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Natural Disasters from a Life Span
Developmental Perspective: An Introduction

Katie E. Cherry

Abstract This introduction was written to frame the intent of the book and set the
stage for a discussion of disaster effects from a life span developmental perspective.
The first part begins with a glimpse of the local experience of Hurricanes Katrina
and Rita on the communities and people who lived in storm-affected areas during
the hurricane season of 2005 and the years since then. The purpose and content of
this book is presented next. A brief overview of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita char-
acterizes these disasters and what happened in their aftermath, providing relevant
background information for the chapters that follow. In the next part, developmen-
tal considerations in a disaster context are discussed and the individual chapters in
this book are highlighted. The introduction concludes by underscoring the timeli-
ness of considering natural disasters from a developmental perspective. The need
for systematic research, clinical interventions, and thoughtful disaster planning is
emphasized to increase the likelihood of effective preparation and management of
future catastrophic hurricanes on local, state, and national levels.

Introduction

The hurricane season of 2005 brought profound and far-reaching changes to the
physical, cultural, and spiritual landscape of South Louisiana, the Mississippi
and Alabama coasts, and portions of southeast Texas (Alderman & Ward, 2008;
Brinkley, 2005; Horne, 2006). For those of us who reside in the storm-affected areas,
Hurricanes Katrina, Rita, and their aftermath have dominated our lives and brought
numerous changes on every level imaginable. For instance, storm-related changes
have affected our jobs, schools, and communities, as well as our families, friends,
and routine ways of living. Whether directly exposed to the storms, such as those
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people who lost their homes, property, and possibly witnessed death, or indirectly
exposed through storm-related disruptions and the influx of hundreds of thousands
of evacuees into nearby cities and neighboring states, the hurricane season of 2005
has left deep and long-lasting marks on the face of our world.

In the months and years that have followed Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, local
conversation related to the epic storms has run the gamut from stories of destruction
and horror (e.g., homes under water, roof top rescues, a dead horse washed onto
a carport) to complaints about storm-related frustrations (e.g., widespread power
outages, increased traffic, felled trees, insurance claims) and shared concerns over
long-term losses in the hardest hit areas (e.g., loss of neighborhoods, schools, public
libraries, sports programs for youth, and other community-based recreation oppor-
tunities). Setbacks for local business and industries are another frequent topic of
conversation (e.g., damage to refineries and offshore oil rigs, destruction of oyster
beds, shrimping, fishing, timber and other agricultural industries, music and enter-
tainment industry setbacks related to displaced performers). Local conversation with
political commentary has been rich with opinion and accusatory fingers pointing,
assigning blame to a variety of entities ranging from Mother Nature to local officials
to the US Army Corps of Engineers to the Federal Government.

At the time of this writing (three-and-a-half years since the storms), reconstruc-
tion and rebuilding efforts have progressed noticeably. Blue tarps stretched tightly
over damaged rooftops which had once dotted the skyline of houses across the Gulf
Coast region are nearly all gone now. Many displaced residents have returned to their
homes or relocated elsewhere and are settled in new areas. Most of the storm debris
have been removed from sight, yet lingering and sometimes haunting images of
storm-related devastation remain in our thoughts (i.e., ruined homes, churches and
businesses, familiar landmarks destroyed, abandoned vehicles and neighborhoods,
fishing boats blown miles ashore, storm-ravaged cemeteries with disturbed tombs,
and unearthed coffins scattered widely). For some people, the storms have prompted
deeper, philosophical thinking, occasionally interlaced with biblical reference (i.e.,
an act of cleansing, optimistic appraisals for rebuilding homes and lives). Other
viewpoints on the storms invite sociological contemplation, such as the perceived
racial inequities and the perennial question of where one draws the line between
personal responsibility (listen to weather forecasts, heed the storm warnings, evacu-
ate to safer ground before the storm) versus civic or institutional responsibility (local
and federal governments should provide emergency transportation, safe refuge from
the storms, adequate construction and maintenance of the levees that protect the city,
effective emergency preparedness and response operations, etc.).

