review. Studies focussed on the 

emergency services staff themselves (for example protection of emergency services staff) were 

excluded, as the focus is on emergency services acting as an asset to support broader 

community resilience. However, a small number of those that identified common barriers to 

effectiveness of emergency services related to staff were included, to ensure issues of burnout 

and stress and their impacts were identified. Also excluded were studies focussed on the 

logistics of responding to disaster events, or enhancing performance in bushfire response.  

Key findings 

Most studies reviewed focussed on the importance of communication, collaboration and 

partnership of emergency services, both across different emergency services, and between 

emergency services and communities (Table 11). When considering their role in resilience 

building and disaster recovery, much of the focus was on the role of emergency services in 

preparation for disaster, and how the actions taken emergency services take in the response 

stage of disasters may impact on subsequent recovery activities. Fewer studies focussed on 

how emergency services can act as a community asset during the recovery phase, presenting a 

gap in the literature. Poor communication or collaboration was seen as a barrier to successful 

preparation and response to emergencies in most studies reviewed. Building trusting 

relationships between different emergency response agencies, and between emergency 

response agencies and the community; together with finding innovative ways to communicate 

and partner with each other, were common findings regarding factors that enable higher 

effectiveness of these services.   
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Table 11 Emergency services: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

Topic Findings – key theme Studies identifying this 

Role of 

community asset 

in resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing before, 

during and after 

disaster 

Emergency services have a role in reducing 

losses (both lives and other assets) 

Frandsen et al. 2011; Bonkiewicz and 

Ruback 2012 

Play an important role in communicating to 

the public about how to prepare for and 

respond to disasters, building resilience in 

disaster preparation 

Phillips et al. 2016; Westcott et al. 

2017; Cooper et al. 2020; Boin and 't 

Hart 2010 

Need to coordinate information amongst their 

different agencies in order to effectively 

respond to disasters 

Bharosa et al. 2010; Hossain et al. 

2015; Kalkman and de Waard 2017; 

Boin and 't Hart 2010 

Need to collaborate and build partnerships 

with diverse groups and respond to diverse 

needs – there is a need to engage effectively to 

understand those needs and respond 

accordingly 

Sangha et al. 2019; Westcott et al. 

2017; Frandsen et al. 2011; Cooper et 

al. 2020; Boin and 't Hart 2010; 

Frandsen et al. 2011 

Factors reducing 

effectiveness of 

this asset 

(barriers/ 

challenges) 

Poor communication with each other or with 

diverse groups 

Westcott et al. 2017; Boin and 't Hart 

2010 

Often encounter difficulties in getting their 

messages across 

Phillips et al. 2016; Cooper et al. 2020 

Uncertainty and time pressures during 

disasters. Increasingly unfamiliar conditions as 

climate changes. 

Kalkman and de Waard 2017; 

Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2013; 

Boin and 't Hart 2010 

Difficulty interpreting information during fast-

moving and sometimes confusing situations 

Boin and 't Hart 2010 

Bushfire and other disasters can exceed the 

capacity of emergency services to respond 

effectively 

Frandsen et al. 2011; Cooper et al. 

2020 

The socio-demographic complexity of 

communities and localities means that 

communications have diverse audiences 

Cooper et al. 2020 

Factors that 

enable/ facilitate 

effectiveness of 

this asset 

Safety initiatives need to be tailored to locality 

and community features 

Cooper et al. 2020; Frandsen et al. 

2011 

Communication and collaboration with the 

community, in particular to understand the 

diverse needs of a community 

Westcott et al. 2017; Boin and 't Hart 

2010; Bonkiewicz and Ruback 2012 

Communication/collaboration within the 

emergency services between the different 

groups 

Bharosa et al. 2010; Linnenluecke and 

Griffiths 2013; Boin and 't Hart 2010 

Policies/laws and systems in place that enable 

effective information sharing between 

agencies 

Bharosa et al. 2010 

Finding innovative ways to communicate 

important preparedness messaging, or 

collaborate and partner with diverse groups 

Phillips et al. 2016; Sangha et al. 

2019; Westcott et al. 2017; Frandsen 

et al. 2011 

Building trusting relationships between 

agencies within emergency services, and 

between agencies and the community 

Phillips et al. 2016; Sangha et al. 

2019; Westcott et al. 2017; Kalkman 

and de Waard 2017; Boin and 't Hart 

2010 

A recognition of limitations/acknowledgement 

of inherent trade-offs 

Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2013; 

Boin and 't Hart 2010 

Continuous monitoring, updating and 

adjustment. Learning from experiences.  

Boin and 't Hart 2010 

Utilising existing research in decision making Owen 2018 

Ensuring the health and wellbeing of first 

responders 

Harman 2019 
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Quality of evidence 

The majority of studies reviewed relied on data collected in a single case study, with some 

expanding over different geographical locations, and no longitudinal studies (Table 12). Both 

qualitative and quantitative methods were used in the studies reviewed. However, most studies 

focused on communication rather than outcomes of emergency service provision, meaning that 

few studies appear to focus on other roles of emergency services in disaster recovery and 

resilience building.  

Table 12 Quality of evidence – emergency services 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection Groups studied Studies 

Single exercise, 

single location 

Participatory observation 

and quantitative 

questionnaire 

Emergency services agencies in 

the Port of Rotterdam, 

Netherlands 

Bharosa et al. 2010 

Single disaster 

(2009 Victorian 

Bushfires), multiple 

locations 

Qualitative data (emergency 

services transcripts of the 

2009 Victorian Bushfires 

Royal Commission Report) 

and quantitative data 

(survey) 

Emergency services Victoria 

Australia 

Hossain et al. 2015 

Single program and 

location (Victoria, 

Australia) 

Qualitative data (interviews) Community (participants in the 

program, parents of participants 

and program facilitators)  

Phillips et al. 2016 

Three remote 

Northern Territory 

locations, Australia 

Quantitative data (surveys) Indigenous communities in 

remote locations of NT 

Sangha et al. 2019 

Single location 

(Lower Eyre 

Peninsula, SA, 

Australia) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups) 

Emergency services agencies 

(firefighters, police, and rescue 

officers of the State 

Emergency Service (SES)) and 

animal owners 

Westcott et al. 2017 

Single program, 

Netherlands 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

document analysis) 

Dutch armed forces and 

traditional responders 

Kalkman and de 

Waard 2017 

Single program, 

four locations in 

Tasmania, Australia 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups) 

Participants of a Community 

Development Pilot 

Frandsen et al. 2011 

Three distinct 

locations in 

Victoria, Australia, 

for comparison 

Qualitative data (interviews) Community members, CFA and 

service providers 

Cooper et al. 2020 

Single disaster 

(2009 Victorian 

Bushfires) 

Qualitative data (document 

analysis of 2009 Victorian 

Bushfires Royal 

Commission Report) 

 Linnenluecke and 

Griffiths 2013 

Single disaster 

(2009 Victorian 

Bushfires) 

Critical review/ synthesis of 

past studies 

 Boin and 't Hart 

2010 

Single case Quantitative data (surveys) Emergency services personnel Owen 2018 

Comparison of 

disasters 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) – using 

information from previous 

disasters in a model 

behaviours 

 Bonkiewicz and 

Ruback 2012 

Single program, 

Tasmania 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

Fire brigade members, 

community 

Frandsen et al. 2011 

Single case Quantitative data (surveys) Emergency services personnel Harman 2019 
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5.2.3 Specific disaster recovery liaison and coordination services 

As noted in Section 5.1.5, there is a recognised need for effective coordination of disaster 

recovery services that enables different organisations to contribute to disaster recovery while 

minimising duplication of effort, ensuring the strength of different organisations and services 

are utilised to best effect. This is often achieved through the establishment of specific disaster 

recovery liaison and coordination services, often (although not always) in the form of a specific 

government agency, or a specific group within an agency, being tasked with this role. Agencies 

such as these may be supported by committees with representation from the range of 

organisations involved in disaster recovery. 

These disaster recovery services represent a community asset in and of themselves. They play 

a key role in determining the types of resources made available to communities to support 

recovery and resilience building, and their policies and approach to disaster recovery provide 

the enabling (or disabling) environment in which disaster recovery and resilience building 

occur.  

Despite evidence of their common use being regularly identified in the literature – for example, 

many studies refer to disaster recovery agencies as coordinating distribution of funding, 

resources and shaping the environment in which recovery occurs (e.g. Owen 2017) - 

surprisingly few studies focus specifically on the role of disaster coordination services or 

specific disaster liaison services, or examine the factors that influence effectiveness and 

outcomes in terms of disaster recovery or resilience building. This limited investigation is noted 

in some studies (Rich et al. 2016).  

Studies identified and reviewed 

The search strings used were: 

• “coordination service” “disaster recovery”: 231 results, of which 175 were published 

since 2010; many involved studies of coordinated data services, and as a result only 

a small number of studies were relevant for review. 

• “disaster recovery services”: 1,140 results, almost all unrelated to coordination 

services. This search string was not used to identify further results; instead citations 

of other studies in the first search string were examined expand the body of evidence 

reviewed.  

Only five studies were identified that specifically examined disaster coordination services, with 

lack of common terminology used across studies limiting the number identified. The studies 

identified included studies examining the role of localised disaster coordination services, for 

example servicing a specific community impacted by a disaster and seeking to coordinate and 

broker access of those affected by the disaster to recovery services and action; as well as larger 

scale coordination services involved in coordinating the actions of multiple disaster recovery 

organisations.  

Key findings 

Disaster coordination services, when effective, can reduce duplication of roles, foster 

connection and collaboration between organisations and services that otherwise would not 

normally work together, and enable more efficient use of resources in disaster recovery (Table 

13). None of the studies reviewed examined the use of coordination services to facilitate and 

coordinate longer term building of resilience and preparedness: this may be due to a lack of 

consideration of use of coordination services to support this type of longer term action. 
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Barriers include the challenges of building trust to support effective relationships with the 

communities being supported, as well as amongst the services and organisations the 

coordination service works with. Short-term funding and timeframes and constraints on the 

types of activities the coordination service can undertake and limitations on ability to adapt to 

changing needs, also present barriers to effective operations. Enabling factors that improve 

effectiveness include investing in capacity building to enable transition out of reliance on 

disaster coordination services, and ensuring community members are actively involved in 

shaping how coordination services are delivered and operated.  

Table 13 Disaster recovery and coordination services: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors 

influencing their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Brokering – connecting those who need services with the 

services they need and reducing the burden of evaluating 

different services and navigating access to them for those 

impacted by disaster 

Coombe et al. 2015 

Reducing duplication across service delivery Coombe et al. 2015 

Increasing sense of connectedness, either amongst those 

impacted by disaster and their connectedness to service 

agencies, or between different service delivery 

organisations 

Coombe et al. 2015 

Disaster recovery services and coordination services are 

argued to have potential to better support capacity building 

and more successfully build resilience to disaster 

compared to non-specialised services, although a lack of 

evidence exists to confirm this hypothesis  

Rich et al. 2016 

Provision of a single point of contact reduces stress and 

increases ability to focus on building strength and 

solutions-focused approaches to disaster recovery and 

resilience 

Coombe et al. 2015; Rich et al. 

2016 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Constraints in types of services coordination agency is 

permitted to provide, often relating to funding constraints 

Jones and Webber 2012 

Short term funding reducing ability to operate 

coordination services for length of time required for 

success 

Jones and Webber 2012 

There is a risk that community members may become 

dependent on what are intended to be recovery or 

resilience building services that have a limited life span 

Jones and Webber 2012 

Ability to change direction of programs to meet emerging 

needs (adaptive design), thus enabling coordination 

services to change delivery to meet needs of different 

stages of disaster recovery and resilience building 

Jones and Webber 2012 

Building ongoing relationships and networks, with lack of 

trust a key issue 

Jones and Webber 2012; Vallance 

2013 

Enabling 

factors 

Active investment in capacity building and planning to 

ensure dependency on services does not result  

Jones and Webber 2012 

Enabling place-based and community-led design and 

delivery of coordination services 

Taylor and Goodman 2015 

 

Quality of evidence 

With only a limited number of studies identified (Table 14), the diversity of methods used was 

low. There was a reasonably high reliance on data from service providers, and studies have not 

typically examined the views of service users.  
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Table 14 Quality of evidence – Disaster recovery and coordination services 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection  Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

Usually service 

providers 

Coombe et al. 2015 (Australia); 

Rich et al. 2016 (Australia); 

Vallance 2013 (New Zealand 

earthquake) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

Usually service 

providers 

Jones and Webber 2012 (3 

programs, Victorian bushfires); 

Taylor and Goodman 2016 (Victoria 

bushfires) 

No other types of studies identified 

 

5.2.4 Education services 

Education services are an important community asset: most communities have one or more 

schools (and in some cases, tertiary education institutions such as universities) operating within 

them. These often act as key places where members of the community who would not otherwise 

interact may come together, providing a form of bridging capital. They also act as important 

catalysts for broader community development, however their role in this is usually noted in 

studies not focused on disaster recovery (e.g. Green 2018, Edmeade and Buzinde 2021).  

Studies identified and reviewed 

The search terms used and studies returned were: 

• "disaster response" AND "education services": 1,010 results; 734 published since 

2010.  

• "disaster response" AND "schools": 29,500 results, 17,100 published since 2010. 

• "disaster response" AND "education facilities”: 586 results, 446 published since 

2010. 

• "bushfire" AND "schools": 5,740 results; 3,950 published since 2010. 

• "disaster recovery" AND "schools": 22,100 results; 15,300 published since 2010. 

• "disaster recovery" AND "education services": 898 results; 623 published since 

2010. 

• "disaster recovery" AND "education facilities": 486 results; 354 published since 

2010. 

After reviewing for relevance and excluding studies duplicated across the different search 

strings, a total of 12 studies were reviewed. Similar themes emerged rapidly in this literature, 

and reviewed stopped at 12 studies. The studies reviewed focused in three primary areas: (i) 

education facilities providing a place/space for response and recovery efforts, (ii) the role of 

educating children/communities about natural disasters in promoting resilience, and (iii) the 

role schools, teachers and education services play in ensuring students’ mental health during 

the recovery phase of a natural disaster. The role of individual education level in general plays 

in supporting higher resilience of that individual was excluded from the review, as this is a 

much broader topic than the focused examination of disaster recovery and resilience building 

examined here.  

Key findings 

Most studies reviewed focused on the role of education prior to natural disaster in facilitating 

higher resilience and reduced impact in the response and recovery phase (Table 15). Other 

studies focussed on how education facilities can provide a safe space for people during disaster 
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response and/or recovery (e.g. acting as an evacuation centre), and other studies focussed on 

how schools, and in particular teachers and education professionals, provide an important role 

in providing emotional support and assistance in the recovery phase of a disaster. Some studies 

also examined the need to for alternative ways of providing education in the recovery phase of 

a disaster, and how school-community linkages play a critical role in community response and 

recovery.  

Table 15 Education services: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Children are amongst the most vulnerable during disasters, 

and education services can have a key role in educating 

school aged children and empowering them to prepare for 

and respond to disasters 

Le Brocque et al. 2017; Boon and 

Pagliano 2014; Johnson et al. 

2014; Mutch 2014; Perdikou et al. 

2014; Mooney et al. 2021 

Educating school aged children plays a role in educating 

the broader community about disaster preparedness, 

response and recovery. Education facilities have a role in 

communicating risks and preparedness planning to the 

broader community in the area they service.  

Boon and Pagliano 2014; 

McArthur 2019; Mutch 2014; 

Perdikou et al. 2014; Edmeade and 

Buzinde 2021; Mooney et al. 2021 

Education services, in particular teachers and education 

professionals, often provide mental health support to staff, 

children and the community following disasters 

(intentionally or inadvertently), and this role can be 

strengthened with specific training to reduce risk of 

burnout 

Le Brocque et al. 2017; Mutch 

2014; Mutch 2015; Mutch and 

Gawith 2015; Edmeade and 

Buzinde 2021 

Schools often function as evacuation centres Matsuura and Shaw 2015 

School-community linkages and the role of schools as a 

hub for communities can play an important role for 

residents in responding to disasters, and likewise in 

facilitating overall recovery and community building by 

bringing communities back together through school-

community linkages 

Matsuura and Shaw 2015; Mutch 

2014; Mutch 2015; Mooney et al. 

2021 

School principals and teachers often emerge as community 

leaders who have an important role in disaster response 

and recovery 

Mutch 2015 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Traditional education programs may be inappropriate or 

difficult to deliver during the recovery phase of a disaster 

(e.g facilities not available, financial condition of families 

exclude children for travelling to school in some countries) 

Ishaq-ur-Rahman 2012 

Lack of school teacher confidence or awareness about 

available programs can reduce the use or effectiveness of 

disaster education programs 

Johnson et al. 2014 

Displacement of communities due to disaster impacts can 

weaken school-community linkages 

Matsuura and Shaw 2015 

Enabling 

factors 

Alternative education programs/platforms can help ensure 

inclusion of all students post disaster 

Ishaq-ur-Rahman 2012; Mutch 

2014 

Support to open up schools to become multi-functional 

facilities can help ensure they service the whole 

community 

Matsuura and Shaw 2015 

A focus on rapidly restoring school-community linkages 

can assist in community recovery and to build disaster 

resilient communities 

Matsuura and Shaw 2015; 

Mooney et al. 2021 

The success of disaster education programs for school 

aged children will depend on the degree to which existing 

knowledge and experience is accommodated in the 

education process 

Towers 2015 

 



Evaluating current knowledge of the role of community assets – Findings 

63 

 

Quality of evidence 

The majority of studies reviewed relied on data collected in a single case study (Table 16). 

