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This paper reviews the literature on children, gender and disasters available in Australia from 

2010 until 2024 and extends the original search terms to broaden the landscape of review. 

There is first a brief survey of recent policy documents at all levels of Australian government. 

Then follows an overview of the relevant Australian and international literature, relevant to 

children, gender and disasters. It is acknowledged that the origins of the research into 

children, gender and disasters significantly pre-dates the time-period of this review but that 

early publications in disaster management – risk, response and recovery – were, at best, 

sparingly focussed on children and even less on children and gender. There is, necessarily, 

more significant mention of key international research and theory, with initial academic 

searches revealing just five Australian articles that met the original criteria of child/children/ 

disaster/ gender post 2010 to 2024 identified. 

In its August 2024 report to the Parliament of Australia “Boots on the ground: Raising 

resilience”, the Senate Select Committee on Australia’s Disaster Resilience cited the 

National Emergency Management Australia “2023-24 Higher Risk Weather Season National 

Preparedness Summit Report”: 

“Australia’s landscape is changing at a pace and scale that is testing and stretching 

planning, resources and partnerships. Since 2019, there have been more than 200 

disaster events, with 1,684 disaster declarations across 434 Local Government Areas 
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(LGAs). In 2022, 70% of Australians lived in a LGA that was subject to a disaster 

activation.” (p.3) 

This established a sense of ‘cascading disasters’, as opposed to the ‘one in one hundred 

years’ events that were the stuff of common, especially media, parlance (Foley 2022). 

In fact, a child born in 2020 in Australia will experience 4 times as many heatwaves, 3 times 

as many droughts and 1.5 times as many bushfires as those born in 1960 (Royal Far West & 

UNICEF 2019), “under current climate policy pledges.” (Thiery et al. 2021). 

Current Australian Policy Documents 
 
An examination of policy and operational documents in use across Australia, prior to 2011, 

which guided emergency management and planning, shows little or no reference to children 

and gender in relation to disasters. In 2011 the Australian Government recognised a need for 

a “national, coordinated and cooperative effort to enhance Australia’s capacity to withstand 

and recover from emergencies and disasters.” (COAG 2011). In the 13 years since, there 

has followed the development of a series of documents under the National Emergency 

Management Committee, (now NEMA and formerly EMA). These documents have been 

guided by Australia’s adoption of the Sendai framework for disaster risk reduction 2015-2030 

(2015). However, whilst terms such as “community” or “family” are routinely used, there is 

almost no mention of “child” or “children”. (ACATLGN 2022a). The Australian Institute of 

Disaster Resilience (AIDR) handbook Health and Disaster Management (2nd Ed. 2019) 

identified that, “There is currently no standard practice in emergency management planning 

for the unique needs of children in Australia.” (p.13) This handbook itself contains a section 

that specifically addresses the needs of infants and children. However, in Australia, the 

recent national, state and territory documents that influence the emergency management 

and disaster context have little content that focuses on the unique physiological, 

psychological and developmental needs of children (ACATLGN 2022a). 
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In the 5 years since, national emergency management and planning documents have begun 

to include reference to children as unique, both vulnerable and resilient, and as influenced 

by families, carers, educational settings and their communities. To a limited extent, children 

have been identified as active participants in planning and preparedness. Some State, 

Territory and Regional Governments have even involved children in decision-making. The 

New South Wales (2012 Disaster Mental Health Handbooks 1-4) and Victorian 

Government's (Victorian emergency management planning for children and young people, 

2013) were early adopters. The Macedon Ranges Shire Council (Victoria) has been a leader 

at the regional level (Macedon Ranges Children and Young People Emergency Sub Plan 

2018). More recently, in Strong Together - South Australia’s Disaster Resilience Strategy 

2019-2024 (2019) there is an emphasis on consultation to promote children’s self-reliance in 

the disaster context. The Policy and Plan-State emergency management: A strategic 

framework for emergency management in Western Australia (2024) and the Queensland 

Interim State Disaster Management Plan (2024-25) continues this trend. 