For this author, the fundamental question related to Hurricane Katrina was not
what happened, why did it happen, or who is to blame for the misfortunes and suf-
fering of many, or even what do we learn from our experiences of 2005. Rather,
as a developmental psychologist, the one vexing question that surfaced initially for
me and subsequently motivated this book was a seemingly simple question: who
was more adversely affected by the Katrina and Rita disaster, children or elderly
adults? There is no doubt that older adults perished during Katrina and the post-
disaster period in far greater numbers than did children, youth, or any other age
group combined (Johnson & Galea, Chapter 14 of this volume). Media coverage at
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the time of the storms also drew our attention to evacuation dilemmas which brought
unspeakable suffering, such as medically compromised elderly persons dehydrated
and dying in wheelchairs from heat exposure or running out of oxygen before help
could arrive. Other horrors include the St. Rita’s nursing home tragedy where 35
residents drowned and 24 survivors were left to suffer in the flooded facility in
St. Bernard parish that did not evacuate (Cherry, Allen, & Galea, 2009; MSNBC,
2007; Schaefer, 2007). Four weeks after Katrina, residents from the Brighton
Garden Home for the Aged in Texas were evacuating in preparation for Hurricane
Rita when their bus caught fire. Tragically, oxygen tanks on the bus exploded and
killed 23 of the residents (Gross, Griffin, Wilder, & Lyles, 2005; Horne, 2006).

If dying and death are the only indicators of storm impact, then one might quickly
conclude that older adults were more affected by the storms than were children. On
the other hand, new evidence has been revealed concerning the plight of children and
youth. For instance, we now know about formaldehyde poisoning for those living in
FEMA trailers (Sierra Club, 2008). Other evidence has shown that Katrina youth are
among the sickest children in the nation, suffering from alarmingly high incidence
of anemia, respiratory infections, and mental health problems (Carmichael, 2008;
Redlener & Grant, 2008; Weems & Overstreet, 2008). Storm-displaced adolescents
often endured multiple hardships, including relocation into strange and unfamiliar
neighborhoods with a corresponding loss of structure, stability, and friendship net-
works. Displaced high school students were sometimes confronted with ridicule
and torment by those in the host schools who resented their presence (Lussier,
2006). Other evidence has shown heightened emotional reactivity with a longer
time to recover from emotional upsets among storm-displaced adolescents in their
new schools (Nelson, 2008). From this vantage point, it is clear that children and
youth were also deeply affected by Katrina and Rita and suffered greatly on many
levels. Sadly, for some children and their families, the long-term negative conse-
quences of these storms may have only just begun to be realized as the longevity of
storm-related setbacks and threats to physical and mental health status have come
to light.

At this juncture, the question of who was more affected by the storms, children or
older adults, now seems overly simplistic and perhaps not the best question to ask.
Rather, this fundamental question has evolved over time and now invites a compar-
ative analysis: how were children and old people affected similarly and differently?
Naturally, one must then wonder where these similarities and differences may lead
us with respect to disaster planning and preparation, post-disaster interventions,
long-term strategies for recovery, and policy considerations (see Dass-Brailsford,
in press; Kilmer, Gil-Rivas, Tedeschi, & Calhoun, in press; Osofsky, Osofsky, &
Harris, 2007).

Purpose and Content of this Book

The purpose of this book is to take a closer look at Hurricanes Katrina and Rita
from a life span developmental perspective. In particular, the book was designed
with two objectives in mind: (1) to provide data-based evidence about the Katrina
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and Rita experience at different points in the life span and (2) to increase awareness
of the developmental relevance of practical matters related to the storms. The 14
chapters in this book were written by behavioral scientists in their areas of research
expertise. In keeping with the stated objectives of this book, some chapters contain
original data from recent Katrina studies, along with implications and recommen-
dations for future research and theoretical development in the field. Other chapters
review and synthesize the extant disaster research and literature, offering insight into
best practice approaches with recommendations for planning and preparation, while
illuminating gaps in existing disaster policy and practice. The intended audience is
diverse, spanning the science to the service ends of the continuum. Those in the
scientific community (e.g., social scientists, clinical teaching faculty, research asso-
ciates, graduate students) may use this book for research and instructional purposes.
Service providers among others in helping professions (e.g., school counselors,
social workers, therapists, clergy or those in faith-based organizations) may find
this book useful as a source of reference on the storms and related developmental
issues. Given the complex and tragic nature of Katrina, the worst natural disaster in
our nation’s history, this book may also appeal to the general public.

This volume is divided into four parts. The first three parts are devoted to chil-
dren and adolescents (Chapters 1, 2, 3, and 4), younger and middle-age adults
(Chapters 5 and 6), and elderly adults (Chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10), respectively.
A special topics part covers several spheres of influence on disaster-affected regions,
from the individual responses of caring people (Chapter 11, the psychology of
helping and volunteerism) to community-wide actions taken by first responders
and mental health professionals (Chapter 12, emergency response and crisis inter-
vention). Broader implications for business and industry (Chapter 13, workforce
recovery) and public health (Chapter 14, short and long term population health)
are also addressed in this part. The unifying theme is the Katrina and Rita experi-
ence, although other storms are mentioned in passing, including Hurricanes Betsy,
Andrew, Floyd, Hugo, Ivan, Wilma, and the more recent 2008 hurricane season
with Hurricanes Gustav and Ike. Man-made disasters and other catastrophic events
are included in discussion, such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the Oklahoma City
bombing, technological disasters, wildfires, earthquakes, and the Indian Ocean
Tsunami of 2004. An overview of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and their imme-
diate aftermath is given next to provide a context for discussion for the chapters that
follow.