Some compared different geographical locations, and none conducted longitudinal studies. A 

mix of qualitative and quantitative literature was used, with a greater diversity of data collection 

occurring than for many other types of community asset. Most studies focussed on school 

children or staff, with fewer sampling the broader community to examine the role schools had 

for the broader community.  

Table 16 Quality of evidence – education services 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single program, 

Australia) 

Quantitative data 

(surveys) 

Education professional 

undertaking the training 

program 

Le Brocque et al. 2017 

 

Single case 

(single program, 

NZ) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

School teachers, local civil 

defence staff, survey of 

schools 

Johnson et al. 2014 

Single case 

(Linksview Fire, 

Australia) 

Qualitative (interviews, 

document analysis) 

School principals and 

firefighters 

McArthur 2019 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Critical review/ 

synthesis of past studies 

 Mutch 2014 

Comparison of 

cases (28 

European 

countries) 

Quantitative data 

(surveys) 

Participants of disaster 

resilience related higher 

education programmes 

Perdikou et al. 2014 

Comparison of 

cases (4 bushfire 

prone locations in 

SE Australia)  

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups) 

School aged children Towers 2015 

Single case 

(Japan) 

Quantitative data 

(surveys) 

Stakeholders and school 

communities 

Matsuura and Shaw 2015 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

Bangladesh) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

Case studies from an 

alternative education project 

implemented in two 2007 

cyclone devastated districts of 

Bangladesh.  

Ishaq-ur-Rahman 2012 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Critical review/ 

synthesis of past studies 

Australian disaster literature Boon and Pagliano 2014 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

NZ) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups) 

Schools (teachers, principals, 

students, parents) 

Mutch 2015; Mooney et al. 

2021 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

NZ) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups, evolving and 

school lead data 

gathering) 

Schools (teachers, principals, 

students, parents) 

Mutch and Gawith 2015 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

US.Virgin 

Islands) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews) 

School teachers Edmeade and Buzinde 2021 
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5.2.5 Telecommunications infrastructure 

Communications during and after adverse events has received considerable attention in the 

media and politically. This section specifically examines the role of telecommunications 

infrastructure as a specific form of infrastructure that acts as a critical community asset. 

Increasingly, a range of critical roles and actions that occur before, during and after adverse 

events rely on the presence and functionality of telecommunications infrastructure in local 

communities. This section examines the specific roles of telecommunications infrastructure 

and how this enables or acts as a barrier to effectiveness of organisations, service delivery and 

other aspects of resilience, recovery and wellbeing. 

During the 2019-20 bushfires, outages of telecommunications due to infrastructure being either 

directly damaged by fire, or loss of power causing outages, were common, and caused 

substantial disruption to communication during the disaster response phase (ACMA 2020). 

This subsequently prompted the developed of responses seeking to increase availability of 

telecommunications infrastructure, with actions invested in including increasing satellite 

connections to fire services and evacuation centres, installations of batteries and solar panels 

to increase the time infrastructure can operate when mains power is lost, and provision of 

portable telecommunications infrastructure that can be transported to emergency locations to 

temporarily replace damaged infrastructure (DITRDC 2020).  

Studies identified and reviewed 

Studies were identified using the following search strings: 

• “disaster” “communication infrastructure”: 14,900 results, 9,040 since 2010 

• “communication infrastructure” “bushfire”: 9,940 results, 7,470 since 2010 

• “disaster recovery” “telecommunication”: 28,400 results, 16,900 since 2010 

• “bushfire” “telecommunication”: 2,780 results, 1,940 since 2010 

The large majority of studies in the results focused on highly technical aspects of ensuring 

operability of telecommunications infrastructure. Studies were included only if they actively 

discussed the role of this infrastructure in disaster recovery or building resilience of 

communities. This resulted in a small number of studies being identified as relevant.  

Key findings 

The primary requirement for communications infrastructure to be effective is that it remains 

usable during and after disaster (Table 17). Many papers on this topic discuss methods of 

ensuring that communications networks are robust and have redundancy built into them, so that 

they remain functional, even if one part of the network is damaged by fire or other disaster. An 

important aspect of resilient communications infrastructure is resilient power infrastructure, 

and energy supply should be considered an integral part of communications infrastructure. 

Almost all studies focus on the role of telecommunications infrastructure in disaster response, 

with few of the studies reviewed considering its importance and role in longer term disaster 

recovery and resilience building, beyond identifying that resumption of economic activity may 

be challenging before restoration of previous levels of telecommunications infrastructure.  

Communications infrastructure is particularly important to disaster recovery, as many other 

services cannot reasonably be delivered without a functioning communications network. This 

is something that is widely accepted and is generally uncontroversial, and as such little work 

has been done to investigate this empirically, and such views are justified a priori. The 

widespread assumption of the importance of telecommunications infrastructure means that few 

studies have examined how different ways of delivering infrastructure availability may change 
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its role in disaster recovery and resilience building: this is an important gap in the literature 

given the recognised centrality of telecommunications infrastructure.  

Table 17 Telecommunications infrastructure: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors 

influencing their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Communications networks provide critical 

communications during natural disasters.  

Menon et al. 2016; Alqahtani et al. 2018; 

Freeman & Hancock, 2017; Krishnamurthy et 

al. 2011 

If communications infrastructure is damaged 

to the point that it becomes unusable, there is 

substantial loss of capacity and ability to 

rapidly respond to needs 

Marchetti, 2011; Rak et al. 2016 

Telecommunications infrastructure can be 

leveraged to create an early warning system 

for emergencies and provide rapid 

communication during emergencies 

Chaczko & Ahmad, 2005 

Barriers, 

challenges  

A lack of telecommunications infrastructure 

prior to disaster 

ACMA 2020 

Loss of power causing inability to use 

telecommunications  

ACMA 2020; DITRDC 2020 

Lack of replacement infrastructure that can be 

used temporarily/ lack of redundancy in 

infrastructure networks 

ACMA 2020; Marhcetti 2011 

Lack of access to sites can impede rapid 

restoration of infrastructure during disaster 

response, and is commonly experienced 

ACMA 2020 

Impact of infrastructure disruptions varies 

across the community depending on socio-

economic vulnerability.  

Dargin and Mostafavi 2020 

Enabling 

factors 

On-site power generation Kwasinski, 2011; ACMA 2020 

Availability of replacement infrastructure that 

can be rapidly ‘switched on’ – whether from 

satellite, mobile trucks, or having redundant 

network infrastructure in a region 

ACMA 2020 

 

Quality of evidence 

It is difficult to assess ‘quality of evidence’ for communications infrastructure, as little 

empirical work has been done to assess the value of telecommunications infrastructure during 

and after natural disasters. This is perhaps due to a belief that such research does not need to 

be conducted, as there is already general agreement that such infrastructure is important and 

few, if any, interested parties would argue differently. As such, the majority of the articles do 

not attempt to make such a case and instead focus on improving reliability and accessibility. 

Most studies identified either examined communications networks in general, or did not 

examine a specific disaster, and were not based on direct data collection that examined 

community experiences, with the exception of Cooper et al. (2020) and ACMA (2020). Given 

this, a summary table comparing methods is not provided, as almost all studies focus on 

technical aspects, rather than on direct data collection from disaster affected communities.  
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5.2.6 Communication processes 

Communications during and after adverse events has received considerable attention in the 

media and politically. This section specifically examines the emerging literature on 

communication processes as a community asset: the way communication is delivered and by 

whom. This includes  the mode of delivery (face to face, online, phone, traditional media, mail), 

and processes used to enable communication to be understood by target groups. The primary 

role of this asset examined in the literature is its role during a disaster event in provision of 

emergency warnings to the community such as identifying when individuals should be 

considering evacuation. During the rebuilding phase the focus turns to being based on 

providing information to the communities to assist in their recovery process, for example 

communicating on topics such as rebuilding can occur, or the availability of specific services. 

In both these cases design of communication processes needs to consider how best to tailor 

communications to support disaster recovery and resilience building.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

When searching for communication services much of the literature turned its attention to the 

maintenance of the infrastructure which allows for its provision. As such the process of 

exploring the literature in this section involved altering the search terms by which 

communication services could be understood. For this reason, communication processes 

became the preferred term as the literature provided a greater focus than if using 

communication services. Within all the searches relating to communication services, there were 

only so many papers which could be reviewed. This resulted in choices having to be made 

regarding the papers which would be considered in greater detail. 

The following are the search terms used to explore the concept of communication services and 

processes within the context of disaster recovery. 

• “Communication services” and “disaster recovery”: 2,300 results; 1,590 since 2010.  

• “Disaster recovery” and “communication processes”: 900 results; 645 since 2010.  

• “Disaster communication”: 4,570 results; 3,730 since 2010. The inclusion of 

“recovery” narrowed it further to 1,480, which were reviewed for relevance.  

All searches were reviewed for relevance and relevant studies reviewed until no new themes 

were emerging. 

Key findings 

A key finding of the literature is that accurate and timely information is the most demonstrated 

requirement from communication processes within the context of natural disasters, both during 

the emergency event itself as well as the rebuilding phase. It is also important for the processes 

to be established and given credibility before a disaster event occurs (Romo-Murphy et al 

2011). During disaster events communication processes are essential to provide warning as to 

the progress of the disaster (Finau et al 2018), however after the initial event the importance 

becomes on assisting the community establish a way to rebuild both the community and 

physical elements such as though crowdsourcing (Song et al 2020), or identifying available 

resources (Rouhanizadeh et al. 2020). 

A key finding of the studies identified includes the role of social media in providing 

information to individuals within the communities affected by the disaster. This becomes of 

increasing importance when considering the mental health of survivors in both the short and 

long term (Spialek et al 2019). Social media has the additional benefit of being a rapid response 

mechanism.  
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A key barrier to the successful use of communication processes that was identified within the 

research related to people who belong to vulnerable groups within society (Howard et al 2017). 

These groups do not always have access the technology required to receive the communication. 

This means that communication services in the event of disasters and the rebuilding phase need 

to consider these groups so as not to further compound their vulnerabilities (Howard et al 

2017). Another major concern when addressing communication services in disaster events 

relates to the resilience of the telecommunications infrastructure, discussed in the previous 

section.  

Table 18 Communication processes: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing during 

and after disaster 

Information is provided between government and 

stakeholders 

Finau et al. 2018 

Advice regarding rebuilding Jayasekara 2019; Lin et al. 2020 

Provides advice regarding the progression of the 

disaster event; rapid dissemination of information 

Finau et al. 2018; Hazarika et al. 

2020 

Provide advice on available recovery supports and 

resources.  

Rouhanizadeh et al. 2020 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Those who are already considered vulnerable often 

have poorer access to communication services 

Howard et al. 2017 

Loss of telecommunications infrastructure often 

impedes ability to successfully communicate  

Finau et al. 2018; Jayasekara 2019 

Enabling factors Crowdsourcing the processes of presenting disaster 

information can be beneficial 

Song et al. 2020 

Social media is gaining importance as both a means 

of distributing information and determining the 

momentum of recovery 

Finau et al. 2018; Shibuya and 

Tanaka 2019; Spialek et al. 2019 

 

Quality of evidence 

Most studies on communication used qualitative data collection, although those examining 

social media also often quantitatively analysed social media content (Table 19). There is a bias 

in those who are studied, with existing users of communication examined, and studies not 

typically examining those who were unable to access communication processes. A key gap is 

that the studies reviewed either express views about communication services in the abstract or 

only focus on a single mode of provision (for example, social media might be examined, but 

not social media in combination with use of phone, face to face, door knocking and other 

communication modes). This does not allow for the integration of multiple modes of 

communication to create an approach which could be beneficial for the communities that are 

being affected by the disaster event in question.  

Additionally, there was an imbalance in the literature regarding who was the focus, and at 

which point in a disaster event was the object of study. While there are exceptions (for example 

Shevellar and Westoby 2014), most of the literature reviewed regarding communication 

services focus on those who are on the receiving end of the process rather than how service 

providers create their services and present these to the community. This creates an imbalance 

in understanding the communication services provided as part of a disaster event and recovery. 

Furthermore, the focus of the literature reviewing communication processes has a bias towards 

that which occurs during the initial disaster response phase, with little focused on 

communication processes during recovery and in resilience building.   
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Table 19 Quality of evidence – communication processes 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection  Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

Social media users Finau et al. 2018; Jayasekara 

2019 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data (interviews, 

focus groups, document 

analysis) 

Vulnerable people, 

multiple countries 

Howard et al. 2017; Lin et al. 

2020; Song et al. 2020 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media analysis) 

Social media users Romo-Murphy et al. 2011; 

Shibuya and Tanaka 2019; 

Spialek et al. 2019; Hazarika et 

al. 2020 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

 Critical review/ synthesis of 

past studies 

 Mair et al 2016; Rouhanizadeh et 

al. 2020 

 

5.2.7 Online service delivery 

Online service delivery is increasingly universal in the delivery of many contemporary public 

and private services. Online services are likely to support other forms of asset such as human, 

social and financial assets. There is a considerable literature on the provision of online services, 

but to what extent this literature explores online services as supporting community assets is 

unknown. In this section we review the literature to understand the role and potential for online 

services to support community resilience, recovery and wellbeing outcomes in disaster 

recovery. 

Studies identified and reviewed 

The following search strings were used: 

• “Disaster recovery” and “online service delivery”: 68 results (all years), all were 

examined for relevance, with only a small number having a specific focus on online 

service delivery specifically related to disasters, while many referred to disaster 

recovery as an example of online service delivery without specifically studying it 

• “Disaster recovery” and “online services”: 2,640 results, of which 1,970 were 

published after 2010. The first 200 were examined for relevance, with a small 

number of these relevant for inclusion. 

• “Disaster recovery” and “online delivery”: 206 results published since 2010; when 

reviewed for relevance many were duplicates of studies identified in the first two 

search strings. 

With very few studies identified that specifically examined the role of online services in 

disaster recovery, a table summarising results was not produced and assessing quality of 

evidence was not included: with the evidence emerging, quality of evidence is overall low, 

with a need to better understand the role of online service delivery in disaster recovery and 

resilience building. The findings of the small number of studies identified are summarised 

below.  
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Key findings 

Many of the studies identified focused on online service delivery during initial disaster 

response, rather than on service delivery during longer-term disaster recovery processes. This 

represents an important limitation of available knowledge. As a consequence, much of the 

literature is based on understanding of the short-term role of communication and 

telecommunications during disaster response rather than disaster recovery. Studies have found 

that online services can be used to rapidly ‘unleash’ resources, providing a way to link those 

who need access to particular services as part of disaster recovery, and service providers 

(Takahashi 2019, Hazarika et al. 2020). While not explicitly identified in studies, the ability of 

online services to link those in disaster-affected communities with service providers located 

outside these areas, who may have greater capacity to deliver services than local service 

providers who may be overwhelmed with high demand, or may have been impacted by the 

disaster, appears one of the important roles of online service delivery.  

Online services can also act as hubs of knowledge about disaster recovery, and some studies 

have identified that being able to access online information about disaster recovery options and 

processes is associated with improved mental health through disaster recovery (Steinmetz et 

al. 2012; Ruggiero et al. 2012). However, studies of delivery of online services through disaster 

recovery have not examined issues such as equity of access to online services, due to variance 

in things such as affordability of internet access, and skills and knowledge to utilise online 

services.  

 

5.2.8 Places and spaces (physical infrastructure) 

The previous sections have examined a number of types of services and infrastructure. Many 

of these depend for their success on the availability of specific types of places or spaces in a 

community – whether it is having a suitable evacuation centre, a meeting place, or an online 

community hub where community members can share information. ‘Places and spaces’ can 

include natural or built places, offline or online spaces. What they have in common is that they 

are a space that can be used by community members in some way to facilitate disaster recovery, 

resilience building and community wellbeing.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

It was difficult to identify search strings to identify the role of places and spaces, as many do 

not use terms such as ‘place’ or ‘space’ and instead refer to specific types of spaces. We utilised 

the following searches, each of which returned a small number of relevant studies and a large 

number of studies that were out of scope: 

• “disaster recovery” “meeting place”: 613 results, 432 published since 2010 

• “disaster” “neighbourhood centre” OR “69eighbourhood centre” OR “community 

centre” OR “community center”: Over 1,000 results, with more than 800 published 

since 2010 

• “disaster recovery” “evacuation centre”: 218 results, 189 published since 2010.  

Key findings 

Multiple studies identified the importance of central places including 

neighbourhood/community centres, schools, churches and public libraries as places that can 

act as hubs for disaster recovery efforts (Table 20). This is both important for those impacted 

by disaster, through providing spaces in which experiences, knowledge and skills can be 

shared; and for those delivering services and resources into communities, who can coordinate 
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efforts through a shared hub, and better reach community members if there are commonly used 

and shared meeting places. Challenges to the effective use of places and spaces are damage 

caused to them in disaster, and lack of access to spaces, for example a particular group feeling 

unwelcome or otherwise unable to use a space/place. 

While some studies focused on the role of existing places/spaces, others focused on place and 

space creation post-disaster, and how spaces are repurposed to act as community assets – 

everything from a footpath where craft can be created and people can meet and share 

(Maidment et al. 2015) to the challenges of repairing or replacing public spaces/places 

impacted by disaster in ways that meet the needs of a recovering community (Cloke and 

Conradson 2018, Miller 2020). Co-option of places/spaces for disaster recovery purposes can 

also limit their ability to provide other roles: for example, a central area used as temporary 

housing may no longer be able to facilitate community meetings and discussions. Similar to 

many other community assets, enabling more effective use of community spaces and places to 

support recovery often required community involvement. Community-led processes of 

identifying the optimal role for places and spaces may be more successful compared to top-

down processes that inadvertently reduce availability of key places and spaces the community 

was using for a range of other purposes.  

