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Abstract 

An all-of-society approach is foundational for increasing disaster resilience and creating adaptive 

capacity in the face of disasters and climate change. Youth participation within disaster risk 

reduction (DRR) and disaster risk management (DRM) is an inclusive strategy to engage youth 

in an all-of-society approach. While this is an emerging and fast-growing area of study, 

ingraining social inclusion in practice is slow. Through a series of four articles, this dissertation 

describes two separate qualitative studies exploring youth participation in DRR and DRM 

through the youth perspective. Participatory research methodologies dismantle power dynamics 

inherent in traditional research, and they are well-suited for research on youth participation. As 

such, our first study used Photovoice methodology to explore youth perceptions of youth 

capabilities in disasters, and to understand their experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Examples of youth participation initiatives in DRR are scattered, necessitating exploration of the 

process of participation in diverse contexts and types of disaster events. We conducted the 

second study using case study methodology to explore facilitators of —and barriers to— youth 

contributions towards DRR efforts in the context of local flooding, tornado, and pandemic events 

in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. This dissertation provides insight on how to promote youth 

resilience, capacity, and strengths in disasters. Based on these findings, we argue that a paradigm 

shift in DRR towards an asset-based approach is essential to implement youth participation in 

practice. An asset-based approach aligns with the capability-oriented worldview in youth 

participation literature and theories. The complexity arises in attempting to apply asset-based 

lessons from the literature into the traditionally needs-based orientation of DRR policy and DRM 

practice. More research is needed to document youth actions in DRR and to determine asset 

indicators to evaluate implementation efforts. This dissertation begins an important conversation 
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around applying an asset-based approach to youth participation in DRR through the perspectives 

of youth. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Across the globe, humanity faces the growing challenge of extreme climate change and  

severe disasters (World Meteorological Organization, 2021). Reducing the risks of disasters and 

implementing climate action are important public health and social justice strategies to address 

these growing threats. According to the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 

(UNDRR) (2022), risks are increasing faster than the progress to reduce them. 

The UNDRR and United Nations (UN) General Assembly (2016) define a disaster as a 

hazardous event causing serious disruption to societal function, leading to human, material, 

economic, and/or environmental impacts or losses. Disasters occur when a community is 1) 

exposed to a hazard; 2) experiences vulnerable social, economic, or physical conditions; and 3) 

has reduced ability to cope (Public Safety Canada, 2012; UNDRR & UN General Assembly, 

2016). Hazards can be environmental (e.g., loss of biodiversity), technological (e.g., chemical 

spills), geophysical (e.g., earthquakes), hydrometeorological (e.g., floods and tornadoes), or 

biological (e.g., pandemics). When disasters surpass a population’s ability to cope, this can result 

in losses and harms to lives and the environment (UNDRR & UN General Assembly, 2016).  

Disaster risk reduction (DRR) can be summarized as the theory and process of reducing 

disaster risks (UNDRR & UN General Assembly, 2016). This includes creating strategies and 

plans to mitigate exposure to hazards, reduce vulnerability of people, properties, and the 

environment, and improve preparation strategies in case of disasters (Public Safety Canada, 

2012). DRR is the policy objective of disaster risk management (DRM) (UNDRR & UN General 

Assembly, 2016). DRM is the application of DRR policies and strategies to prevent new risk, 

remove or reduce existing risk and manage residual risk (i.e., risk that cannot be reduced) 

(UNDRR & UN General Assembly, 2016). Managing residual risk involves strengthening 
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individual and community resilience through preparedness, response and recovery activities, and 

implementation of financial social safety nets. Community-based DRM promotes the 

involvement of citizens in activities at the local level (UNDRR & UN General Assembly, 2016). 

Throughout this dissertation, we use the term DRR; rather than both DRR and DRM. When we 

use DRR, we insinuate both the policy/strategy of DRR and the implementation/practice of 

DRM, and the need for youth participation in both. 