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita: A Snapshot of the Disasters

On morning of August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina made landfall in the Gulf Coast
region which includes the Mississippi coast and the lower Plaquemines and Orleans
parishes in South Louisiana. Community destruction was widespread and loss of
life has been considerable. Physicians, nurses, and other professionals flew in from
all over the country to provide immediate assistance in the storm-ravaged areas.
Local universities, schools, churches and faith-based organizations quickly stepped
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in, providing direct care and hands-on assistance with the relief effort (Cherry et al.,
2009). In fact, Louisiana State University (LSU) in Baton Rouge established the
largest disaster field hospital in US history in the Pete Maravich Assembly Center,
which was used to treat and triage over 20,000 people. LSU also housed a Special
Needs Shelter, an 800 bed field nursing home in the Maddox Fieldhouse (Allen,
2007). In the LSU field hospitals, 3,000 student, staff, and community members
provided services for days and weeks following Katrina (Bacher, Devlin, Calongne,
Duplechain, & Pertuit, 2005). Area churches and faith-based communities made
substantial contributions to the relief effort, primarily through establishment of shel-
ters that housed both storm victims and Red Cross volunteers, among others, some
that operated for as long as 2-months after the hurricanes (Cain & Barthelemy,
2008).

Worldwide, people are familiar with Hurricane Katrina. Perhaps a lesser known
fact is that much of the devastation in the greater New Orleans area was caused by
the storm surge and levee failures. Sadly, many who survived Katrina’s immediate
impact perished in the record rising flood waters in the days that followed. The
infamous 17th Street Canal breach, among other breaches that occurred shortly after,
filled the low-lying areas of fragile and historic New Orleans with water, at times
rising several feet in minutes. Levee failures sent a churning sea of water from Lake
Pontchartrain across Lakeview and into Mid-City, Carrollton, Gentilly, City Park,
and neighborhoods farther south and east. Hundreds of thousands either escaped the
flood or were assisted into boats and airlifted to shelters. Storm victims made their
way through the toxic and fetid waters or died in the aftermath.

On September 24, 2005, less than a month after Katrina, Hurricane Rita made
landfall affecting primarily Calcasieu, Cameron, and Vermilion parishes on the
western side of Louisiana and southeast Texas. With the destruction already appar-
ent from Katrina, the American Red Cross established some 90 shelters throughout
Louisiana to meet the needs of thousands of hurricane-impacted residents. In all,
the Red Cross operated 149 shelters that served an estimated 93,000 residents in
September, 2005 (American Red Cross, 2007). Rita, also a destructive Category
3 hurricane at landfall, only directly caused seven fatalities, yet property damage
has reached 11.3 billion dollars (National Hurricane Center, 2007). Media coverage
related to the storms has largely focused on Hurricane Katrina and the Lower 9th
Ward and Lakeview areas of New Orleans. St. Bernard, St. Tammany, and Wash-
ington parishes were also severely affected by Katrina, although these parishes have
received less attention. The disproportionate coverage of Hurricane Katrina has all
but eclipsed Hurricane Rita which has led to the coining of the term Rita Amnesia
(Hancock, 2006).

Developmental Considerations in a Disaster Context

Contemporary developmental psychology offers a research-based, scholarly per-
spective on a variety of real-life issues that affect our day-to-day lives under normal
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circumstances (Lerner, Easterbrooks, & Mistry, 2003; Fisher & Lerner, 1994). The
traumatic stress or disruption of the developmental context associated with the
disasters may have a substantial impact on some individuals or certain groups of
people, altering normative developmental trajectories (see Weems et al., 2007, for
discussion). Thus, awareness and sensitivity to fundamental developmental issues
are of paramount importance, as such may become magnified in the face of a
natural disaster or other catastrophic event. For instance, parental coping affects
child outcomes in either a positive or a negative direction. Children and adolescents
often face challenges in multiple environments (home, school, neighborhood, larger
community) where disruption of established routines, conflict, and aggression may
happen at times. Families function as a cohesive unit in daily life and in times of
stress and crisis (or not). Intergenerational issues are yet another emerging concern,
given the growing numbers of grandparents raising grandchildren and middle-age
adults struggling with the ongoing demands of caring for dependent children while
meeting the needs of aging parents.