Table 20 Places and spaces: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

Topic Findings Studies identifying this 

Type of place 

and space 

and its role 

Neighbourhood centres or community meeting places are 

sometimes identified as having a central role, providing a 

physical space which can facilitate access to a diversity of 

services and act as a central contact point for community 

members, and a place to develop collective narratives and 

communicate information 

Ingham and Redshaw 2017; 

Richardson and Maninger 

2016 

Schools, churches and public libraries are also identified as 

important places where disaster recovery efforts may focus, 

or where loss may severely impede disaster recovery 

through reducing availability of community places/spaces 

Farquhar and Dobson 2004; 

Varheim 2015; Veil and 

Bishop 2013 

More generally, change in access to community meeting 

places such as theatres, cafes, and commercial streetscapes 

can impact disaster recovery processes 

Forbes 2018; Maidment et al. 

2015 

Factors 

reducing 

effectiveness 

of this asset 

(barriers/ 

challenges) 

Lack of ability to use a space – for example, not being able 

to use an evacuation centre due to pets not being allowed  

Farmer and DeYoung 2019 

Loss of public spaces and other meeting places due to 

impacts of disaster (for example, a building being destroyed 

or public park flooded), or of recovery efforts (e.g. public 

spaces being used for disaster recovery), leading to reduced 

social interactions 

Cloke and Conradson 2018; 

Maidment et al. 2015 

Top-down place making reducing investment in 

creating/rebuilding the types of places and spaces most 

needed by community to facilitate recovery and resilience 

building 

Cloke and Conradson 2018 

Challenges of attempting to replace or rebuild sites of 

cultural and historical significance versus ‘building new’ 

Forbes 2018 

Delays in rebuilding places or creating new spaces to 

provide a new sense of shared community identify 

associated with those spaces 

Forbes 2018 

Factors that 

enable/ 

facilitate 

effectiveness 

of this asset 

Identification of community place/space needs during 

recovery, to ensure important places and spaces are 

restored/rebuilt/made available, or new places/spaces 

providing these functions developed. For example, 

Richardson and Maninger identify that public meeting 

Cloke and Conradson 2018; 

Richardson and Maninger 

2016 
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spaces (offline or online) can be critical to enabling 

recovery. 

Activation and repurposing of ‘empty space’ to meet 

community needs, often by emerging community 

organisations, which can facilitate development of recovery 

that is community -led and shapes new types of places and 

spaces 

Cloke and Conradson 2018 

Enabling flexible use of spaces/places post disaster so that 

emergent uses can be permitted to establish and grow 

Cloke and Conradson 2018; 

Maidment et al. 2015 

Community-led identification of place and space needs 

during recovery 

Cloke and Conradson 2018; 

Tait et al. 2016 

Inclusion of green spaces in disaster planning to ensure their 

utility and ‘recovery’ post disaster given their positive 

impact on community recovery and wellbeing.  

Miller 2020 

 

Quality of evidence 

Almost all studies identified that examined the role of space and place were qualitative, and 

focused on a single case study. Few compared roles of spaces across different communities, or 

use of different places and spaces in a specific community during disaster recovery (Table 21). 

There is thus limited evidence that points to the importance of places and spaces, while having 

limited generalisability, and providing relatively limited understanding of how and when places 

and spaces work effectively to enable disaster recovery and resilience building.  

Table 21 Quality of evidence – places and spaces 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection  Groups 

studied 

Studies 

Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus groups, 

document analysis) 

Community 

members, 

sometimes 

disaster 

recovery 

workers 

Ingham and Redshaw 2017 (Australia, 

Blue Mountains fires); Cloke and 

Conradson 2018 (New Zealand, 

earthquake); Richardson and Maninger 

2016 (USA, hurricane); Farquhar and 

Dobson 2004 (USA, hurricane); Varheim 

2015 (Japan, earthquake/tsunami); Veil 

and Bishop 2013 (USA, tornado); 

Maidment et al. 2015 (New Zealand, 

earthquake) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus groups, 

document analysis) 

As above Forbes 2018 (New Zealand, Nepal) 

Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media 

analysis) 

As above Farmer and DeYoung 2019 (America, 

hurricane); Tait et al. 2016 (New Zealand) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media 

analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Mixed methods (qualitative 

and quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

 Critical review/ synthesis 

of past studies 

 No studies identified 
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5.3 Community assets – social resources (social capital) 

While Sections 5.1 and 5.2 focused on organisations and specific services, the remaining 

sections examine processes and resources that are not specific to a given organisation, service 

or type of infrastructure. This section examines social resources, which can be broadly defined 

as the social networks and connections people interact with, and which often are used to 

identify information and access resources, and to provide information and support to others. It 

includes the cultural knowledge, connections and processes that are used to enable to support 

social connection and networks. Thus our definition of social resources could equally be 

labelled ‘cultural and social resources’. However, we note that there is a specific and strong 

literature examining the role of cultural resources in the form of specific types of cultural 

knowledge, shared processes and actions that is not examined in depth here: while a small 

number of the studies reviewed examined these aspects of social resources, further studies are 

expected to emerge in this area in coming years that will expand understanding of the specific 

role of shared cultural knowledge and processes, and link these to the roles of community assets 

in disaster recovery. 

Social resources – often referred to as social capital – are well recognised as critical influences 

on the effectiveness and success of disaster recovery and resilience (e.g. James and Paton 

2015). Since 2010, a very large body of work has been published referring to the role of social 

capital in disaster response and recovery. 

While social capital/resources are classified in many ways, three common themes emerged in 

the studies reviewed: studies that examined the relative roles of bonding, bridging and linking 

social capital (examined in Section 5.3.1), that examined the role of social cohesion (Section 

5.3.2) and issues of social inclusion and exclusion (Section 5.3.3). This section is structured 

around these concepts. However, it is important to note that these are not the only ways social 

resources are conceptualised and classified: for example, some focus on describing horizontal 

and vertical networks between organisations and groups at the same hierarchical level in 

society and across scales and cognitive outcomes of shared norms and values that underpin 

social cohesion (James and Paton 2015). These other ways of labelling and conceptualising 

resources were drawn on and integrated into Sections 5.1.1 to 5.1.3 when identified in the 

studies reviewed.  

Many of the studies reviewed examined a number of forms of social capital. Given this overlap, 

which meant the same studies are often referred to in more than one of Sections 5.3.1 to 5.3.4, 

quality of evidence is assessed in a single section (Section 5.3.5) after reviewing key findings 

regarding different aspects of social resources.  

 

5.3.1 Social networks – bonding, bridging and linking social capital 

Social networks are key to the operation of many community assets, and because of their 

importance, are often examined based on the type of social network involved. Most commonly, 

networks are defined as being bonding, bridging or linking networks. Bonding social networks 

are those with a high density of relationships between network members and very close social 

relationships, and typically include networks between close family, friends and neighbours. 

Bonding social networks often provide day to day social contact and support. Bridging 

networks are those that occur between social groups, often ‘bridging’ the divide that would 

otherwise occur between different groups within a community, for example linkages between 

different churches, community organisations, schools, sporting groups, etc. Linking networks, 

meanwhile, link people across different ‘hierarchies’ or ‘power gradients’, for example linking 

householders in a small community (or small community groups) to decision makers in a 
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national government, or to potential donors from a large group of businesses (Masud-All-

Kamal and Hassan 2018, Roque et al. 2020).  

The presence of strong and effective social networks is commonly identified in the literature 

as being important for community resilience, recovery and wellbeing after disaster, and as 

being one of the key predictors of more rapid recovery.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

A key challenge in reviewing literature on social capital is the large volume of studies making 

some reference to social capital of different forms. For this section, the following search strings 

were used: 

• “Bonding social capital” “disaster recovery”: 733 results, of which 688 were 

published since 2010. Many of these were highly relevant for the review; review of 

studies continued until no new themes were emerging. A specific search for 

Australian case studies was undertaken to ensure inclusion of Australian community 

perspectives as part of the findings. 

• “Bridging social capital” “disaster recovery”: 682 results, of which 636 were 

published since 2010. There was high overlap with results of the search examining 

bonding social capital. 

• “Linking social capital” “disaster recovery”: 568 results, of which 530 were 

published since 2010, and there was again high degrees of overlap in the studies 

returned from this search and those returned in searches for bonding and bridging 

social capital. 

Despite the large numbers of studies identified, common themes emerged rapidly in the studies 

reviewed, with similar findings across many studies.  

Key findings 

As identified in Table 22, multiple studies identify differing roles of bonding, bridging and 

linking social capital in disaster recovery and resilience building. In particular, the role of 

bonding social capital is often found to be different to that of bridging and linking capital. 

Bonding capital is often relied on in disaster response and early recovery to provide support 

and access resources, and can be rapidly exhausted as a result, particularly as many people in 

the same close social network may all have been similarly impacted by a disaster. Some studies 

have found that where bonding networks are not close geographically the support they can 

provide may be lower – while others find it may be higher, as the family and friends not living 

in the disaster affected area may be better able to provide support and resources to those who 

are impacted. However, bonding capital is often (although certainly not always) viewed as 

having limitations, particularly for longer-term recovery and resilience building at the 

community scale. Relying on small networks of close family and friends may limit exposure 

to new ideas or awareness of resources and services available in the broader community; may 

reduce the extent to which a community work together to achieve shared goals of community 

recovery; and may also result in higher conflict. Bridging and linking networks, meanwhile, 

have in some studies been found to better connect diverse groups across a community, enable 

development of community-led disaster recovery efforts, and enable leveraging of resources 

into disaster affected communities. They also facilitate development of shared narratives that 

then influence the collective actions taken to prepare to future disasters, impacted whether and 

how resilience is built over time. Factors that limit the effectiveness of social networks include 

lack of trust in some networks, lack of recognition and support of emergent social networks 
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(similar to findings presented earlier discussing emergent online community groups), burnout 

of central individuals who facilitate network interactions, and poor leadership.  

Table 22 Bonding, bridging and linking social capital: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors 

influencing their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during 

and after 

disaster 

Bonding social capital enables access to support – practical, 

emotional, financial – amongst members of the bonded social 

network. It is common amongst close family, close groups of friends, 

and in small communities where strong bonds develop that involve 

high reciprocity and mutual support. 

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Naithani and 

Saha 2020 

 

Bonding capital provides rapid access to support, and is particularly 

highly relied on in initial disaster response, where it is often the 

primary source of support before more ‘formal’ support arrives. The 

role of bonding capital in long-term recovery is debated: some argue 

it remains important, while others argue high reliance on bonding 

capital can inhibit long-term recovery and impede co-production of 

shared recovery processes across diverse groups in a community 

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Nguyen-Trung 

et al 2020; Naithani 

and Saha 2020; 

Masud-All-Kamal and 

Hassan 2018; Kim et 

al. 2017 

Bridging and linking capital provide access to resources located 

outside disaster affected communities, enabling sourcing of resources 

to support communities. A shift to reliance on bridging and linking 

capital to support recovery efforts is noted in some studies, 

particularly as many bonding capital resources are relatively 

exhausted in coping with immediate disaster response.  

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Naithani and 

Saha 2020 

 

Bridging capital is critical to long-term recovery success, particularly 

building of long-term strategies to build resilience. This is argued to 

result from the specific role of bridging capital in building 

cooperative and collaborative action across diverse members of a 

community. 

Nguyen-Trung et al. 

2020; Kim et al. 2017 

Social capital of all forms is strongly linked to being able to reshape 

livelihoods and communities post disaster, and to build resilience 

Naithani and Saha 

2020; Quinn et al. 

2020 

Communities with stronger social capital of all forms prior to and 

during disaster response are likely to be able to recover faster: the 

social capital itself is a critical part of resilience, and building social 

networks is a resilience building activity 

Nakagawa and Shaw 

2004; Sadri et al. 2018 

Some studies view bridging social capital as ‘filling in the gaps’ 

where bonding capital is not sufficient to support disaster recovery 

Hsueh 2019 

Some forms of social capital can reinforce existing inequities and 

inclusion/exclusion: where disaster recovery processes are co-opted 

by some social networks at the expense of others, overall erosion of 

bridging social capital can occur 

Masud-All-Kamal and 

Hassan 2018 

All forms of social capital are critical ways to enable community-led 

recovery, as they enable community members to identify and lead 

recovery. However, the ability to leverage external resources via 

bridging and linking networks is more often identified as enabling 

long-term recovery compared to reliance on the resources available 

via bonding social networks, particularly through better enabling co-

production of community-led recovery compared to bonding capital 

Roque et al. 2020; Kim 

et al. 2017 

Social networks facilitate the development of shared narratives that 

shape the nature of recovery processes, in ways that can promote 

resilience: for example through promoting a shared culture of self-

reliance and positive action. These narratives can also impede 

recovery and resilience building if a negative shared narrative of 

helplessness or inability to act and change emerges through social 

networks. 

Chamlee-Wright and 

Storr 2011; Richardson 

and Maninger 2016 

While multiple studies document the role of social capital in disaster 

response, fewer have examined the role of social capital of different 

forms in recovery processes 

Chamlee-Wright and 

Storr 2011 
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Emergent social capital – meaning the emergence of new and 

different social networks – can occur after disaster, with new 

networks often oriented to enabling disaster recovery and resilience 

building 

James and Paton 2015  

Barriers, 

challenges  

Bonding capital can be rapidly exhausted as often those in bonded 

social networks are all impacted by the same disaster. High demand 

on these networks during and after disaster can exhaust resources. 

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Nguyen-Trung 

et al 2020 

Communities and groups of people who lack linking and bridging 

capital can ‘miss out’ on being allocated resources to support 

recovery 

Hillig and Connell 

2018; Nguyen-Trung 

et al 2020 

Advantaged groups may be more likely to have access to resources 

via bridging and linking capital, while disadvantaged groups may rely 

more on bonded social capital with limited ability to access support 

beyond a relatively small network of people 

Hillig and Connell 

2018 

 

Membership of social networks can determine access to support: 

those belonging to social networks more closely linked to 

government agencies, authorities, or NGOs providing support are 

likely to have better access to support during disaster response and 

recovery, while those with poorer social networks are more likely to 

lack ability to access support 

Hillig and Connell 

2018 

 

Lack of geographical proximity of social networks can reduce 

effectiveness: this is mostly identified in the case of bonding social 

networks. However, a small number of studies identify the opposite 

finding (see enabling factors). 

Naithani and Saha 

2020; Woodhall-

Melnik and Grogan 

2019 

If a disaster causes geographic separation of bonded social networks, 

this can reduce ability to draw support from them and limit their role 

as a community asset. This is documented in several studies in which 

disaster resulted in some residents having to live in different locations 

for a period of time due to the disaster. 

Monteil et al. 2020 

Lack of integration of some residents into bonded social networks, 

for example recent residents may not be able to access support due to 

being excluded from bonded networks due to being a recent arrival, 

or a group viewed as an ‘outsider’ by the group that has strong 

bonding social capital 

Woodhall-Melnik and 

Grogan 2019 

Disaster interventions that bypass existing social networks or exclude 

them can reduce ability to leverage value and positive outcomes from 

existing social networks.  

Gonzalez 2015 

Reinforcement of exclusion if existing social networks are relied on 

in disaster recovery without careful consideration of which residents 

are excluded from those networks 

Masud-All-Kamal and 

Hassan 2018 

Linking capital may be available largely to societal elites who are 

more privileged, and its use by those elites may reduce resources 

leveraged through linking capital reaching those most in need 

Masud-All-Kamal and 

Hassan 2018 

Social capital in general can reinforce inequalities that existed prior 

to disaster when pre-existing networks are relied on to facilitate 

disaster recovery and resilience 

Monteil et al. 2020 

The process of disaster can often disrupt existing social networks 

significantly, reducing ability to use them to support recovery. 

Monteil et al. 2020 

High reliance or ‘fallback’ on using bonding capital post disaster can 

reduce development of bridging and linking networks that may have 

better ability to bring new resources into a community to support 

recovery. Bonding capital is sometimes identified as acting as an 

obstacle to recovery and resilience building as a consequence. 

Monteil et al. 2020 

Ineffective leadership, particularly where strong leaders who are 

highly trusted enact poor recovery and resilience building processes 

Joshi and Aoki 2014 

Lack of trust reducing active utilisation of the information and 

resources emerging from a social network: for example, lack of trust 

in national government may lead to people ignoring national warning 

systems and experiencing greater damage in a disaster 

James and Paton 2015 
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High trust in national government to lead recovery was identified in 

one study to be associated with slower/poorer recovery; another 

identified that high expectations of relying on government aid 

reduced effectiveness of use of social capital 

Joshi and Aoki 2014; 

Chan et al. 2019 

The presence of social capital is not guaranteed to result in more 

effective long-term recovery: active planning to enact and draw on 

social networks is needed to enable effective use of social networks 

James and Paton 2015 

Enabling 

factors 

Close geographic location of bonding social networks can increase 

ability to access and draw on these types of social resources in 

disaster response and recovery  

Naithani and Saha 

2020; Sadri et al. 2018 

Geographically dispersed bonding networks can have benefits for 

those impacted by a disaster, as those affected have access to support 

from a group of close family/friends who were not impacted in the 

same ways from the disaster. 