 
However, with a few notable exceptions, there is almost no mention of children and gender 

in Australian emergency management and planning documents to date. Whilst the Australian 

Mid-Term Review of the Sendai Framework notes progress in terms of emphasis in current 

documents on ‘children’, the mention of Gender (2022 2.3.3 p.55) is, at best, indicative of a 

policy in progress. More recently the Queensland State Disaster Management Program 

(2023) and The Queensland Trauma Strategy 2024-2029 (Updated 2024) have specific 

reference to children and gender. In Safe and Supported: The National Framework for 

Protecting Australia’s Children 2021-2031 there is a clear commitment to gender equality 

across age groups. This was also evident in the AIDR Community Recovery Handbook 

(2018). However, it is The National Gender and Emergency Management (GEM) Guidelines 

(2023) which keep gender front and centre, including a push for “Acquiring gender- 

disaggregated data.” (p.1). 
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Children 
 
The notion of child is a relatively recent socio-cultural construct (Fothergill & Peek 2015). 

Who counts as a child may be different in different cultures and in different professional 

domains such as social, legal and political contexts. A universal conceptualisation of 

childhood may well be “unattainable” (Traher 2023 p.9). In Australia, the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS) defines child as any individual under the age of 15 (2016), whereas the 

Australian Institute for Health and Welfare sees a child as up to the age of 12 (2020). The 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990) identifies children as below 18 years of 

age. This literature review has adopted the stance of the United Nations. 

Context and History 
 
A review of child research in the disaster literature indicates that the notion of children and 

the experience of disaster is a similarly recent field of research endeavour. In Australia, 

consideration of children and exposure to disaster related adversity was studied after the 

Ash Wednesday Bushfires of 1983 (McFarlane 1990). McFarlane acknowledged that, “Little 

is known about the effects of disasters, such as the recent bushfires, on children, and by 

studying the effects of disasters, we hope to improve the way children are handled in 

disasters” (Letter to Parent, Appendix 8). Over the intervening decades the visibility of 

children in disaster practice, policy and intervention has waxed and waned. Between 1940 

and 1989, there were less than 100 peer reviewed articles researching children in a disaster 

context published (ACATLGN 2022a). The year 2010 marked the beginning of a significant 

expansion in the interest in and research of children in disasters. Peek (2018) and Monteil, 

Barclay & Hicks (2020) explored the collective remembering and forgetting that occurs after 

a disaster. The latter states, “Remembering a disaster goes hand in hand with the process of 

forgetting about it.” (p. 287). 
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Peek, Abramson, Cox, Fothergill & Tobin (2018) identified six waves of research related to 

children and disasters, the first focusing on children’s psychological and behavioural 

reactions to disasters. This evolved into understanding children’s exposure and physical 

health outcomes; understanding children in their broader socio-ecological context: 

understanding their strengths and resilience and capacities; understanding child 

perspectives and incorporating their voices by creating opportunities for them to contribute in 

valued and meaningful ways. It is now accepted that children can be impacted by disasters 

in three fundamental ways: physical health (i.e. injury or impacted development), mental 

health (i.e. psychological or mental health wellbeing including relationships) and academic 

(learning, schooling) (Kousky 2016). 

 
Clearly, McFarlane’s early attempts to assess impacts on children of disaster fit comfortably 

within the first wave of assessing behavioural indicators of distress and impact, using 

parents and teachers as informants on behalf of children and looking for ways to ‘handle’ 

children. 

Children and Disaster 
 
Children are often identified as a uniquely vulnerable population when it comes to 

considering disasters and their impact (Newnham et al. 2022). Vulnerable because of their 

stage of development, the sensitivity of their developing neurodevelopmental systems to 

harm from prolonged or extreme stress and distress, their limited ability to take independent 

action to be safe and their reliance on carers and others to keep them safe, help them to 

recover and to act on their behalf as required. “Children under the age of eight are especially 

vulnerable to the increasing frequency and intensity of disasters due to their reduced 

capacity to reason, understand and appraise, emotionally process and respond to perceived 

threats.” (Eagland et al. p.198). Despite this recognised vulnerability, children tend to be 

overlooked or mentioned in a cursory manner, lumped in with other noted vulnerable 

populations in policy and practices of government and agencies. 
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Anderson (2005) called for disaster scholars to study children’s experiences of disasters. 