Implicit in each of these examples is the notion of person–context relational pro-
cesses which influence development in an individual over time. Historically, the
assumption has been that developmental changes at any point in the life span are
best understood in the context of a changing person in a changing world, where mul-
tiple levels of influence on the person and his/her environment are taken into account
(e.g., Baltes, 1987; Bronfenbrenner, 1977; see also Chapter 2 of this volume). Gen-
erally speaking, most people recognize the synergy or interplay among various
domains of life, where a significant change in one area may spill over to affect
other areas of their lives. Experiencing a disaster may exacerbate ongoing (pre-
disaster) burdens while creating yet an entirely new set of challenges and obstacles
to be overcome for survivors, first responders, emergency personnel and local offi-
cials, among countless others in a disaster context. Several chapters in this volume
speak directly to reciprocal influences of this nature in children (Buchanan, Casber-
gue, & Baumgartner), youth and adolescents (Vigna, Hernandez, Paasch, Gordon, &
Kelley), and older adults (Cherry, Silva, & Galea). Reciprocal influence is also seen
on an organizational level, such as in the workforce of the affected region (e.g.,
mental health service providers, Speier, Osofsky, & Osofsky; business and industry,
Rizzuto). Together, the chapters in this volume bring to light the developmental sig-
nificance of natural disasters for individuals, families, and communities. Individual
chapters are highlighted next.

Chapter Highlights

The first part, children and adolescents, addresses the Katrina experience in early
life, from preschool age children to high school age youth. Multiple contexts
of development are brought into focus, including home, school, and commu-
nity. Buchanan, Casbergue, and Baumgartner report data from an ambitious study
conducted in the immediate impact period with samples drawn from four states
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that varied in geographic proximity to storm-ravaged areas (Louisiana, Georgia,
Tennessee, and South Carolina). Young children’s knowledge of hurricanes was
assessed using play activities, writing, and interviews. Preschool and kindergarten
teachers’ activities in the classroom were also assessed. Based on these data, rec-
ommendations for social services and meeting the mental health needs of young
children after a major disaster are considered. Weems and Overstreet review the
literature on childhood and adolescent emotional development, emphasizing the
critical role of hurricane exposure in development. They present an ecological,
needs-based perspective of youth and adolescent emotional development and a new
integrative framework designed to motivate research on the emotional consequences
for youth in disaster contexts. Vigna, Hernandez, Paasch, Gordon, and Kelley con-
sider the roles of parents and families in fostering post-trauma adjustment and
positive adaptation in middle childhood and adolescence. Results of a study with
142 mother/child dyads who participated in two waves of testing are presented.
Analyses of these longitudinal data confirm the beneficial role of social support
in predicting positive outcomes in both the child-reported and the parent-reported
data 25–28 months post-Katrina. Jones, Dugan Burns, Immel, Moore, Schwartz-
Goel and Culpepper begin by describing his deployments to the devastated Gulf
Coast region to assist state emergency personnel in coordinating the mental health
response within weeks after Katrina made landfall. A critical review of assessment
and intervention studies with children and adolescents in disaster contexts follows,
which underscores the need for culturally sensitive and methodologically sound
research in this area. Conceptual models of post-disaster functioning in children and
youth are described. Recommendations for disaster management which emphasize
cultural competence and disaster behavioral health follow.

The second part, young and middle-age adults, focuses on the Katrina experi-
ence in emerging adults, college students, and middle-age adults. Davis, Tarcza, and
Munson consider the psychological effects of Katrina and other storms from an adult
clinical perspective, noting that natural disasters can serve as psychological stressors
that may trigger depressive episodes. They review the literature on post-disaster
psychological sequalae (i.e., acute stress disorder, PTSD, generalized anxiety disor-
der) and discuss the problems that come with disruption in services and treatment.
Risk factors and resiliency in a post-disaster context are considered. Garrison and
Sasser bring a family science perspective to the disaster experience of middle-age
adults and families, with special attention directed toward meaning making as a
critical step in the post-disaster recovery process. Qualitative data are reported from
an impressive study conducted in hurricane-ravaged areas in the immediate impact
period and with a subsequent second wave assessment. Making sense of the storms
and finding silver linings within, as well as maintaining a positive outlook and use
of humor were several emergent themes found in their study.