Masud-All-Kamal and 

Hassan 2018 

Investing to actively maintain, enhance and build social capital can 

contribute to longer term resilience: this approach involves not 

viewing social capital as a resource that is ‘drawn down’ but actively 

building social capital in new forms as a critical part of building 

resilience and disaster recovery. This is referred to as ‘seeding’ social 

capital, and ideally can occur throughout all periods of time pre and 

post disaster (e.g. through sport for development initiatives). 

Gonzalez 2015; Roque 

et al. 2020; Guinto and 

Logan 2021 

NGOs are commonly identified as important parts of bridging social 

networks that can act to build the capacity of these networks to 

function effectively to support disaster recovery 

Chan et al. 2019 

Providing resources to support the actions of all types of social 

networks can enable them to leverage benefits from the linkages 

available in those networks (in contrast, as noted in barriers, 

bypassing existing social networks and creating parallel networks can 

reduce ability to effectively draw on social capital in all forms to 

support disaster recovery and resilience building) 

Gonzalez 2015 

Leadership. Strong leadership has been identified as a factor that 

enables positive use of existing social capital of all forms, but 

particularly bridging and linking, to support disaster recovery. 

Nakagawa and Shaw 

2004; Roque et al. 

2020; Joshi and Aoki 

2014; Joshi and Aoki 

2014 

Trust. Levels of trust between those in social networks predict extent 

to which those social networks will be successfully drawn on to 

facilitate disaster recovery and resilience building. In particular, high 

trust in government is associated with faster recovery, although there 

are some contradictory findings (see barriers section) 

Nakagawa and Shaw 

2004; Roque et al. 

2020; Sadri et al. 2018; 

Joshi and Aoki 2014 

Recognition of social capital as a disaster recovery asset. Recognising 

and actively incorporating consideration of different social networks 

in disaster recovery processes enables better utilisation of this 

community asset in these processes and reduces risk of 

duplication/creation of new, less effective networks instead of using 

existing social networks to facilitate recovery. 

Nakagawa and Shaw 

2004; James and Paton 

2015 

 

5.3.2 Social cohesion 

Social cohesion identifies two main dimensions within any given community: the sense of 

belonging to that community and the relationships amongst community members. It describes 

the extent of community connectedness and solidarity, aspects which are often referred to the 

literature as being important for community recovery. In this section the impact of social 

cohesion across a range of community contexts and adverse conditions (ie disaster types) is 

explored to identify the impacts of social cohesion on community resilience, recovery and 

wellbeing, the key drivers and inhibitors of social cohesion post disaster and potential 

approaches to improve social cohesion.  
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Studies identified and reviewed 

Many of the studies examining bonding, bridging and linking social capital discussed the role 

of social cohesion. In addition to those studies, the following searches were used to identify 

further insight into the role of social cohesion as a community asset: 

• “social cohesion” “disaster recovery”: 2,790 results; 2,440 published since 2010 

• “social conflict” “disaster recovery”: 697 results, 535 published since 2010 

• “community cohesion” “disaster recovery: 1,110 results, 936 published since 2010 

• “community conflict” “disaster recovery”: 248 results, 149 published since 2010 

As with other searches, there was a reasonably high degree of overlap in the studies, with the 

same study often being returned by more than one of the search strings. Many studies referred 

to community conflict in passing, as something that may be reduced after disaster by 

implementing the process they were examining. For example, Meyer and Hendricks 2018 

example the role of using photography to more rapidly assess housing damage and enable 

rebuilding processes, and argue this may reduce incidence of community conflict, but do not 

directly examine whether it does. Studies were only included where social cohesion or lack of 

it were a core focus of the study. 

Key findings 

The studies reviewed commonly identified that greater social cohesion often facilitated 

recovery, with more success in recovery, and more rapid recovery, associated with 

communities whose residents rated their community as having high levels of cohesion (Table 

23). Cohesion was measured in a range of ways across studies, and sometimes in ways that 

correlated more with the presence of social networks than with the outcomes generated such as 

levels of trust and reciprocity in a community. Most studies do not specifically examine how 

higher levels of cohesion facilitate recovery. Those that do, or which review likely mechanisms 

by which cohesion has a positive impact, usually identify that having higher levels of identity, 

trust and reciprocity facilitates more effective and rapid collaborative community action in 

recovery. Thus cohesion is in most studies considered to be an indicator of the presence of 

resilience in and of itself, rather than an asset used to build resilience, although this is not 

explicitly identified. One exception here was Prayag et al (2021) who explicitly explored the 

interdependencies between sense of place, social capital, and psychological resilience in 

building psychological wellbeing. 

Barriers and challenges include a community having low levels of social cohesion prior to a 

disaster, the disaster itself or recovery processes having a negative impact on this cohesion, 

and some groups being excluded from the networks that have high levels of social cohesion. 

One also identified that in some cases trauma may be higher in highly cohesive networks, due 

to sharing of trauma experiences (Woodall-Melnik and Grogan 2019).  

Table 23 Social cohesion: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Strong social cohesion in a community facilitates 

decision making and collective action, enables rapid 

action and supports change; those living in community 

with high levels of community cohesion are more likely 

to report experiencing community recovery in general, 

and more rapid recovery 

Hillig and Connell 2018; 

Rampengan et al. 2014; 

Bergstrand and Mayer 2020; Gero 

et al. 2020; Quinn et al. 2020; 

Prayag et al 2021 

Strong social cohesion can create a shared sense of 

purpose and direction, and collaboration that can support 

building resilience and recovering from disaster 

Woodhall-Melnik and Grogan 

2019; Ntontis et al. 2020 
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Bridging and linking capital – which often link people 

from groups who otherwise have a limited amount in 

common – are identified in some studies as being more 

important to social cohesion than bonding social capital, 

which in some cases can be associated with lower social 

cohesion and ‘fracturing’ of a community into multiple 

small closely bonded networks that do not support each 

other 

Monteil et al. 2020 

Lack of social cohesion, and high levels of social conflict, 

prior to disaster are associated with greater challenges in 

disaster recovery and resilience building 

Danielak 2020; Grattan et al. 

2011 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Social cohesion can be associated with exclusion of some 

groups: the group with strong cohesion protects its 

members, while (intentionally or unintentionally) 

excluding others from access 

Rahill et al. 2014; Hillig and 

Connell 2018 

 

Highly cohesive groups can experience heightened 

collective anxiety, with sharing of anxiety leading to 

increased anxiety/ fear/ collective trauma across the whole 

group, particularly if all are sharing negative experiences 

with limited access to positive support resources 

Woodhall-Melnik and Grogan 

2019 

Social conflict is common in disaster recovery processes, 

and the recovery process itself has high potential to trigger 

conflict, as does the trauma caused by disaster 

Wimbardana and Sagala 2018; 

Grattan et al. 2011 

 Impacts of disaster can make it challenging to maintain 

community cohesion in some disasters, particularly where 

there are perceived inequalities in impacts and/or response 

and recovery effort 

Bergstrand and Mayer 2020 

Enabling 

factors 

High levels of social cohesion prior to disaster Danielak 2020 

Ability to maintain social networks and interactions that 

support cohesion post-disaster 

Bergstrand and Mayer 2020 

Type of disaster: some suggest that the type of disaster 

itself may result in differences in social cohesion and 

ability to effectively use this cohesion to achieve positive 

recovery and resilience building 

Bergstrand and Mayer 2020 

 

5.3.3 Social inclusion and exclusion 

The previous two sections have both identified that processes of social inclusion and exclusion 

are often associated with the operation of social networks. Social capital, while widely 

recognised as having positive impacts for those who are able to access and utilise social 

networks to achieve social, emotional and practical support, can also have negative impacts. In 

particular, some groups and individuals may be excluded from social networks, and because of 

this may be excluded from accessing some types of informal or formal support forming part of 

disaster recovery processes (see for example Demiroz and Hu 2014). This was clearly 

identified in the previous sections, where common barriers and challenges to the effective use 

of bonding, bridging and linking social capital as community assets typically relate to the 

patterns of social inclusion and exclusion these networks may create. There is a clear tension 

here, with utilisation of existing social networks enabling more rapid and effective disaster 

recovery – but also often reinforcing exclusion of some groups who do not have access to these 

networks, while privileging those people who are part of these networks.  

Social inclusion and social exclusion are not simply the inverse of each other, they are separate 

and equally important social conditions. Social exclusion occurs when an individual is denied 

full access to opportunities and resources which are fundamental to social integration and 

normally available within a society or community. An individual becomes excluded due to a 

range of inequitable social, cultural, political and economic processes which may occur at 
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individual, household, group, community, country and global levels. Social inclusion is the 

ability to participate in society. It involves the feeling of being accepted, the capacity to 

determine levels of participation, and membership of social networks. 

Both social inclusion and social exclusion are referred to extensively in the literature as being 

important for community resilience, recovery and wellbeing. The role of inclusion was 

examined as part of the previous two sections, where inclusion in networks, and resulting levels 

of social cohesion, enable more effective disaster recovery. As this section focuses more on 

social exclusion and the challenges it can present, the findings do not identify roles, 

barriers/challenges and enablers, but rather the key themes that emerged from the review.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

In addition to the social resources-related searches identified in previous sections, many of 

which included findings related to social inclusion and exclusion, the following search strings 

were used: 

• “social exclusion” “disaster recovery”: 1,170 results, 966 published since 2010 

• “social inclusion” “disaster recovery”: 1,270 results, 1,110 published since 2010 

• “marginalisation” “disaster recovery”: 872 results, 730 published since 2010 

• “marginalised” “disaster recovery”: 1,630 results, 1,370 published since 2010. 

These searches returned a large number of results. Common themes were identified, however 

it is likely that further review would identify further relevant themes beyond those identified 

in Table 24. As this project continues, we will continue reviewing literature examining how 

experience of social exclusion and marginalisation impacts disaster recovery, and how to utilise 

community assets to better enable successful recovery of those who experience social 

exclusion.  

Key findings 

The studies reviewed identified that existing processes of inclusion and exclusion are often 

reinforced by the types of disaster recovery and resilience building processes enacted in 

communities, and embedded knowledge sharing approaches. As such, recovery design needs 

to consider those likely to experience marginalisation to reduce this exclusion. This suggests 

that relying on existing social networks in community-led processes is likely to reinforce 

exclusion. Some also argue that recovery and resilience building approaches that emphasise 

self-reliance, individual response over collective response, and privatisation of resilience 

building through market mechanisms, may reinforce exclusion. 

Table 24 Social inclusion and exclusion: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing 

their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

Common themes and findings Studies  

Disaster recovery processes can, when they work well, reduce 

exclusion of some groups from access to resilience resources 

Merilainen et al. 2019 

Recent residents of regions may be excluded from social networks 

(bonding, bridging and linking) and as a result experience barriers 

accessing support for disaster recovery via social networks 

Woodhall-Melnik and Grogan 2019 

 

Disaster recovery interventions may either reduce incidence of 

social exclusion or reinforce it, depending on how they are designed 

and implemented. Relying on pre-existing social networks to deliver 

recovery processes can in particular reinforce existing inequalities 

and inequities in a community. Many disaster recovery processes 

Gonzalez 2015; Monteil et al. 2020; 

Sovacool et al. 2018 
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effectively reinforce privilege and exclude marginalised groups, 

often reducing their ability to recovery successfully.  

Many social networks have some level of exclusivity, meaning 

some people or groups are more likely to be included and others 

more likely to be excluded from the network. This is documented 

for bonding, bridging and linking capital. Thus utilising social 

capital as a community asset has high potential to reinforce 

exclusion if not done carefully. Marginalised societal groups are 

more likely to be excluded from social networks, thus existing 

exclusion is often reinforced in networks of social capital. 

Masud-All-Kamal and Hassan 2018; 

Kim et al. 2017; Aldrich 2011 

Some types of disaster governance processes – particularly those 

emphasising self-reliance and requiring groups to self-organise and 

lead their own recovery – have potential to further marginalise 

groups who already experience disadvantage, as they have lower 

capacity to successfully enact these processes, and may be excluded 

from having access to those with skills and resources they need. 

Merilainen et al. 2019 

Targeting disaster recovery and resilience building resources so they 

are specifically allocated to reach marginalised groups can better 

enable access and reduce risk of ‘included’ groups dominating use 

of and access to these resources. 

Gurtner 2016 

Marginalised groups can be readily excluded from disaster recovery 

processes, and/or further marginalised, with recovery processes 

often inherently biased to existing patterns of privilege. This has 

most commonly identified with respect to ‘command and control’ 

responses to disaster, but also having potential to occur in 

community-led disaster recovery processes. For example, there is 

an identified need for Disability Informed Disaster Risk Reduction 

processes to ensure the inclusion of their needs and aspirations.  

Sovacool et al. 2018; Hsu et al. 2019; 

Villeneuve et al. 2021.  

Some studies argue that neo-liberal approaches to disaster 

governance are particularly likely to result in further marginalisation 

or exclusion of already marginalised/excluded groups of people. 

This is argued to occur through the emphasis on privatisation, 

individualism and self-responsibility. 

Cretney 2019; Harvey et al. 2015 

Processes that better include those who are marginalised provide 

better opportunity to learn from and leverage the strengths 

marginalised groups have learned and implemented to be resilient: 

this can benefit disaster recovery more broadly 

Marlowe 2015 

Disasters can create opportunities for development of shared 

narratives that themselves can facilitate greater inclusion of groups 

who have previously been marginalised: thus disaster itself can 

provide an opportunity to challenge and change previous patterns of 

social inclusion and exclusion. 

Marlowe 2015 

Previous and contemporary colonialization practices inhibit the role 

and capacity for Indigenous culture to positively influence disaster 

risk reduction. Community based approaches that support 

Indigenous and non-indigenous knowledge and decision-making is 

needed.  

Ali et al. 2021 

 

5.3.4 Quality of evidence on social resources 

The quality of evidence on the role of social and cultural resources in disaster recovery is good, 

but the nature of the evidence often fits the characterisation of ‘broad but shallow’ when 

considering the level of understanding of how to support social resources to increase their 

effectiveness in disaster recovery and resilience building (Table 25). As identified by 
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Woodward et al. (2021) in their review of asset based community development, very little 

comprehensive evaluation of asset-based approaches is undertaken. Most studies use single 

case study regions and qualitative methods: these identify often similar findings, but also have 

identified several contradictory findings, such as contradicting findings regarding the role of 

bonding social capital in some circumstances. This suggests a need to better understand when, 

how, why and for whom social resources facilitate disaster recovery. A more critical 

examination is needed of the inclusion and exclusion implications of leveraging existing social 

networks, which may exclude key groups. Ali et al. (2021) conducted a comprehensive critical 

investigation of the role and inhibitors for culturally informed disaster risk reduction, but this 

was only a single case study and location.  

Our conclusion that the literature is broad but shallow is reinforced by those researching this 

area. For example, Townshend et al. (2015) point out the same gap and identify a need for 

longitudinal studies that better examine the role of social cohesion through different stages of 

disaster. In one of the only comparative studies identified in this review, they identified that 

there was not always the expected associated between high social cohesion and high resilience 

to disaster in the cases they examined. This indicates a need to better understand when, how 

and why cohesion enables resilience and supports recovery, versus not doing so.  

Table 25 Quality of evidence – social resources 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data 

collection  

Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups, document 

analysis) 

Predominantly data 

collected from 

community leaders 

and disaster recovery 

workers; less 

commonly from 

community members 

(Chamlee-Wright and 

Storr 2011 being a 

notable exception): 

small number in 

Indigenous 

communities (see Ali 

et al. 2021) 

Rampengan et al. 2014 (Indonesia, 

eruption); Rahill et al. 2014 (Haiti); 

Marlowe 2015 (New Zealand, 

earthquake); Harvey et al. 2015 (USA, 

hurricane); Nguyen-Trung et al 2020 

(Vietnam, drought); Naithani and Saha 

2020 (flood, India); Woodhall-Melnik 

and Grogan 2019 (flood, Canada); 

Gonzalez 2015 (Thailand, tsunami); 

Hsueh 2019 (Japan, typhoon); Masud-

All-Kamal and Hassan 2018 

(Bangladesh, cyclone); Monteil et al. 

2020 (Montserrat, eruption); Roque et al. 

2020 (Puerto Rico, hurricane); Chamlee-

Wright and Storr 2011 (USA, Hurricane 

Katrina); Richardon and Maninger 2016 

(USA); Wimdardana and Sagasla 2012 

(Indonesia, earthquake); Danielak 2020 

(South Africa, cyclical/cumulative 

disaster); Ali et al. 2021 (Australian 

Indigenous DRR); Guinto and Logan 

2021 (Philipines, typhoon, sport for 

development)  

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups, document 

analysis) 

As above, although 

Villeneuve et al. 

(2021) spoke with 

people with 

disabilities as well as 

service providers and 

recovery workers.  

Nakagawa and Shaw 2004 (Japan, India, 

earthquake); James and Paton 2015 

(Mynamar, Taiwan); Aldrich 2011 (India, 

tsunami); Gurtner 2016 (Indonesia, 

longitudinal study); Sovacool et al. 2018 

(USA, Thailand, Philippines, New 

Zealand); Villeneuve et al. (2021) 

(Australia) 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Quantitative data 

(surveys, social 

media, media 

analysis) 

Predominantly 

community members 

Sadri et al. 2017 (USA, tornado); Joshi 

and Aoki 2014 (India); Bergstrand and 

Mayer 2020 (USA, oil spill); Gero et al. 