The notion of children as having rights, being able to voice their experience and needs as 

experts in their own lives and recognising their capacity for agentic action and participation 

has evolved over time and in subsequent waves of interest, research and socio-cultural 

understanding and framing. Having been notably absent in the literature he called for 

children to be brought into the social disaster research focus. 

 
 
Acknowledging that children and disaster research is relatively recent, and more likely to 

focus on children’s vulnerabilities, organisations such as UNICEF, Plan and Save the 

Children are actively advocating for reframing the capabilities of children in disasters to see 

them as active agents who can participate in planning, response and recovery. (Fothergill & 

Peek 2015 p.29). 

Gendered Roles in the Disaster Context 
 
When we come to consider the matter of gender in relation to disasters, it is important to 

note the relatively recent popularisation of that term (Bradshaw 2013 Ch. 3) and its 

contested nature when used either in opposition to ‘sex’, or indeed as a synonym 

(Rosenberg et al. 2010). Enarson and Morrow (1998) directly addressed the interface 

between gender and disasters and these researchers were most notably followed by 

Fothergill and Peek (2008, 2015) in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. Enarson, Fothergill and 

Peek (2017) summarised the central importance of gender: 

 
 

It follows that gender bears on capacities, decisions, and outcomes throughout the 

disaster lifecycle. Importantly, while research shows that gender inequalities and 

differences contribute substantially to disaster vulnerabilities, gender also shapes 

how agency and resilience are realised in crises. Gender further influences how 

disaster risk is created and the practice of disaster management itself. (2017 p. 205) 
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This is clearly a world away from broad statements such as, “Boys and girls are affected 

differently by disasters.” (Erman 2021 p.9, referencing World Bank Group Gender Strategy 

2016-2023). 

 
In the Australian context, the establishment of GADAus (formerly the GAD Pod) in 2015 

brought into sharp, mainly adult, focus issues such as gender-based violence in disaster 

aftermath (Parkinson & Zara 2013; Parkinson, 2019), climate change induced outcomes 

(Parkinson, Farrant & Duncan 2015) and long-term disaster resilience (Parkinson, Duncan, 

Kaur, Archer, and Spencer 2022). 

 
 
Surprisingly, there are relatively few studies that have examined the role of gender in 

predicting outcomes and adjustment in children exposed to disasters. Children are generally 

cared for in disasters by women, but girls and boys were found to overlap in tasks within 

their families and communities (Alston 2010). Fothergill and Peek noted in their foundational 

work Children of Katrina (2015) that it was common to see girls assuming tasks that been 

modelled after their mothers, such as caring for babies and that boys modelled their roles on 

their fathers or other men, doing ‘outside’ work, and playing sport with younger children. 

Prevalence rates for mental ill health post disaster tend to identify that girl children are more 

likely to be diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorders and that boys display more 

externalising or ‘acting out’ behaviours than girls and that girls are more likely to self-report 

levels of distress than boys. (Nasir et al. 2021). 

 
There is now a body of evidence, some inconclusive (Towers et al. 2019), or even 

contradictory, about the gendered impact of disaster on children. Gil-Rivas (2014) flagged 

the general lack of studies that had “examined the role of gender in predicting adjustment 

among children and adolescents exposed to disaster (p.8). However, there has been a 

consensus that, “The long-term mental health implications of disasters are particularly 
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concerning for children and adolescents.” (Newnham et al. 2022 p.13). Also, that disasters 

can generate “differential impacts on women, men, boys and girls” (Cutter 2017 p.117). At an 

individual level child disaster impact is inconsistent – “the belief that children are a 

homogenous group that extreme events impact on equally is a myth” (Royal Far West & 

UNICEF Australia 2022 p. 13). For boys and girls these differential impacts can be seen as 

somehow inherent, with females more likely to experience disaster-related trauma (Nasir et 

al. 2021), or structural – “Women and girls are not necessarily weaker or more vulnerable 

than boys and men but are made so by socio-political structures and processes.” (Fordham 

2011 p.424). 