The third part, older adults and the oldest old, focuses on the Katrina experience
for storm-displaced older persons, frail elderly adults, and very old adults indirectly
affected by the hurricanes. Roberto, Kamo, and Henderson focus on social support
networks and faith-based community supports in relation to the emotional needs of
storm-displaced older persons. Data are presented from an intriguing, mixed method
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study on older evacuees’ storm experiences and relationships with social network
members, beginning with their exodus from New Orleans across multiple moves
that brought them to distant cities and states. These data are rich with local color and
appeal, providing a collective voice for the many storm-displaced older adults who
faced countless hardships in the post-disaster period. Allen and Nelson lend a social
work perspective to disaster services with frail older persons, tracing the route from
disaster preparation to recovery. These authors focus on frail and institutionalized
older adults, the special needs designation and special needs shelters.

The last two chapters of this part focus on the oldest-old (i.e., persons 90 years
of age and older). These chapters, as well as the first chapter in the next part (Silva,
Marks, & Cherry), use data from the Louisiana Healthy Aging Study (LHAS) mixed
method hurricane assessment study (Cherry et al., 2009). Cherry, Silva, and Galea
review normative changes in physical, cognitive, and social functioning in late life
and describe models of coping, stress, and resilience in late adulthood. They present
data on self-reported health and well-being and a qualitative analysis of coping
behaviors before and after the storms. Marks, Cherry, and Silva present three themes
that emerged from a qualitative analysis of participants’ responses concerning their
use of religious beliefs and practices to help them cope with Hurricanes Katrina,
Rita, and their aftermath. Points of similarity and difference among responses of
the post-World War II “baby boomers” (cohorts 1 and 2) and the “great generation”
older adults (cohorts 3 and 4) were noted.

The fourth part, special topics, extends the age-specific discussion to cover
behaviors seen in people and organizations after a disaster. Silva, Marks, and Cherry
consider natural disasters as they intersect with a fundamental human desire to help
others in crisis. They review the literature on the development of helping, proso-
cial behaviors, and volunteerism. Qualitative data are presented that illustrate the
variety of helping behaviors seen in the post-impact period by younger and older
persons indirectly exposed to Katrina and Rita. Speier, Osofsky, and Osofsky focus
on storm-related emergency preparation and response operations in New Orleans in
the days and months following Katrina. These authors, themselves first responders,
describe the chaos and deplorable conditions survivors faced in immediate impact
period in vivid detail, along with the psychological interventions utilized to address
their needs. Gaps in training and preparation for behavioral health personnel to meet
the unique needs of people in crisis after a natural disaster are discussed.

Rizzuto focuses on the behavior of organizations after a disaster within an
organizational change framework. Features of workplace disaster recovery are dis-
cussed, including social networking, survivor syndrome, and recovering the human
structure of the organization. Johnson and Galea offer a comprehensive review
of disaster population health effects across six topical areas (injury and mortal-
ity, health systems and infrastructure, mental health, infectious disease, chronic
disease, and health behavior). They cover many catastrophic events, including natu-
ral (earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, tsunamis), technological (chemical exposures,
radiological), and man-made disasters (9/11 terrorist attacks, Oklahoma City bomb-
ing). Short-term and long-term implications for individuals, communities, and cities
are discussed.
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Conclusion

The hurricane season of 2004, which brought four hurricanes (Charley, Frances,
Ivan, Jeanne) slamming into the Florida coast within a 7-week period, raised our
awareness of the destruction and costly nature of hurricanes. Hurricanes Katrina
and Rita subsequently dealt a deadly and destructive blow to the entire Gulf Coast
region that very next year. Together, these events have catapulted the study of natural
disaster effects squarely into our collective conscious and demanded our attention
as a nation. We are still processing the damage caused by Gustav and Ike in the 2008
hurricane season. As we consider the many and diverse implications of destructive
hurricanes and other natural disasters as scholars and as a nation, the health status
and psychological well-being of children, adolescents, emerging, and middle-aged
adults, and elderly people must not be overlooked. Individual youth characteristics
are important in shaping the developmental adaptation to disasters (Norris, Freed-
man, & Watson, 2002; Weems & Overstreet, Chapter 2 of this volume). As discussed
in Allen and Wayne (Chapter 8 of this volume), health status and the availability of
social services are critical to disaster survival for frail elderly adults. Catastrophic
hurricanes have happened in recent years, yet more are expected in the future (Oriol,
1999). Understanding the protective factors that promote survival, recovery, and
resilience in the face of a natural disaster may better prepare us for future storms
as individuals and as a society (Chapter 5; Nelson, 2008). An analysis of natural
disaster effects from a life span developmental perspective, then, would appear to
be both a warranted and a timely endeavor.
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