2020 (Japan, earthquake/tsunami); 
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Ntontis et al. 2020 (UK, flood); Quinn et 

al. 2020 (UK, flood) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Quantitative data 

(surveys, social 

media, media 

analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Single case 

(single disaster, 

location) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

Predominantly 

community members 

Chan et al. 2019 (Malaysia, floods) 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

Predominantly 

community members 

Townshend et al. 2015 (Canada, 

wildfire); Hsu et al. 2019 (multiple 

countries) 

 Critical review/ 

synthesis of past 

studies 

 Kim et al. 2017 

 Other  Merilainen et al. 2019; Cretney 2019 

 

5.4 Community assets – financial and legal/planning resources 

In this section the idea of financial capital as community asset is explored, including whether 

and how it is unlocked to able positive community resilience, recovery and wellbeing 

outcomes. As financial resources are sourced from many places to support disaster recovery, 

we examined different types of financial resource: Section 5.4.1 examines household financial 

resources, while Section 5.4.2 considers the role of local businesses and the local economy as 

an asset that is drawn on in disaster recovery, Section 5.4.3 examines community donations, 

and Section 5.4.4 examines funding provided by governments. As many studies examine 

financial and legal/planning resources at the same time, reference to legal and regulatory 

structures is also discussed in this section where appropriate. For example, after a disaster, 

specific planning regulations may be implemented that aim to reduce risk presented to life and 

property in future disasters. These regulations and planning decisions will shape the type of 

disaster recovery households and communities can engage in, and can impact the financial 

resources available to them by constraining or changing future livelihood opportunities. Similar 

to social resources, as many studies examined multiple aspects of financial resources, the 

quality of evidence on financial resources is assessed in a single section (Section 5.3.5), rather 

than in relation to each aspect of financial resources examined.  

5.4.1 Household financial resources 

Household financial resources are the financial assets and processes of a household, and 

includes availability of regular income, cost of living, access to savings, and access to financial 

support (informal and formal). It is well established that household financial resilience affects 

community resilience, here we examine the literature to identify the extent to which that 

household financial resilience supports not only the individual household but also broader 

community disaster recovery and wellbeing. This section considers household financial 

resources available to households in the absence of donations or government grants, which are 

examined in the next sections.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

The following search strings were used: 

• “household financial” “disaster recovery”: 130 results, 96 published since 2010 

• “household” “financial resources” “disaster recovery”: 3,330 results, 2,600 since 

2010 
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Key findings 

Household financial resources can make an important contribution to community disaster 

recovery, however almost all available studies examine their role without identifying whether 

and how these resources more broadly support community recovery. These studies have 

identified a range of barriers to using financial resources, including low liquidity and slow 

timeframes for accessing some resources such as insurance payments, and the impact of 

psychosocial conditions on financial decision-making (Table 26). The role of household 

financial resources in influencing community recovery was mostly discussed in relation to the 

implementation of specific programs that require households to have specific types of financial 

resources in place as part of building resilience to disasters: in some cases, these can result in 

patterns of inclusion and exclusion that change the overall shape of a community, and that can 

reinforce privilege while displacing those with fewer financial resources (see for example 

Paganini 2019). Some also describe financial resource provision to households that can 

overcome exclusion (e.g. Salignac et al. 2019).  

Table 26 Household financial resources: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing 

their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Household financial resources are critical in disaster recovery: they 

are used not only to support the household they ‘belong’ to but also in 

many cases to support broader community recovery. Financial 

resources can refer to a range of resources the household can access, 

from credit card borrowing to other loans, funds from insurance 

claims, savings, and ability to sell assets or divest investments to 

access resources needed for recovery. 

Gallagher and Hartley 

2017; Quandt 2018; 

Salignac et al. 2019; 

Eriksen and de Vet 

2021 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Low liquidity of financial resources: there is often a long time gap 

between disaster occurring, and availability of funds for recovery 

from sources such as insurance companies; lack of cash flow for both 

households, and small businesses/ employers that are the source of 

income for households, is common after disaster.  

Woodhall-Melnik and 

Grogan 2019; Wiatt et 

al. 2020 

Difficulty using financial resources, with lengthy planning approval 

processes, lack of available human and physical resources such as 

building supplies or tradespeople for rebuilding, delaying ability to 

transform financial resources into action that supports recovery and 

resilience  

Woodhall-Melnik and 

Grogan 2019 

Reliance on insurance payouts associated with slower disaster recovery 

in some studies.  

Sadri et al. 2018 

Some homeowners may experience constraints in accessing or using 

financial resources, such as pressure to use these in socially acceptable 

ways, or from financial institutions to use funds to pay off debts rather 

than engage in some rebuilding activities 

Gallagher and Hartley 

2017 

Mandatory household financial resilience programs, for example 

mandatory insurance requirements in zones at high threat, can act to 

reinforce socio-economic inequity through favouring those who can 

afford insurance, and driving out those who are less able to afford the 

mandatory requirements. This can result in ‘environmental 

gentrification’ (Paganini 2019) 

Paganini 2019 

Access to many types of financial resources, such as savings, loans and 

credit card funds, is typically lower amongst disadvantaged groups, and 

may be further negatively impacted by disaster 

Tran and Sheldon 

2019 

Lack of financial knowledge can reduce households’ ability to access 

and effectively use their financial resources to recover from disaster 

Salignac et al. 2019 

Some financial products such as insurance are increasingly 

recommended to be used to provide signals that build household 

financial resilience through sending price signals. However, some 

argue this effectively ‘individualises’ disaster preparation and reduces 

community resilience through diverting resilience building action to 

Lucas and Booth 2020 
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individual action rather than collaborative community scale action, and 

reduces action based on shared responsibilities. 

Many measures of household financial resilience used to identify 

whether households are financially vulnerable are limited in scope and 

do not encompass the full range of financial resources households may 

draw on 

Quandt 2018 

Insurance can provide some forms of financial resilience, however has 

important limitations, for example its effectiveness it impacted by the 

psychosocial conditions experienced by the individual.  

Eriksen and de Vet  

2021 

Enabling 

factors 

Some argue that developing better market-based products that 

effectively force households to build financial resilience through 

giving price signals such as high insurance premiums can increase 

household financial resilience; others criticise this approach 

Lucas and Booth 2020 

Making available microfinance products that support the financially 

vulnerable to build access to financial resources can reduce 

vulnerability and enable more rapid recovery 

Salignac et al. 2019 

 

5.4.2 Community financial assets 

Community financial assets include the strength and diversity of local economic activity, with 

a particular focus on employment opportunities and the ability of a community to maintain jobs 

and provide financial support during and after adverse events. Here we examine the literature 

on community financial assets to identify the types of community financial assets typically 

used to support community resilience, recovery and wellbeing outcomes, and the ways in which 

such assets can be mobilised to achieve positive outcomes. 

A financial asset that is particularly relevant to disaster recovery is the recovery of affected 

businesses. Businesses play an important role in modern Australian society. They provide 

goods and services to consumers, employment for workers, and can facilitate social interaction, 

for example, friends meeting at a café. As such, the section has a strong focus on resilient 

businesses. 

Studies identified and reviewed 

The following search strings were used: 

• “business recovery” “disaster recovery” 2,460 results, 1,540 since 2010 

• “business recovery “bushfire” 101 results, 78 since 2010 

Key findings 

The local economy is an important community asset, and usually comprises a range of local 

businesses, many owned and operated by local people, others being local branches of larger 

companies or businesses. Despite local businesses being critical to providing ongoing income 

to those impacted by disaster, and the ongoing functioning of a community, very few studies 

examine business recovery from disaster – and these do not typically examine the role of 

businesses in enabling broader community disaster recovery and resilience building (Table 27). 

Similar barriers to recovery and resilience building are noted for businesses as for many other 

organisations, with leadership of business managers/owners, ability to access finances. Studies 

of drought also indicate a need to consider whether financial support provided to communities 

is displacing local business activity: studies of drought have identified that provision of direct 

donations into drought-affected communities can have the perverse outcome of further 

worsening impacts of drought on local businesses, through reducing already lower-than-typical 

demand for their goods and services (Schirmer and Brown 2019).  
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A general lack of research examining disaster recovery amongst small businesses impacted by 

disaster has been noted in the literature (Marshall and Schrank 2014). They noted that most 

studies of business recovery focus on those businesses still operating after disaster, and do not 

include those that closed due to disaster; involve small samples; and focus on whether pre-

disaster actions such as insurance affect recovery rather than examining processes impacting 

businesses during recovery phases.  

Table 27 Community financial resources: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing 

their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Business recovery is strongly interlinked with household 

and community recovery: all affect each other 

Marshall and Schrank 2014 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Lack of cash flow after disaster can reduce ability to 

resume business operations 

Wiatt et al. 2020 

Premature withdrawal of reconstruction support can 

reduce recovery 

Huang et al. 2018 

Design of financial assistance can impact local 

businesses: if assistance delivered effectively bypasses 

or substitutes for goods that would otherwise have been 

purchased from local businesses, this can impede 

recovery of local businesses who would otherwise have 

received income from purchase of goods and services 

Schirmer and Brown 2019 

Disruptions to staffing resulting from the disaster may 

inhibit business recovery 

Corey et al. 2011; Watson et al. 

2020 

A loss of customers post-disaster may be as, or more, 

disruptive to businesses than the actual disaster 

Corey et al. 2011; Watson et al. 

2020 

Enabling 

factors 

Some studies identify that the type of business predicts 

recovery: one study found sole proprietorship predicted 

positive business recovery (LeSage et al. 2011), while 

others suggest that small businesses are less likely to 

recover successfully than others, and that large 

businesses have access to networks and resources that 

often better predict survival. 

LeSage et al. 2011, Marshall and 

Schrank 2014 

Collaboration between businesses, NGOs and 

government can support recovery 

Huang et al. 2018 

The prospects of recovery may be improved by effective 

marketing strategies; negative images of whether a 

community is ‘open for business’ can reduce return of 

business 

Walters & Mair 2012 

Disaster preparedness actions such as investing in 

insurance may improve business recovery 

Orchiston 2013; Marshall and 

Schrank 2014 

Business owners with previous disaster experience, or 

otherwise with positive resilience, are more likely to 

recover from disaster 

Marshall and Schrank 2014 

 

5.4.3 External financial support – community donations  

Community donations are often used to provide support for community recovery: as such, they 

represent an asset communities often use to support recovery and resilience building. Donations 

range from direct donations from an individual to an organisation/event through to donations 

from large philanthropic organisations. In this section of the review the literature on community 

donations is explored to identify the types of community donations, how community donations 
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support community resilience, recovery and wellbeing outcomes, and the characteristics of 

community donation programs which are perceived as being successful.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

Two search strings were used, and relevant studies returned from each reviewed until no new 

themes were emerging: 

• “Disaster recovery” “donations”: While returning a large number of studies, this 

search string had many results of limited relevance, with few studies specifically 

focusing on the role of donations in disaster recovery processes 

• “Disasters” “donations”: This search returns 22,600 results for the period 2010 and 

2020, and many had high relevance. While many were focused on donations in 

immediate disaster response periods, a number examined donations and their role 

over time after a disaster, extending into disaster recovery and disaster preparation.  

Key findings 

Despite the central role of donations in many recovery processes, there are surprisingly few 

studies examining the specific role of donations (versus other sources of funding) in disaster 

recovery and resilience building processes. In particular, there is limited literature examining 

how effective donations typically are, and whether issues such as specific limitations on use of 

donations, transaction costs, and processes for distributing donations influence their 

effectiveness. There is a clear need to better understand how donation processes can be 

designed to better support community recovery and resilience building. 

Despite the relatively limited literature, there is clear evidence of the importance of donations 

in providing financial resources to communities in disaster recovery (Table 28), with donations 

enabling rapid scaling up of disaster response and recovery actions. Many of the barriers to 

donations having an effective role as a community asset relate to how they are sourced, with 

some studies identifying that flow of donation funds often ceases rapidly after initial disaster, 

and that poor coordination of donation processes can result in duplication of effort. In the area 

of drought, the challenge of donations replacing local business activity has been noted, with 

donations having potential to displace local business activity and impede recovery of local 

businesses as a result (see previous section). Many donations are made for specific activities, 

with limited scope as to how donations can be used limited their ability to form a meaningful 

part of community-led recovery. Enabling factors may include ensuring community members 

are able to lead the determination of how resources are used (although this was not explicitly 

documented in the studies reviewed, it was implied by the challenges they documented), 

coordination and collaboration between those managing donation processes, and ensuring 

donations continue and are able to be utilised for longer periods that allow their use to support 

longer-term recovery as well as shorter-term disaster response/ 

Table 28 Community donations: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Donations made to NGOs are often used to leverage fast response 

and action, particularly in disaster response by disaster-specialised 

NGOs. This can enable NGOs to address gaps in disaster response 

by government.  

Kim et al. 2010 

Donations can leverage the private sector to enable it to contribute 

to disaster recovery. Donations can enable rapid ‘scaling up’ of 

response not otherwise possible, whether in the form of financial 

donations, or donations of business warehousing/supply chains/ 

physical goods. 

Chandra et al. 2016 
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Increasingly, many organisations in the private sector are investing 

not only in disaster response, but in preparedness and resilience 

building action, however there is little examination of the 

effectiveness of different approaches to this changing role 

Chandra et al. 2016 

Donations enable the functioning of long-term disaster specialised 

NGOs, which in turn enables their rapid response to disasters in 

differing locations 

Kim et al. 2010 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Many of those who are most motivated to donate funds may be least 

capable of doing so, due to themselves experiencing negative 

impacts from the disaster event.  

Muller and Kraussl 2011 

Donations may be made for a range of reasons, not all motivated by 

achieving the greatest good: in some cases, the main motivation for 

donation is to be ‘seen’ to be doing good, and may be to improve 

reputation of a company or for another motivation unrelated to 

achieving positive outcomes in terms of disaster recovery. In these 

cases, the positive reputation gain associated with the donation is 

the reward, and there may be little scrutiny, attention or governance 

regarding whether the donation is used to achieve positive recovery 

and resilience outcomes. 

Muller and Kraussl 2011 

Lack of clarity and debate about where and how donations should 

be used to contribute to disaster recovery versus public sector 

investment 

Chandra et al. 2016 

Slow release of funds from donation processes Chandra et al. 2016 

Limited scope of donations, often focusing on rapid-onset disaster 

and disaster response, and less on extended disaster and on 

recovery, preparation and resilience building 

Chandra et al. 2016 

Lack of coordination of donation processes, from seeking donations 

to distributing donations to support communities affected by 

disasters 

Chandra et al. 2016 

Administrative and regulatory barriers to providing some types of 

donations or support 

Chandra et al. 2016 

Active processes seeking donations can position a community as 

‘disaster affected’ and interfere with efforts to encourage 

resumption of some activities such as tourism, by influencing public 

perceptions of the community 

Walters and Mair 2012 

Donation campaigns can reinforce helplessness or result in stigma 

within communities, and be associated with conflict over who did 

and didn’t receive support 

Tierney and Oliver-

Smith 2012 

Donations may not be made equitable available, with some groups 

privileged over others in receiving donations 

Tierney and Oliver-

Smith 2012 

Donations may provide funding only in the short-term, with public 

attention fading rapidly after initial occurrence of disaster; this is 

particularly problematic for relying on donations for longer term 

processes of disaster recovery and resilience building/disaster 

preparation. This is associated with findings that higher media 

attention to a disaster is associated with higher donation: thus 

disasters receiving less media attention are likely to achieve fewer 

donations, irrespective of objective level of need or impact. 

However, this occurs if specific NGOs are mentioned in media 

coverage, rather than in relation to generic coverage – which may 

result in donations largely clustering to large NGOs that are 

prominently mentioned in media reports of disaster. 

Tanaka et al. 2012 cited 

in Cheng et al. 2016; 

Cheng et al. 2016; Martin 

2013; McKenzie 2011; 

Waters 2013; Wei and 

Marinova 2016 

Donors are more likely to donate to support groups they share 

identity/group membership with than others; this can lead to 

donations reinforcing existing patterns social exclusion/inclusion 

James and Zagefka 2017 

More broadly, lack of availability of the services donations seek to 

fund may result in failure of donations to translate into delivery of 

increased and effective on-ground action (this may be in relation to 

O’Donovan 2015 



Evaluating current knowledge of the role of community assets – Findings 

88 

 

lack of staff with required skills, infrastructure, or availability of 

services the funding is intended to support) 

Willingness to donate may be lower if there is a strong perception 

that others are donating sufficient amounts, or that government is 

providing sufficient funds 

Zagefka et al. 2012 

Enabling 

factors 

Effective coordination of delivery and use of donations, with some 

identifying that enabling locally-led decision making regarding use 

is particularly effective 

Kusumasari and Alam 

2012 

Downward accountability: requiring transparent reporting to 

recipients regarding how funds were used may increase 

effectiveness through increasing the linkages between those 

sourcing and deciding on distributions of funding, and those 

receiving it 

Taylor et al. 2014 

Some studies have identified that donations to NGOs operating in 

disaster affected areas remain high for up to 2 years after disaster, 

contradicting results of other studies indicating rapid ‘drop off’ in 

donations once news attention to a disaster declines 

McKenzie 2011 

 

5.4.4 External financial support – government funding and grants 

Government funding and grants are an important asset for community recovery, however the 

impact of government grants varies based on a number of aspects including timing of provision 

and conditions place on their use. As summarised in Table 29, government funding is often 

central to disaster recovery, but limited by delays in funding being available, complex 

processes for accessing funding, limited scope and flexibility in how funds may be used, and 

complex reporting requirements. Enabling factors can include simplifying and streamlining 

processes to enable funds to be more easily applied for and accounted for, thus reducing the 

burden places on those recovering from disaster when they seek to access funds.  