 
McDermott et al. (2010) looked at the special vulnerability of girls to Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) post-disaster (p.388), with no relation to previous mental illness. 

McDermott & Cobham (2012) reported that, “PTSD in children was predicted by female 

gender, paternal PTSD and paternal depression scores” (p.2). Lai et al. (2017) provided a 

comprehensive overview of PTSD trajectories: “Female gender, disaster exposure, negative 

coping, and lack of social support were significant factors for chronic trajectories.” (p.2). 

Masten (2021) noted, regarding gender differences in children – “the likelihood of more 

elevated internalising symptoms in females (trauma symptoms, depression, anxiety and 

other forms of distress) and more externalising symptoms in males, but the data are not fully 

consistent.” (p.4). This was supported by Perry et al. (2024) – “females are more vulnerable 

to greater risks of emotional insecurity and disaster-related trauma…Males also experience 

vulnerabilities during disaster.” (p.25). Erman (2021 GFDRR) and UNICEF Australia (2024) 

provided comprehensive international overviews of child disaster impact. Also, de Paz 

(2020) considered the international impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on girls and women. 

 
Fothergill and Peek (2015) found evidence of girls, post-disaster, “assuming tasks that they 

had modelled after their mothers, such as caring for babies, helping to prepare meals, and 

cleaning up spaces.” (p.212). Generally, boys tended to model their fathers and were 
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scolded for crying. These findings were generally supported by Tobin-Gurley et al. (2016), 

including evidence that relationships were more important for girls than boys (p.157), but 

with “stories from youth that deviated from gendered expectations of men in disaster” 

(p.155). Perry et al. (2024) also supported these findings, citing girls’ “emotional insecurity 

and disaster-related trauma” and boys as “more negatively impacted by physical activity and 

interaction restrictions that accompany disaster-related events.” (p.25). Whippman (2024)  

looked at ‘heroic narratives’, which produced “an odd combination in boys of both entitlement 

and inadequacy” (p.5), contributing to “masculine discrepancy stress” (p.7). Parkinson et al. 

(2023) also offered a useful perspective on  the factor of male heroism. Fothergill and Peek 

(2015) found that “in the US boys are more at risk of death” (p.213). 

There can be many different factors that contribute to apparent gender-based reactions to 

disaster. McDermott et al. (2012) considered “parent psychopathology and parenting 

variables” (p.2). Nader (2020) considered variables such as language skills, exposure levels 

and threat perception. “Post-trauma and gender differences research findings are mixed, 

compared to men and boys, women and girls may experience comparable threats as more 

threatening. Girls reported more intense fear than boys and more PTSS (Post Traumatic 

Stress Symptoms), but boys had a higher proportion of very severe symptoms” (p.89). 

Datzberger et al. (2024) looked at the relationship between climate change and gender- 

based violence (GBV) and violence against children (VAC), bemoaning the almost exclusive 

conflation of key terms “gender” and “women” – “without sufficient attention to the gendered 

effects of climate change on female and male children.” (p.6). 

Interestingly, one of the few studies sighted on academic impact of disasters (Gibbs et al. 

2019), which looked at Australian children from Years 3 to 5 and their National Assessment 

Program for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) scores, showed no change in 3 of 5 domains 

assessed, a decrease in 2 domains, but no gender difference in any of the scores. 
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Into CC-DRR 

It was Anderson (2005) who had noted concerns about acting on behalf of children, seeing 

them as more than just victims or observers, who advocated for school preparedness 

programs and identified children as “risk communicators” (p.169). Similarly, Boon and 

Pagliano (2014) noted that, “Despite their fears around disasters, children can be 

empowered to prepare for and respond to disasters via various means, including through 

school-based disaster education programs.” (p.188). MacDonald et al. (2023) urged all 

relevant stakeholders to recall the Sendai Framework and ‘flip the script’ to recognise 

children as change agents and support “the introduction of a capability and empowerment 

discourse over the dominant vulnerability and deficit discourse” (p.88). 

