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Resettled humanitarian refugees and 
environmental disasters 

Very limited research to date 
Individual/family resilience 
Strong cultural/spiritual beliefs/practices 
Greater vulnerability:  

Lack of information 
Lack of financial resources and emergency supplies  
Lack of broader social support 
Social exclusion 
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Methods - Instruments 
Standardised instruments 

Flood impact questions (Queensland Health 2011; 
Ginexi et al., 2000) 

• 14-item Flood Impact Index (0 to 14) was dichotomised 
into ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ exposure based on Median 

Social trust (Social Capital Community Benchmark 
survey, Kennedy School of Government, 2000) 

• Levels of social trust towards and from: 
– Neighbours 
– Police 
– Wider Australian community 
– Australian media 

• Most people can be trusted 
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Methods – Statistical analysis 
Multiple logistic regression 

Independent variable: Flood exposure 
Dependent variable: Social trust 
Controlling for: 

• Previous levels of social trust (6-12 months before the floods) 
• Age 
• Time in Australia 
• Region of birth 
• Religious affiliation 
• Income 
• Highest educational status 
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Participants’ characteristics (n=141) 
Characteristic n(%) 

Mean age = 36.2 years (SD=8.2 years) 

Mean time in Australia = 6 years (SD=1.4 years) 

Region of birth 
Africa 
Middle East 
Southeast Asia 

 
106 (75%) 
23 (16%) 
12 (9%) 

Religious affiliation 
Christian 
Muslim 

 
111 (79%) 
30 (21%) 

Marital status 
Never married 
Married/de facto 
Separated/divorced 

 
59 (42%) 
78 (55%) 

4 (3%) 
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Participants’ characteristics (n=141) 
Characteristic n(%) 

Highest educational level completed in Australia 
None/secondary education 
English course 
Technical/college/trade 
University degree 

 
13 (9%) 

53 (38%) 
55 (39%) 
20 (14%) 

Current employment status 
Employed full-time 
Employed part-time or casual 
Unemployed 

 
46 (33%) 
62 (44%) 
32 (23%) 

Weekly income 
AUD$399 or less 
AUD$400 – AUD$799 
AUD$800 or more 

 
30 (22%) 
88 (63%) 
21 (15%) 

English language proficiency 
Good 
Poor 

 
105 (74%) 
36 (26%) 10 



Exposure/Impact of floods 
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Flood exposure and levels of social trust* 
Trust item Odds Ratio 95% CI P - value 
I trust my neighbours 7.1 1.6, 31.2 0.009 

I trust police 4.9 1.0, 24.2 0.052 

I trust wider Australian 
community 

6.1 1.6, 23.4 0.008 

I trust the media 12.3 3.8, 40.4 <0.001 

My neighbours trust me 6.4 1.4, 28.4 0.015 

Police trust me 2.2 0.5, 9.9 0.294 

Wider Australian community trust 
me 

4.7 1.0, 21.7 0.049 

Media trust me 13.9 3.6, 53.8 <0.001 

Most people can be trusted 4.6 1.4, 15.3 0.013 
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Response category = Higher flood exposure 
* Adjusted for level of trust prior to the floods, age, time in Australia, region of 
birth, religious affiliation, weekly income, highest educational status 



Limitations 
Data collected 2 years after the floods 
Did social trust change soon after floods? 
Did it increase gradually post-disaster? 
Original cohort recruited using quota 
sampling 
No data on experiences of refugee 
women and children 
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Conclusions and Reflections 
Environmental disasters can lead to increased 
levels of social trust among a socially 
marginalised population 
Standard analyses of post-disaster recovery 
focus on quality of governance, levels of 
physical damage, socio-economic and 
demographic contexts, and population density 
Social resources and social capital are also 
critical factors in post-disaster recovery and 
resilience (Aldrich, 2012) 
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Conclusions and Reflections 
In the context of the challenges of 
greater ethnic diversity within a 
region/country, [the threat of] 
environmental disasters may offer an 
opportunity for individuals and 
communities to “work together to 
address their collective challenges” (Toya 
and Skidmore, 2013, p.9) 
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“Disasters happen to entire 
communities. Members are exposed 
together and must recover together. 
At a minimum, if their aim is to build 
collective resilience, communities 
must develop economic resources, 
reduce risk and resource inequities, 
and attend conscientiously to their 
areas of greatest social vulnerability 
(…) In a nutshell, disaster readiness 
is about social change” (Norris et al., 
2008, p.145)  
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