Table 29 Government funding and grants: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing 

their effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after 

disaster 

Government funding is often used to support a range of 

disaster recovery and resilience building processes. There is 

widespread debate about how best to design government 

funding packages, how to deliver them, timeframes and level 

of flexibility versus direct constraint on types of uses to which 

government funds are put.  

Macaskill and Guthrie 2018 

Barriers, 

challenges  

Lengthy periods of time before grants are made available to 

recipients, due to the time taken to establish grant processes, 

review applications, and implement grant money 

Woodhall-Melnik and 

Grogan 2019 

Complex application processes that are difficult for potential 

applicants to navigate 

Woodhall-Melnik and 

Grogan 2019; Martinet 2019 

Not all members of the public supporting taxes being used for 

disaster relief payments 

Kim et al. 2010 

There is growing reliance on non-government organisations 

and charitable donations, which may reduce support for 

government grant processes; the opposite also applies, with 

perceptions of high availability of government funding 

potentially reducing volume of donations 

Kim et al. 2010; Zagefka et 

al. 2010 

Some studies argue that government funding is often too 

focused on response and initial recovery and that more 

investment in proactive action (preparation, resilience 

building) is needed  

Macaskill and Guthrie 2018 

Government funding delivered into areas where there are 

constraints on delivery of services such as building 

Macaskill and Guthrie 2018 
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construction may result in price rises, with funding being less 

effective as a result of its own impact on prices 

Constraints on how grants/funds can be spent can reduce their 

effectiveness in building resilience, for example where they 

are focused on ‘replacement’ of previous assets/infrastructure 

rather than on ‘building back better’ to increase resilience 

Macaskill and Guthrie 2018; 

Martinet 2019 

More broadly, lack of availability of the services governments 

are funding may result in failure of grants to deliver effective 

on-ground action (this may be in relation to lack of staff with 

required skills, infrastructure, or availability of services the 

funding is intended to support) 

O’Donovan 2015 

Enabling 

factors 

Downward accountability: requiring transparent reporting to 

recipients regarding how funds were used may increase 

effectiveness through increasing the linkages between those 

sourcing and deciding on distributions of funding, and those 

receiving it 

Taylor et al. 2014 

Clarity and simplicity in requirements for accessing 

government funds, resulting in fewer organisations breaching 

rules due to their complexity, or being required to ‘hand back’ 

funds due to breaches 

Martinet 2019 

Streamlined and easy to access processes for applying for 

access to funding 

Martinet 2019 

 

5.4.5 Quality of evidence – financial resources  

The quality of evidence available on the role of financial resources is variable. While available 

evidence includes studies that have used a wide range of methods and focused on different 

entities from households to businesses (Table 30), most studies focus on one aspect of financial 

resources. We did not identify studies that examined the relative role of different types of 

financial resource in community recovery and resilience, for example that compared the role 

of insurance, donations, government grants, and others. More generally, most studies focus on 

the role of financial resources in supporting individual households or businesses, rather than 

on their role in supporting and enabling broader community recovery. This is also an important 

gap, as it is possible some financial resources may enable recovery of individual households or 

businesses while not contributing to (or even reducing) ability of others in the community to 

recover. The perverse impact donations can have on ability to local businesses to recover, 

identified in the case of Australian drought (Schirmer and Brown 2019), indicates a need to 

examine these interactions and outcomes.  

Table 30 Financial resources: quality of evidence 

Type of study 

(disaster, 

cases) 

Type of data 

collection  

Groups studied Studies 

Single case 

(single 

disaster, 

location) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups, document 

analysis) 

Most studies 

examined 

community 

members 

Woodhall-Melnik and Grogan 2019 (flood, 

Canada); Muller and Kraussl 2011; 

Kusumasari and Alam 2012 (Indonesia, 

earthquake); Taylor et al. 2014 (Australia, 

bushfires); Paganini 2019 (USA, flood prone 

areas); Huang et al. 2018 (China, earthquake); 

Eriksen and de Vet  2021 (Australia, bushfire) 

Comparison of 

cases 

(locations, 

disaster, 

groups) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus 

groups, document 

analysis) 

As above Macaskill and Guthrie 2018 (New Zealand, 

Australia); O’Donovan 2015 

Single case 

(single 

Quantitative data 

(surveys, social 

Studies included 

studies of 

Kim et al. 2010 (USA, Hurricane Katrina); 

Gallagher and Hartley 2017 (USA, Hurricane 
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disaster, 

location) 

media, media 

analysis, secondary 

data) 

households, 

businesses and 

those involved in 

disaster recovery 

Katrina); Wei and Marinova 2016 (USA, 

Hurricane Katrina); Salignac et al. 2019 

(Australians); Wiatt et al. 2020 (USA); 

LeSage et al. 2011 (USA, hurricane); 

Orchiston 2013 (New Zealand, earthquake); 

Corey and Deitch 2018 (USA, hurricane); 

Walters and Mair 2012 (Australia, bushfire); 

Watson et al. 2020 (USA, hurricane) 

Comparison of 

cases 

(locations, 

disaster, 

groups) 

Quantitative data 

(surveys, social 

media, media 

analysis) 

As above Walters and Mair 2012 (Australia, bushfires); 

Cheng et al. 2016 (Japan, earthquake); Martin 

2013 (multiple countries, disasters); Zagefka 

et al. 2012; Wei and Marinova 2016; 

Schirmer and Brown 2019 (Australia, 

drought)  

Single case 

(single 

disaster, 

location) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases 

(locations, 

disaster, 

groups) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

 Critical review/ 

synthesis of past 

studies 

N/A Chandra et al. 2016; Tierney and Oliver-

Smith 2012; Ullah and Khan 2017; Lucas and 

Booth 2020; Marshall and Schrank 2014 

Other Experiment on 

changes in donation 

behaviour; secondary 

data on donation 

patterns 

Community 

members, 

patterns of 

donations 

James and Zagefka 2017; McKenzie 2011; 

Waters 2013; Quandt 2018, Tran and Sheldon 

2019; Martinet 2019 (USA) 

 

5.5 Community assets – human resources 

This section examines the role of human capital, meaning capacity and leadership. These are 

often described as important community assets that influence the extent to which there is 

successful recovery from disaster.  

5.5.1 Capacity and experience 

This section examines capacity and experience. Capacity here refers to the capacity of a 

community to build resilience, engage in recovery processes, and to promote and build 

wellbeing. Broadly, it refers to how much ‘space’ a community has to engage in these 

processes, and is strongly related to pre-existing community conditions and the extent and 

nature of cumulative impacts experienced by a community. Multiple studies have identified 

factors that impact the effectiveness of community assets, particularly where a community asset 

is used to implement a program that requires community members to have capacity to engage 

with the program. Experience refers to how previous experience (or lack of experience) of 

disaster affects ability to effectively recover and build resilience. 

Studies identified and reviewed 

Many of the previous sections of this report identified findings relevant to capacity and 

experience. These were drawn on, and added to by identifying further relevant studies using 

the following search terms: 

• “disaster recovery” “learning from past experience” 
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• “burnout” “disaster” 

• “community capacity” “disaster recovery” 

Key findings 

As the literature exploring capacity and experience is diverse, and ‘capacity’ and ‘experience’ 

are fairly amorphous types of community assets that can take a wide range of forms, we have 

not sought to summarise specific roles, barriers and enablers of capacity and experience in a 

table. Instead, common themes identified in the literature are summarised in the following 

sections, which examine the following dimensions of capacity and experience: 

• Previous experience of disasters 

• Community capacity 

• Exhaustion, burnout and fatigue 

Previous experience of disasters 

Having previous experience of disasters is associated with changed capacity to recover from 

future disasters. This can involve differing directions of change however. Where a person, 

household or community has successfully navigated recovery from a previous disaster and been 

able to build positive resilience resources as a result, they may be able to recover more rapidly 

from subsequent disasters. For example, Sadri et al. (2018) found this type of positive 

association in their study of disaster recovery in Indiana, USA. However, it is also possible that 

previous experience of disasters that were not successfully recovered from is associated with 

reduced ability to cope with and recover from subsequent disasters. This is consistent with 

emerging understanding of cumulative impacts, where some studies are beginning to identify 

that those least likely to rapidly recover wellbeing after disaster are those that experience 

‘cumulative’ impacts from one or multiple disasters, such as experiencing more than one 

stressor resulting from a single disaster. Cope et al. (2013) and Morgan et al. (2015) examine 

the differences in resilience of those who are exposed to a greater range of impacts, or impacts 

extending over a longer period, from a disaster. Alternatively, Joseph et al. (2021) explore the 

impacts of marginalisation and associated issues of structural inequalities and injustices on the 

capacity for disaster recovery, and Waldmüller (2021) provides a critical review of the impact 

of developmental ethics and interculturality on recovery capacity. 

A small number of studies have identified that many barriers can exist to building collective 

learning from past disasters that builds resilience and supports faster and more successful 

recovery from subsequent disasters. Monteil et al. (2020) examine the role of collective 

memory building in disaster recovery, and identify that how a community builds narratives 

around past disasters will affect what actions are invested in to prepare for subsequent disasters, 

and how communities respond in those subsequent disasters. They point out that the variability 

of these processes means that collective memory and how it is constructed – for example, 

whether it results in a ‘fatalistic’ acceptance of risk or avoidance of discussing preparedness in 

order to reduce re-awakening of historical trauma – can result in either increased or reduced 

resilience and preparedness. More broadly, they point out that multiple past studies have 

identified that past experience of disaster is not a consistent predictor of higher engagement in 

disaster preparation activities.  

There is a gap in evidence regarding what factors can enable past experiences to be drawn on 

to facilitate more successful recovery and resilience building. This is an area that should be 

further explored in disaster recovery studies. 
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Community capacity: availability of resources and vulnerability 

The extensive literature on adaptive capacity (see brief summary in earlier parts of this report) 

is predicated on the assumption that an individual, household or community with better access 

to a range of resilience resources (or capitals, with varying nomenclature used) will have higher 

resilience and therefore experience fewer negative impacts and recover faster when disaster 

occurs. This extensive literature is outside the scope of review for this document, but is based 

on a range of theories that all identify the central role of having access to resources including 

human capital, social capital, physical capital, and financial capital – the concepts examined in 

detail in individual sections of this review. 

Adaptive capacity theory suggests that communities that experience socioeconomic 

disadvantage, and through this have poorer access to one or more of the resources that enable 

adaptation, will be less able to enact and lead effective disaster recovery processes. Caution is 

needed with this interpretation however: the emergence of strengths-based approaches to 

disaster recovery in Australia (Mitchell et al. 2018) is in direct response to the problems 

associated with assuming overall poorer community disaster recovery capacity in communities 

experiencing disadvantage.  

Rather than assuming a direct or simple relationship between community 

advantage/disadvantage and ability to successfully recover from disaster, it is better to examine 

the specific strengths and challenges, and community assets available – in other words, 

considering the range of issues identified in this review, amongst many other reports, that can 

enable versus act as a barrier to disaster recovery.  

Exhaustion, burnout, fatigue 

Capacity in a community is often embodied in the individual people who provide key services 

that support recovery and resilience building (see also the subsequent discussion of leadership 

as a community asset). Reduced capacity in the form of these assets experiencing burnout, 

fatigue and exhaustion resulting from the high demands made on them in disaster response and 

recovery processes was identified as critical issues for the effective functioning of multiple 

community assets (see previous sections of this review). Burnout of the people who are most 

needed – for their skills, experience, knowledge and/or leadership, amongst other things – is 

regularly reported. This suggests that those with specific capacities and experiences that enable 

them to make critical and highly valuable contributions to recovery are also potentially the 

most likely to experience burnout that reduces their ability to contribute that capacity and 

experience.  

A large number of studies have identified that stress, burnout and the related issue of 

‘compassion fatigue’ where those responding to disaster are unable to maintain empathy and 

connection to experiences of those impacted by disaster, are very common across all types of 

disaster recovery and response. These studies have used a wide range of methods, often 

including both qualitative and quantitative data collection from a wide range of those involved 

in disaster recovery, including public servants (Suzuki et al. 2017), health care workers (Mattei 

et al. 2017), disaster recovery workers/front line disaster response workers/trauma workers 

(Ehring et al. 2011, Burnett and Wahl 2015, Burnett 2017, Olivares 2015, Captari et al. 2018), 

teachers (Kuntz et al. 2013, O’Toole 2018), caregivers (Fujitani et al. 2016), specific types of 

caregivers such as parents home schooling children during COVID-19 (Griffith 2020). Overall, 

there is very strong evidence that people exposed directly and indirectly to trauma, including 

vicarious trauma, are at high risk of experiencing burnout and loss of capacity (Cieslak et al. 

2014). Workers and volunteers that most types of community assets rely on fit within this 
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definition: through their involvement in disaster response and recovery, they are highly likely 

to experience indirect trauma.  

Given this large body of evidence, the question then becomes whether there is sufficient 

evidence on how best to reduce incidence of burnout, compassion fatigue and stress, and how 

to enable people to maintain their capacity to contribute effectively to disaster recovery and 

resilience building. A key challenge here is that there is a large body of knowledge on reducing 

rates of burnout and stress amongst workers in general, including workers in stressful 

occupations, particularly focused on the education and healthcare sectors. This identifies the 

importance of building positive practices such as psychological coping resources such as 

mindfulness (e.g. Emerson et al. 2017), engaging in regular exercise (Bretland and 

Thorsteinsson 2015), and a range of stress management and resilience building programs for 

individuals (Ruotsalainen et al. 2008, Zhang et al. 2020), amongst others. Some of these may 

be more applicable to workers engaged in disaster recovery than others. In particular, the role 

of regular debriefing sessions is highlighted as beneficial, with most evidence coming from the 

healthcare sector, where it shows promise – but there remains limited empirical evidence – for 

reducing rates of burnout (see for example Gunasigam et al. 2015, Hofmeyer et al. 2020, Zhang 

et al. 2020). Much of the work on reducing burnout amongst disaster relief workers focuses on 

healthcare workers, where similar findings are identified to the healthcare sector overall (see 

for example Tominaga et al. 2019), and first responders where studies have examined the role 

of similar actions (Kaplan et al. 2017). Some studies have suggested that training interventions 

may be less effective than widely assumed, finding only limited difference in rates of burnout 

and post-traumatic stress amongst disaster workers who completed specialised training 

intended to increase resilience (Gertel Kraybill 2015).  

Overall, burnout clearly has a significant impact on capacity and hence on effectiveness of 

many community assets in disaster recovery and resilience building processes. However, the 

available literature contains relatively limited exploration of the effectiveness of different 

approaches to reducing rates of burnout and stress, and sometimes contradictory findings. 

Further, almost all studies focus on burnout in relation to the disaster response phase, and do 

not examine disaster recovery and longer-term resilience building.  

 

5.5.2 Leadership 

This section examines the importance of community leadership on community recovery. Here 

leadership means ‘leadership in, for and by the community’ – leadership is not restricted to the 

traditional notions of political or representative leaders in terms of politicians, councillors etc. 

Leadership is known to affect many aspects of community, including political assets (influence 

and governance), social cohesion, and organisational effectiveness. In this section we explore 

the literature on community leadership to better define what leadership means for community 

resilience, recovery and wellbeing outcomes.  

Studies identified and reviewed 

Many of the previous sections of this report identified findings relevant to capacity and 

experience. These were drawn on, and added to by identifying further relevant studies using 

the following search terms: 

• “disaster recovery” “leadership” 

• “disaster recovery” “community leaders” 
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Key findings 

Many studies refer to the importance of community leaders as part of their findings. Few 

examine the role of leadership specifically. As summarised in Table 31, available studies 

confirm the importance of effective leadership, and identify that it is common to have multiple 

leaders, including new leaders who emerge in response to the disaster. Common barriers and 

challenges including challenges to the legitimacy of leaders, high turnover, burnout and stress, 

and leaders having to operate in an environment where they have high constraints on what they 

are able to do. For example, if leaders have high constraints placed on how they can use 

funding, or the types of actions they are able to lead, their effectiveness can be curtailed.  

Fewer studies have examined how to enable leaders, with issues such as accountability and 

supporting capacity of leaders to effectively enable collaborative action identified as important. 