A better understanding of children’s disaster vulnerabilities and resilience has likely led to a 

de-emphasis on children’s gendered roles and responsibilities (Gaillard et al. 2016). In many 

programs (Towers et al 2015, Shreve & Fordham 2018, Heffernan et al. 2024) there is a 

push to reduce emphasis on traditional gender roles, or pro-actively focus on addressing 

perceived disadvantage (Forbes-Genade 2017 GIRRL; Girls on Fire; Pokharel et al. CCURF 

2020; Pooley et al. 2021). Also, there has been use of problem-based virtual immersive CC- 

DRR training (Le De et al. 2020), with some gender outcome difference (Molan et al. 2022). 

Limitations 

This review has not dealt with several significant areas of gender-related research. These 

include sexual and gender minorities in disasters (Dominey-Howes et al. 2022), Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Rosenhak et al. 2024), Gender Based Violence (GBV), 

and Intimate Partner Homicide (IPH) and impact on children (Eastwood et al. 2024), the 

mechanics of engaging with children (Eagland et al. 2024), gender justice (Connell 2022), 

masculinist policy and policy-makers (Pease 2024; Owen & Hatton 2024; Crossweller 2025), 

international humanitarian aid (IASC Policy on Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 

Women and Girls in Humanitarian Action updated 2024). 
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Where to from here? 

Australia lacks a consistent approach to the way it collects and analyses data (Brady et al. 

2024) yet we know that different segments of society are exposed to disasters in differing 

ways. Having a lack of disaggregated data that enables the comparison of data sets with 

other population-based data disables the ability to draw together evidence in a way that 

enables targeted and specific understanding and allows for informed population specific 

planning, intervention and support. Not only are children often seen as a homogenous group, 

often aggregated under the heading of ‘vulnerable populations’, but further disaggregation by 

age, gender, sex, ethnicity, previous adversity and the ability to conduct longitudinal research 

of affected child cohorts over their developmental periods would enable greater understanding 

of strengths-based factors, adverse outcomes and trajectories. 

As Brady et al. (2024) argue, developing data sets that allow for the comparison across 

populations, timeframes, events would be enhanced understanding of protective and 

vulnerability factors, better ability to predict long term outcomes and ability to assess the 

effectiveness of interventions, programs and treatment strategies. 

The prevailing dichotomous view of gender, fundamental to structural approaches to gender, 

is challenged by agentic perspectives (Larin 2024). Also, the research of Fine (2011) 

provides a strong dissection of the notion that gender norms have a basis in different brain 

type and function: “Our minds, society and neurosexism create difference. Together, they 

wire gender. But the wiring is soft, not hard. It is flexible, malleable and changeable. And, if 

we only believe this, it will continue to unravel.” (p. 205). 

More recently Rippon (2019) has laid a foundation for chipping away at the dominant 

paradigm of gender dichotomy: “…the overwhelming message from decades of research on 

millions of participants was that actually, women and men were more similar than they were 

different, with differences disappearing over time.” (p. 336). 

Interestingly, in view of the recent Australian experience of ‘cascading disasters’, where the 
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traditional boundaries between Preparation, Planning, Response and Recovery become 

blurred, studies by Hobben et al. (2023) and Campbell et al. (2024) looked at the efficacy of 

psychological interventions on children and young people suffering PTSD or other conditions 

because of multiple disaster events. 

 
 
Many of the researchers we looked at dealt with issues of data and its lack of 

disaggregation, in relation to age, gender and other key variables. There was a recognised 

need for a standardisation of the ways in which data is collected about how people and the 

communities which they form are affected by disasters. This sentiment is echoed in the UN 

Office for Disaster Risk Resilience (UNDRR) Work Programme 2024-2025: 

 
 

“This workstream will produce a common framework for disaster-related statistics that 

builds on the foundational work already undertaken and will address disaggregated 

data by sex, age, disability and income.” (Deliverable 1).
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