Table 31 Leadership: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their effectiveness in 

contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

 Common themes and findings Studies  

Roles in 

resilience, 

recovery, 

wellbeing 

during and 

after disaster 

Positive leadership supports building resilience, 

recovery and wellbeing 

McLennan et al. 2020 

Emergent leaders are critical to resilience to disasters: 

emergent leaders typically have good local 

knowledge, commitment to their community, 

leadership experience, and strong connections and 

access to bridging/linking social capital 

Paton et al. 2014 

Multiple leaders (distributed leadership) are often 

needed in disaster recovery 

Paton et al. 2014; Vallance 2013 

Barriers, 

challenges  

High turnover of those in leadership positions is 

associated with reduced legitimacy of and trust in 

leaders, and reduced effectiveness 

McLennan et al. 2020 

Burnout/ exhaustion in leaders Ingham and Redshaw 2017 

Disputes about legitimacy of leaders, for example 

whether leaders can claim to represent their 

community 

McLennan et al. 2020 

Leaders having limited ability to enact actions 

identified as important for their community, due to 

non-permissive environments (e.g. regulatory barriers, 

lack of resource access) 

Ingham and Redshaw 2017 

Leaders often experience disasters personally and 

having to cope with personal trauma and disruption to 

personal life can impact leadership ability 

Ingham and Redshaw 2017 

Enabling 

factors 

Accountability of leaders McLennan et al. 2020 

Ability of leaders to collaborate and enable action McLennan et al. 2020 

Transparency of decision making by leaders McLennan et al. 2020 

 

Quality of evidence 

All the studies reviewed in Table 31 collected qualitative data, either in a single case study, or 

in a smaller number of studies by using comparative case studies (Paton et al. 2014, McLennan 

et al. 2020).  
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5.5.3 Education and skills 

The education and skills available within a community are often discussed in the literature as 

being critical for positive of resilience, recovery and wellbeing outcomes, particularly 

education and skills related to resilience building and disaster preparation. There is a large 

literature examining how to design and deliver disaster resilience education and skills building: 

a search for the terms “disaster resilience” and “education” returned 20,900 results, with 16,200 

published since 2010. The large majority of these appear to describe design of education and 

skills building programs – but do not evaluate the extent to which they are successful in 

achieving positive community recovery and long-term resilience, due to a lack of longitudinal 

studies. For example, studies such as Meyer et al. (2018), Faber et al. (2014), and Every and 

Richardson (2018) describe education and skills building programs, and argue for the 

importance of tailored design and participatory, collaborative approaches to skills building, and 

interdisciplinary approaches to education and skills building. However, these and other studies 

typically have not been able to then critically evaluate whether delivery of these programs was 

effective in supporting community recovery. Rather than review the extensive literature 

proposing or giving examples of different education approaches, we searched for examples of 

studies that evaluated effectiveness, and found little examination of this in available studies. 

Given this, we have not reviewed education and skills studies in any further depth, but note 

that there is a large gap in available knowledge regarding which types of education and skills 

building are most effective in different situations.  

 

5.6 Community assets – governance systems  

Institutional capital is a very broad term that refers to governance structures both within a 

community, and that have an impact on a community’s resilience, recovery and wellbeing. 

Many aspects of governance structures are discussed in the previous sections of the findings. 

This section examines literature that explores whether specific forms of governance structure 

are more effective in supporting resilience, recovery and wellbeing. In particular, it focuses on 

ongoing debate regarding the level of community control and agency over resilience building 

and recovery processes, and the merits of enabling ‘bottom up’ versus ‘top down’ approaches 

to supporting resilience, recovery and wellbeing. 

Studies identified and reviewed 

The following search strings were used to identify relevant literature: 

• “governance processes” and “disaster recovery” 

• “governance systems” and “disaster recovery” 

Key findings 

A common theme in discussion of governance was focused on what Wolbers et al. (2016) call 

the ‘two faces of disaster response’. This involves on the one hand emergent community-driven 

responses that are directly by local residents and often involve new and rapidly evolving 

processes of organisation and governance; and on the other ‘official’ responses enacted top-

down through existing governance systems, particularly via formal disaster response agencies, 

particularly within government, but also including some NGOs, particularly humanitarian 

organisations with a long history of disaster response in multiple communities or, in many 

cases, multiple countries. There is a large body of literature examining the tensions between 

these governance approaches, with Table 32 summarising common themes. While there is a 

common theme of criticism of command and control approaches and encouragement of 
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community-led governance, both types of governance processes experience barriers and 

challenges, and can support community recovery from disaster and resilience building 

processes. Command and control approaches are criticised for giving limited autonomy and 

agency to those impacted by disasters, while emergent governance involving community-led 

approaches can struggle to be effective due to lack of skills and experience, and poor 

transparency and accountability. While command and control approaches are sometimes 

criticised for poor inclusiveness, available evidence suggests similar potential for exclusion 

can occur in community-led processes. 

The literature is overall clear that community-led recovery, including community led 

governance approaches, is critical for community resilience, however it also notes the role and 

importance of government in recovery and governance, with many authors recommending a 

hybrid governance approach that uses different methods of governance for different stages of 

disaster response and recovery. The factors that reduce the effectiveness of governance on 

disaster recovery are well established in the literature, and not that different to those factors 

that inhibit any form of governance. Issues of resourcing, authority and power-sharing, path-

dependencies driven by established bureaucratic systems and effective stakeholder engagement 

are all typical inhibitors, and can potentially be addressed by appropriate planning and meta-

governance approaches as inferred in the literature, although there was little empirical evidence 

of such actions being taken. In addition, the representation of disaster and disaster recovery 

was identified by Few et al. (2021) as a critical factor in recovery approaches and outcomes. 

Factors that enable/ facilitate effectiveness of this assets were, not unexpectedly, those that 

address the inhibitors – flexibility in governance innovations, appropriate spaces for effective 

engagement, formal accountability of governance and recovery outcomes (related to 

transparency and trust), prior planning and establishment of clear governance protocols and 

adequate resourcing for all agencies and activities (including informal local actors/activities) 

both in the immediate and extended future to ensure not only response but sustained recovery.  

Table 32 Governance systems: current knowledge on roles, barriers and enabling factors influencing their 

effectiveness in contributing to disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

Topic Findings Studies identifying this 

Role of 

community 

asset 

Command and control disaster governance approaches are a 

common emergency response governance paradigm. These 

often have a structure modelled on military operations, with a 

strong top-down emphasis in decision making. This has 

benefits of clear roles, procedures and command lines, which 

can enable rapid and flexible response to disaster situations. 

This has benefits for repetition and uniformity of response.  

Wolbers et al. 2016 

 

‘Continuity, coordination and collaboration’ governance 

approaches involve enabling communities to evolve their own 

disaster response approaches (emergent grassroots governance 

processes), drawing on existing governance structures and 

developing new structures based on ‘grassroots’ identification 

of needs and of community. 

Gajendran et al. 2013; 

Wolbers et al. 2016; 

Cretney 2018; Curato 

2018; Gjerde et al. 2018 

Governance needs to include collaborative networks that enable 

multi-entity participation and vertical and horizontal 

governmental cooperation, including hybrid systems. 

Tierney 2012; Mamula-

Seadon and McLean 

2015; Zurita 2015; 

Cretney 2018; Tang, 2020 

Recovery is a social-political process which demands a holistic 

approach within disaster governance that appropriately 

considers context. Some also consider disaster governance 

from the social-ecological systems approach.  

Gajendran et al. 2013; 

Bakema et al. 2017; 

Serrao-Neumann et al. 

2018; Curato 2018 

Accountability (vertical, horizontal, downward and diagonal) 

of collaborative governance approaches is integral to good 

Gajendran et al. 2013; 

Jayasinghe et al. 2020 
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governance practices, particularly in disaster recovery where 

resources are limited and target groups in critical need. 

New disaster-based governance structures have the potential to 

enable improved disaster governance, bypassing traditional 

governance structures and focusing on contextual needs. This 

may be further enhanced when using a multi-level and hybrid 

governance approaches which help balance the involved actors 

in different stages. 

Bakema et al. 2017; 

Mukherji et al. 2020 

Disaster governance is about a collaborative, multi-level and 

multi-party risk management system. Tierney (2012) defines 

disaster governance as “the interrelated sets of norms, 

organizational and institutional actors, and practices (spanning 

pre-disaster, trans-disaster, and post-disaster periods) that are 

designed to reduce the impacts and losses associated with 

disasters.’ Widely acknowledged that effective disaster 

governance is a requisite for building resilience. 

Tierney 2012; Lam and 

Kuipers 2019; Mamula-

Seadon and McLean  

2015 

Informal actors can be nimble, resourceful and innovative in 

disaster recovery, in contrast to the often slow and cumbersome 

responses from formal state. Given this, disaster governance 

should pay attention to and involving informal sector actors. 

Parthasarathy2015; 

Cretney 2018 

Factors 

reducing 

effectiveness 

of this asset 

(barriers/ 

challenges) 

Tension between emergent, community-led governance 

processes, and top-down processes, may be attributed to the 

haphazard and incremental approach to hybrid governance. 

Zurita 2015; Wolbers et 

al. 2016 

 

Competition for control of resources and decision making in 

disaster recovery (often, but not always, characterised as 

emergent processes being ‘sidelined’ due to the enactment of 

formal governance processes and preferential direction of 

resources) 

Zurita 2015; Wolbers et 

al. 2016; Few et al. 2021 

 

In command and control governance approaches, community 

members often have limited agency, may be viewed as 

irrational and requiring control, given limited scope to 

influence response and recovery. Several studies suggest this 

can result in reduced resilience and capacity for recovery 

amongst community members, particularly where outside 

agencies ‘control’ recovery processes.   

Wolbers et al. 2016;, Scott 

at al. 2015; Gjerde et al. 

2018 

Emergent grassroots governance processes can be short-lived, 

lack clarity of purpose and process, and have poor 

transparency, accountability and inclusiveness 

Gajendran et al. 2013; 

Wolbers et al. 2016 

 

Conflict between organisations with a history of command and 

control style emergency response, and those with collaborative/ 

community driven recovery approaches 

Ingham and Redshaw 

2017 

New disaster-based governance structures can face delays in 

establishment, contested jurisdictional authority, lack of 

intergovernmental cooperation and local input. They are often 

constrained by existing bureaucratic structures and norms. This 

includes hybrid governance systems. 

Tierney 2012; Mamula-

Seadon and McLean  

2015; Bakema et al. 2017; 

Mukherji et al. 2020  

Centralised decision-making does not adequately consider local 

context and need for bespoke solutions/opportunities (see for 

example hybrid governance approaches). Centralised 

approaches can also create a context of uncertainty and 

bureaucratic inefficiency which stifles recovery. 

Bakema et al. 2017; 

Gjerde et al. 2018; Lam 

and Kuipers 2019; 

Mukherji et al. 2020 

Understanding and consideration of local government/actors 

capacity, competencies and desires is often lacking.  

Zurita, 2015 

Disaster governance regimes tend to be 

fragmented and unbalanced, limited by existing institutional 

arrangements (including issues of multi-level governance and 

federalism), reactive rather than proactive, and typically vary 

based on hazards and developmental context (ie North/South) 

Tierney 2012 
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Factors that 

enable/ 

facilitate 

effectiveness 

of this asset 

Novel governance structures (horizontal and vertical) can 

enable collaboration across multiple governance processes and 

structures, from emergent community organisations to disaster 

response agencies and NGOs 

Mamula-Seadon and 

McLean 2015; Wolbers et 

al. 2016; Cretney 2018; 

Serrao-Neumann et al. 

2018 

 

Governance processes that enable flexible collaboration across 

different processes, often involving coordinated collaboration, 

including collaboration from the outset (ie in pre-disaster 

planning) 

Wolbers et al. 2016; 

Serrao-Neumann et al. 

2018. Mamula-Seadon 

and McLean 2015 

Support for local governance and networks beyond the initial 

response into the extended recovery phase, potentially up to 10 

years 

Serrao-Neumann et al. 

2018; Mukherji et al. 2020 

Preparation for disaster-based governance structures should 

occur in planning and preparations stages, including selection 

of personnel/agencies, advisory boards, mandates of agencies 

and transfer of responsibilities (exit strategy). 

Mukherji et al. 2020 

The use of ‘mixed accountability standards’ in collaborative 

disaster governance involving key accountability holders in 

important to enable equity and sustainability of recovery 

efforts.  

Jayasinghe et al. 2020 

Polycentric and multi-layered institutions, participation and 

collaboration, self-organization and network, and learning and 

innovation are all crucial elements of disaster governance for 

building resilience. 

Djalante 2011 

Effective disaster governance requires higher levels of 

government need to provide technical and financial support to 

agencies and organizations operating at the lower governance 

levels. 

Djalante 2011 

 

Quality of evidence 

The evidence informing our understanding of governance in disaster recovery is 

overwhelmingly qualitative in nature with no quantitative studies identified in this review. 

While the lack of quantitative studies is not necessarily a concern, as questions of governance 

do lend themselves to qualitative approaches, the focus on single case studies does restrict the 

capacity for comparative analysis and learning across multiple contexts. 

Table 33 Quality of evidence: governance systems 

Type of study 

(disaster, cases) 

Type of data collection  Groups studied Studies 

Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus groups, 

document analysis) 

Included a broader range 

of studies exploring the 

perspectives of: 

government officials; 

community members; 

recovery assistance 

providers; 

researchers/academics; 

subject matter experts 

(eg infrastructure, 

businesses) 

Gajendran et al. 2013; 

Parthasarathy 2015; Ingham 

and Redshaw 2017 (Australia, 

Blue Mountains fires); 

Wolbers et al. 2016; Bakema 

et al. 2017; Serrao-Neumann 

et al. 2018; Tang 2020; Lam 

and Kuipers 2019 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Qualitative data 

(interviews, focus groups, 

document analysis) 

The majority of studies 

focused on the 

perspectives of 

community members, 

although they also 

included studies of: 

Scott at al. 2015; Curato 

2018; Gjerde et al. 2018; 

Mukherji et al. 2020; 

Jayasinghe et al. 2020; Few et 

al. 2021  
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government officials; 

community members; 

non-government 

organisations; 

academics; subject 

matter experts (eg 

planners) 

Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media 

analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Quantitative data (surveys, 

social media, media 

analysis) 

 No studies identified 

Single case (single 

disaster, location) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

This study included 

community organisations 

and residents. 

Cretney 2018 

Comparison of 

cases (locations, 

disaster, groups) 

Mixed methods 

(qualitative and 

quantitative) 

 No studies identified 

 Critical review/ synthesis 

of past studies 

n/a Tierney 2012; Djalante 2011; 

Mamula-Seadon and McLean 

2015 
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6.0 SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The current state of knowledge on the role of community assets in 
recovery, resilience and wellbeing 

This section synthesises findings across different community assets to consider what the overall 

state of knowledge is on the role of community assets, gaps in the literature, and key needs for 

future research. 

6.1 Quality of evidence  

This section discusses the overall quality of evidence available on the role of community assets 

in disaster recovery, resilience and wellbeing, with a focus on identifying gaps in knowledge. 

The key gaps identified are a lack of (i) studies examining how different community assets 

interact and work together, (ii) studies examining the role of assets in communities 

experiencing cumulative impacts from multiple adverse events, (iii) studies examining longer-

term recovery and resilience building processes, although in recent years this has been a 

growing focus in the literature, (iv) studies examining barriers and enabling factors that can be 

used to identify how to support community assets so their effectiveness can be increased, and 

(v) diversity of data collection methods.  

 

6.1.1 The role of community assets remains under-examined 

While multiple studies were identified that examined the role of the different community assets, 

these often focus more on identifying whether an asset was important rather than on identifying 

what factors acted as barriers to effective use of that asset, and which enabled the asset to be 

effective. As a consequence, many of the findings regarding barriers/challenges and enabling 

factors are effectively secondary findings, identified in studies whose primary purpose was to 

document the role of a community asset in a specific disaster.  

Many studies also focus principally on the role of assets in the initial disaster response phase, 

with less attention given to their role in longer-term disaster recovery or resilience building, 

although in recent years an emerging literature is examining the topic of recovery and resilience 

in more detail. This emerging literature is highlighting factors discussed subsequently in this 

section that are critical to address when considering longer-term disaster recovery and 

resilience building, such as the challenges of exhaustion and burnout amongst the people who 

are central to the effective functioning of almost all community assets. It is beginning to shed 

insight into the differences between using community assets in shorter-term initial disaster 

response, versus longer term disaster recovery, but many gaps remain.  

Many studies focus on how a community asset was useful in a specific disaster, but did not 

examine barriers and enabling factors that impacted the effectiveness of that asset. Some 

studies reviewed investigated community assets principally as something to be used in disaster, 

rather than as something that is dynamic and whose effectiveness could change substantially 

depending on whether support is provided to increase its effectiveness. This was often evident 

in the use of language that implied assets were forms of capital to be used rather than processes 

that could be rapidly enabled. For example, a study might refer to the need to have ‘an 

organisation’ present or a specific piece of infrastructure to support recovery, but not refer to 

the types of training, financial resources or other support needed for the organisation or 

infrastructure to be used in effective processes of recovery. This lack of focus on how to 

actively enable and increase effectiveness of community assets may contribute to a lack of 
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resourcing to support the role of assets, or potentially even to the ‘mining’ of these assets in 

disaster recovery phases, with assets viewed as something to be ‘used’ rather than ‘built’ and 

‘supported’. It means that many of the barriers and enabling factors identified in this review 

were identified as minor findings that were not explored in depth in the studies in which they 

emerged. 

More generally, there is a lack of studies examining how multiple community assets may work 

together - or fail to work together. This is despite a large number of studies identifying that a 

common challenge experienced in both disaster response and recovery is a lack of collaboration 

and coordination between organisations, which increases duplication of action and reduces 

overall effectiveness.   

Many community assets are only partially examined in available studies. By this, we mean that 

available literature focuses on one particular manifestation of that asset, while not examining 

other ways it may operate or emerge in communities. For example, a large number of studies 

in recent years have examined the use of social media to communicate in disaster situations, 

but few have examined the full diversity of communication processes used as part of disaster 

recovery communication. ‘Traditional’ communication mediums such as traditional media, 

community meetings, mail and phone appear under-studied in recent years, as is the use of 

multiple communication processes. The focus on studying the role of social media means there 

is a gap in understanding of how the role of other communication processes is changing in 

disaster recovery alongside the emergence of the use of social media. 

Many studies identify potential for marginalised groups to either (i) have greater chance of 

successful recovery and resilience building if they are represented by specific groups, or (ii) be 

less likely to have access to a range of community assets due to processes of exclusion. 

However, few specifically examine marginalised or disadvantaged groups and how to enable 

community assets that specifically support their recovery and resilience building processes: 

instead, most studies examine an entire community. This is shifting in recent years, with 

emergence of more studies examining the experiences of specific groups and how to enable 

strengths-based approaches to resilience building in these groups (for example, Hay and Pascoe 

2019).  

Recommendation 1: There is a need for studies to examine community assets as dynamic 

processes whose role can be actively enabled (or curtailed); to further understand what is 

needed to enable different assets to contribute effectively to longer-term recovery and 

resilience building; to examine interactions between assets; and to examine their use in 

communities experiencing cumulative impacts from multiple events. This ideally requires 

more studies that compare the use of community assets in multiple contexts and communities 

 

6.1.2 Studies lack diversity of methods 

The quality of available evidence on the role of community assets is mixed. The challenging 

nature of studying disasters, and the often site- and time-specific nature of the events typically 

studied in the disaster literature, mean that available evidence is largely focused on case studies 

of single events, usually in a single location or community, although a number of studies have 

conducted comparisons between communities, and a smaller number of comparisons between 

disasters. In most cases, evidence has been collected using qualitative methods, with fewer 

collecting quantitative data. While this would normally lead to a problem of limited 

generalisability, with qualitative studies having limited generalisability to contexts other than 

the specific study conducted, the review shows that for many community assets, similar results 

have been found across multiple qualitative studies conducted in a diversity of cultural, 
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geographic and disaster contexts. This provides a basis to claim generalisability of findings for 

those community assets that have been examined in multiple studies. 

Many of the studies reviewed rely on gathering data from those involved in leading and 

enacting disaster response and recovery processes – government and NGO staff and 

community leaders in particular. Fewer have examined how the broader public experiencing 

these disaster recovery processes and interacting with community assets view and experience 

their effectiveness.  

Ideally, there is a need to diversify the range of methods used to study the role of community 

assets. The qualitative case studies that dominate the current literature will always be critical 

to increasing understanding of community assets. However, they should be accompanied by 

studies that use both qualitative and quantitative methods to understand the role of community 

assets, which examine the views of community members as well as the professionals involved 

in disaster recovery, and which compare multiple communities and community assets.  

Recommendation 2: Methods of studies should where possible be designed to include greater 

use of comparative methodologies and a diversity of data collection methods. Studies that 

systematically compare the role of community assets across different geographic, cultural and 

disaster contexts are needed to improve the evidence base on factors that act as barriers to and 

enable these assets to contribute effectively to disaster recovery and resilience building. Use of 

multiple data collection and analysis methods can build confidence in the generalisability of 

findings and reduce risk of bias resulting from a focus on capturing data primarily from those 

who are involved in delivery disaster recovery and resilience building actions via community 

assets.  

 

6.1.3 Disaster diversity needs greater attention 

The majority of studies reviewed examined ‘rapid onset’ disasters such as flood, earthquake, 

fire and cyclone/hurricane/typhoon. Fewer examined other adverse events such as longer-term 

processes of drought, impacts of pest and disease outbreak or land degradation processes. 

While there are studies examining these processes, only drought has a significant body of 

evidence, and much of the evidence on drought focuses on issues specific to farming or water 

infrastructure rather than on broader community recovery processes (see for example Scanlon 

et al. 2016, Rey et al. 2017). Similarly, very few examined impacts or recovery of communities 

from epidemics of human disease. All of these are significant gaps in the literature that limit 

understanding of the role of community assets. They are particularly important in the context 

of the largest gap in the literature: almost no studies were identified that examine the role of 

community assets in enabling communities to recover from cumulative adverse events, and to 

build resilience to multiple types of adverse events. This is a significant gap: with global 

climate change causing more frequent occurrence of a range of adverse events, and many 

communities experiencing multiple events that include both rapid-onset disasters such as 

bushfire combined with longer-term impact events such as drought, it is critical for community 

assets to be able to operate effectively through cumulative adverse events. Perhaps the greatest 

need is for studies that explicitly examine how to enable longer-term role of community assets 

through time as communities experience a range of different adverse events, of differing 

significance and intensity. 

Recommendation 3: There is a need for studies that explicitly examine how communities 

recover from and build resilience to the experience of cumulative adverse events. Within this, 

studies should (i) examine the experience of a wider range of adverse events, shifting away 

from the focus on rapid-onset disaster and limited examination of other long-term adverse 



Evaluating current knowledge of the role of community assets – Synthesis and conclusions 

103 

 

events; and (ii) examine the role of community assets as a long-term resource with an ongoing 

role in recovery and resilience building in relation to the range of adverse events a community 

may experience, rather than only in relation to a single event. 

 

6.1.4 Better linkage of resilience, recovery and community assets literature is needed 

Most studies reviewed examined community assets, and many made reference to resilience, 

but the majority did not explicitly identify the type of resilience being examined or achieved 

through operation of that community asset. In particular, there appears to be a large gap 

between the resilience literature and studies examining community assets. The resilience 

literature is increasingly distinguishing between aspects of resilience such as coping, adapting 

and transforming; generalised versus specified resilience; and the types of resources being 

drawn on to enact resilience. The literature examining community assets and their roles in 

disaster does not generally conceptualise specific forms of resilience or critically analyse which 

are contributed to in different ways through the operation of community assets. More generally, 

community assets studies often do not explicitly define what constitutes evidence of 

community recovery, meaning that ‘recovery’ is referred to without specific criteria established 

to identify what should be considered to be evidence of the presence of successful recovery.  

Recommendation 4: There is a need for studies to explicitly bring together the emerging 

understanding of resilience, disaster recovery and community assets. Doing this explicitly can 

lead to a better understanding of the potential role of community assets in building resilience 

and supporting disaster recovery, and how to support these assets. 

 

6.2 Roles of community assets 

In most studies reviewed, the role of community assets was examined in relation to disaster 

response and/or recovery phases. Many of the community assets examined are present in 

communities at all times, with only a small number having a role specific to disaster response 

and recovery. This suggests there is a gap in understanding of the role of many community 

assets in building resilience at times other than disaster response and recovery. Given the long-

term presence of many community assets in communities, there is a need to better identify and 

understand how these assets can be supported and resourced to build disaster resilience through 

all stages of disaster cycles, rather than only in response and immediate recovery stages.  

The roles of community assets often had similarities, irrespective of the specific nature of that 

community asset. They typically included one or more of: 

• Communication/information dissemination 

o To those impacted by disaster 

o To those seeking to support those impacted by disaster, for example about 

emerging needs 

• Advocacy on behalf of those who have experienced disaster, or who are at high 

risk of experiencing future disasters 

• Direct provision of specific services or resources such as infrastructure needed to 

facilitate recovery or building resilience 

• Leadership: leadership is in itself a community asset, and leaders often emerge 

from the organisations and processes that comprise many of the assets drawn on to 

recover from disaster 

• Building skills, knowledge, capacity amongst communities 
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• Providing access to tangible resources such as financial grants, labour, building 

materials 

• Providing linkages between those impacted by disaster and external 

organisations/parties with resources that can support those impacted, and 

facilitating connection  

Common amongst almost all of these roles is that community assets rely on people. While 

various forms of infrastructure are often critical to enabling those people to be effective, most 

community assets will not function effectively without sufficient availability of people with 

the right skills, knowledge and capacity to enact the role of that asset. Community assets are 

not necessarily ‘things’ like places/spaces or infrastructure, they are often people and processes 

that need to come together to coordinate and collaborate action that supports recovery and 

resilience building.  

Understanding community assets as being about people and processes is critical to addressing 

what is perhaps the largest gap in the literature: explicit examination of how the roles of 

different community assets can work together to greatest effect. Despite large numbers of 

studies on almost all types of community assets noting that one of the most common issues 

experienced in disaster recovery is lack of effective coordination and collaboration between 

organisations, services and processes such as provision of donations, grants and goods, 

relatively few examine the processes of collaboration and coordination as being a community 

asset in and of themselves. The role of coordination and working effectively with other 

community assets needs further examination. 

Recommendation 5: Future studies need to more explicitly examine collaboration and 

coordination across community assets as part of understanding how to build more effective 

disaster recovery and resilience building.  

 

6.3 Barriers and challenges 

Across the different community assets examined in this review, similar barriers and challenges 

often reduced effectiveness of many types of community assets in contributing to disaster 

recovery and resilience building processes. Key amongst these were: 

• Lack of resourcing: This included short-term resourcing, under-resourcing, and 

complex processes for applying for and receiving funding 

• Burnout/fatigue/exhaustion: Identified in almost all areas, burnout of staff, 

volunteers and leaders was particularly an issue for community assets that are located 

in disaster-affected communities, which in multiple studies were found to have very 

high demand on them during both disaster response and recovery, and to often rely 

on staff and volunteers who are themselves personally impacted by the disasters they 

are supporting others to recover from.  

• Collaboration and coordination: Poor collaboration and coordination between 

organisations is a common source of reduced effectiveness for almost all types of 

community asset. While particularly noted in relation to how well national/state 

governments link to local NGOs and community organisations, this was identified 

as a barrier across all types of collaborative relationships, from collaborations 

between large and small NGOs, local government and local community 

organisations, to emerging online groups and ‘traditional’ disaster response groups.  

• Competition: Competition for scarce resources amongst community assets is often 

identified as reducing effective collaboration and coordination between them. 



Evaluating current knowledge of the role of community assets – Synthesis and conclusions 

105 

 

• Lack of recognition/legitimacy: Some community assets are unable to access 

resources or play an effective role due to lack of recognition of their presence or role 

by others involved in disaster recovery. Debate about the legitimacy of some 

community assets, for example whether some groups or people should be able to 

claim a role or truly represent a community, can reduce trust in and effectiveness of 

community assets.  

• Duplication/bypassing: Duplication of services and actions commonly occurs, 

particularly when some existing service providers are not recognised or ‘visible’ to 

those organising disaster recovery supports. This was most often noted in the 

literature in relation to external organisations entering a community and duplicating 

functions that were already delivered (albeit often under-resourced) by a local 

organisation. This is closely related to the experience of bypassing, where a local 

organisation is ‘bypassed’ and not provided opportunity to leverage its existing 

networks, knowledge and skills to deliver a service or action related to disaster 

recovery, with an external organisation (often specialising in disaster recovery) 

delivering this instead. 

• Inexperience and lack of capacity building: Many community assets have limited 

experience, skills or knowledge in disaster recovery and resilience building, and are 

asked to have a significant role in these processes without accompanying investment 

in building capacity. This can result in ‘well intentioned failure’: organisations or 

people with limited knowledge of common challenges in disaster recovery 

attempting actions that are ineffective while consuming many of the resources 

available for recovery. 

• Inflexible and inefficient governance and regulation processes: Some studies 

identify a lack of suitable transparency, accountability and governance as reducing 

effectiveness of some community assets (particularly informal and emerging groups 

who may have limited governance processes in place). Others identify over-

regulation and constraints imposed by some governance processes as limiting 

disaster response (often referring to things such as constraints placed on applying for 

and using disaster recovery funds, or meeting donor requirements). This suggests a 

need for a ‘goldilocks’ set of governance arrangements that are sufficiently flexible 

while ensuring accountability and transparency.  

• Exclusion: In many cases, community assets may – intentionally or unintentionally 

– include some groups of people and exclude others. Like any other social process, 

processes of disaster recovery and resilience building include multiple examples in 

which existing social privilege is unintentionally reinforced through the actions of 

community assets. This may occur in any of a range of ways, from processes required 

to apply for funding favouring those with high literacy, to emergent online groups 

capturing donations and delivering them to social networks that are able to access 

online networks and excluding those who cannot access these networks. Exclusion 

can occur from unconscious bias in communication that results in it reaching some 

cultural groups better than others; from social networks that help each other while 

not providing the same support to those outside their network; to outright corruption 

in which funds reach those who pay a bribe instead of those they are intended for.  

• Conflict and trust: Conflict within a community, and between those involved in the 

processes enacted by community assets, can reduce effectiveness of community 

assets, as can lack of trust by members of the community.  

These barriers are unlikely to be an exhaustive list, but do appear to be common across multiple 

types of community assets. Many studies examined only one type of barrier or challenge, and 
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did not examine how different barriers/challenges interact with each other.  Few studies 

explicitly examined the effectiveness of actions that have potential to address the 

barriers/challenges identified. 

Recommendation 6: Studies should examine not only the presence of different types of 

barriers and challenges, but the actions used to try to overcome these, and their effectiveness 

in different situations. This can be used to build a toolbox of actions that can be drawn on when 

barriers/challenges are identified.  

 

6.4 Enabling factors 

Factors that enable effectiveness of community assets were often the inverse of barriers and 

challenges. Common emerging themes that cut across different types of community assets 

were: 

• Trust: Building trust in the people, processes and institutions of community assets 

is critical to effectiveness. People, processes and organisations that are not trusted 

are unlikely to be effective.  

• Local knowledge: Having in-depth understanding of local context and communities 

can enable effectiveness. The knowledge of local organisations was often identified 

as critical to their effectiveness; conversely, a lack of local knowledge amongst 

external organisations who enter a community post-disaster sometimes limited their 

effectiveness. 

• Collaboration and networks: Collaboration of all types, between organisations, 

processes, assets and individual people, was identified as key to enabling effective 

outcomes. Collaboration was noted in several studies to be more likely if there were 

pre-existing networks between people and organisations, highlighting the critical 

role of social networks (formal and informal) in achieving collaboration.  

• Incentives to collaborate: Designing disaster recovery processes to encourage and 

facilitate collaboration was identified as potentially enabling better outcomes. 

However, there was little examination of the design of such incentive. 

• Flexibility and agency: To be most effective, community assets need to have 

sufficient flexibility and control over decision making. This enables them to put in 

place the processes and actions that are likely to be most effective.  

• Community-led processes: A large number of studies argue that effective long-

term recovery requires communities to be able to lead their own recovery and 

resilience building processes. This is often contrasted to ‘command and control’ 

approaches which can reinforce helplessness and dependence on external 

organisations.  

• Expertise-led processes: While fewer studies identify this, the presence of multiple 

studies that flag lack of skills, knowledge and experience in disaster recovery 

suggests that enabling experts to bring their knowledge to disaster recovery is likely 

to be critical to increasing effectiveness of disaster recovery and resilience building.  

• Capacity building: Linked to the above two points, capacity building processes that 

link those leading communities (but not necessarily having experience in disaster 

recovery) with disaster recovery and resilience experts (who do not necessarily have 

understanding of the local context) may be critical to building capacity. More 

broadly, building capacity in a range of areas of disaster response can enable 

community assets to be more effective.  
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• Resourcing: Sufficient resourcing is a key enabling factor. This often means 

financial resourcing, however it can also involve other relevant resources. 

Importantly, resources will enable community assets only if they are able to be 

accessed at the right times, for a sufficient length of time, and if processes for 

accessing them are made both as simple as possible while ensuring accountability.  

Many enabling factors are referred to in general in the literature, but with few details on what 

specific actions are most effective and appropriate in different situations. For example, some 

studies identified a need to build networks before disasters (‘seeding’ networks) so they can 

provide a basis for collaboration during disaster response and recovery. However, these did not 

explicitly examine what approaches could be used to seed new networks and grow them so 

they can be present and able to act in disaster response and recovery. 

Recommendation 7: Future studies should explicitly examine the effectiveness of actions 

implemented to enable increased effectiveness of community assets, to build an increased 

knowledge based regarding what works, when it works, and why it works. 
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7.0 LIST OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Recommendation 1: There is a need for studies to examine community assets as dynamic 

processes whose role can be actively enabled (or curtailed); to further understand what is 

needed to enable different assets to contribute effectively to longer-term recovery and 

resilience building; to examine interactions between assets; and to examine their use in 

communities experiencing cumulative impacts from multiple events. This ideally requires 

more studies that compare the use of community assets in multiple contexts and communities.  

 

Recommendation 2: Methods of studies should where possible be designed to include greater 

use of comparative methodologies and a diversity of data collection methods. Studies that 

systematically compare the role of community assets across different geographic, cultural and 

disaster contexts are needed to improve the evidence base on factors that act as barriers to and 

enable these assets to contribute effectively to disaster recovery and resilience building.  

 

Recommendation 3: There is a need for studies that explicitly examine how communities 

recover from and build resilience to the experience of cumulative adverse events. Within this, 

studies should (i) examine the experience of a wider range of adverse events, shifting away 

from the focus on rapid-onset disaster and limited examination of other long-term adverse 

events; and (ii) examine the role of community assets as a long-term resource with an ongoing 

role in recovery and resilience building in relation to the range of adverse events a community 

may experience, rather than only in relation to a single event 

 

Recommendation 4: There is a need for studies to explicitly bring together the emerging 

understanding of resilience, disaster recovery and community assets. Doing this explicitly can 

lead to a better understanding of the potential role of community assets in building resilience 

and supporting disaster recovery, and how to support these assets. 

 

Recommendation 5: Future studies need to more explicitly examine collaboration and 

coordination across community assets as part of understanding how to build more effective 

disaster recovery and resilience building.  

 

Recommendation 6: Studies should examine not only the presence of different types of 

barriers and challenges, but the actions used to try to overcome these, and their effectiveness 

in different situations. This can be used to build a toolbox of actions that can be drawn on when 

barriers/challenges are identified. 

 

Recommendation 7: Future studies should explicitly examine the effectiveness of actions 

implemented to enable increased effectiveness of community assets, to build an increased 

knowledge based regarding what works, when it works, and why it works. 
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