Health is both a determinant and outcome of DRR with disasters leading to excess 

morbidity and mortality from increasing public health needs (Chan & Shi, 2017). Exposure to 

disasters has direct effects on mental health, physical health, and wellbeing, as well as indirect 

public health implications such as changes to health-care facilities and public risk perception 

(Leppold et al., 2022). Given the increasing challenge of extreme disasters and climate change, 

disasters are a contemporary public health issue for which resources are needed to reduce 

disaster risks. To reduce disaster risks, global guiding documents across disciplines encourage 

the use of innovative approaches to increase disaster and climate resilience, and create adaptive 

capacity (UNDRR, 2015; United Nations, 2015b, 2015a). The UNDRR and UN General 

Assembly (2016) defines resilience as follows:  

The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, 

accommodate, adapt to, transform and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely 

and efficient manner, including through the preservation and restoration of its essential 

basic structures and functions through risk management. (p. 22)  

Contributing to resilience is the concept of adaptive capacity, which is the ability of a 

community or system to prepare for, respond to, and recover from disasters using economic, 

social, informational and community resources with the goal of reducing risks and building 
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resilience (Barnes et al., 2020; Gallopin, 2006; Norris et al., 2008). Empowerment, collaboration, 

and innovation are important drivers in the development of adaptive capacity before, during, and 

after disaster events (O’Sullivan et al., 2014). 

DRR is dominated by top-down models of risk reduction (T. Mitchell et al., 2008; 

Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016) in which decision-making around policymaking and 

implementation occurs at the highest levels of management and governance, and are then 

communicated downward (e.g., to other teams, departments, organizations, and the public). 

While government involvement is important to lead and coordinate disaster response, central 

authorities often experience challenges accurately and efficiently identifying needs and 

coordinating resources in response to disasters (Haeffele & Storr, 2020). A bottom-up response 

in DRR encompasses collaboration between individuals, communities, and local organizations to 

respond to needs in a disaster (Haeffele & Storr, 2020). The potential benefits of bottom-up 

efforts in disasters are often overlooked by DRR policymakers.  

Disaster literature reinforces the need to give attention to capacities and vulnerabilities in 

DRR. Capacities are the set of diverse knowledge, skills, and resources citizens’ possess, have 

access to, and use in disasters (Gaillard et al., 2019; Norris et al., 2008). Capacities can be 

individual and collective, and shared with others in a community of people (e.g., family, 

neighbours, etc.). They are the positive conditions or abilities people possess that can be 

combined to prevent, prepare for, respond to, and recovery from disasters (Ahmed et al., 2012). 

The concept of capacities is rooted in advocacy, as a rationale for community participation, and 

therefore more equitable sharing of power between community members and traditional actors of 

DRR (Gaillard et al., 2019).  
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An approach that might be helpful to explore both bottom-up and top-down responses to 

DRR, is one focused on strengths, capabilities, and assets. Bottom-up responses are actions 

driven by community actors (Grube, 2020), relying on social networks and resources, skills and 

expertise to collaboratively respond to and recover from disasters (Aldrich, 2015; Shaw & Goda, 

2004; Storr et al., 2017). Given that capacities (Gaillard et al., 2019), adaptive capacity (Barnes 

et al., 2020; Gallopin, 2006; Norris et al., 2008), as well as empowerment, collaboration, and 

innovation (O’Sullivan et al., 2014) are important concepts in DRR, the dominant needs-based 

approaches of disaster management are insufficient to identify these positive-leaning, 

community-based concepts. An approach focused on identifying assets and capabilities, as well 

as needs, is not only more appropriate and innovative, but essential to explore the bottom-up 

response within DRR.  

Over the last six years, the need for community preparedness in Ottawa, Canada, has 

become more apparent. In that time, the city and surrounding areas experienced numerous 

record-breaking natural disasters, in addition to the COVID-19 pandemic. In spring 2017, the 

region experienced extensive flooding (CBC News, 2017); on September 21st, 2018, the region 

was hit by two tornados (an EF-2 in south Ottawa; and an EF-3 in rural west Ottawa, and Mont-

Bleu in Gatineau), causing widespread damage and power-outages (Nease, 2018); and in spring 

2019, the region once again experienced substantial flooding (CBC News, 2019b).  

More recently in May 2022, Ottawa and large areas of Ontario experienced a derecho 

causing widespread damage and lengthy power outages (Bernstien, 2022), and outside assistance 

was required to restore hydro. A derecho is characterized as a large, long-lasting, and fast-

moving series of wind- and thunderstorms with powerful straight-line winds causing widespread 

destruction (The American Meteorological Society, 2020). Not only was the storm intense in 
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nature, its timing on the May long weekend and expansive geographic area covering the most 

densely populated corridor in Canada resulted in the storm that affected more than 40 percent of 

Canada’s population (Scott, 2022). While losses and damage were experienced throughout the 

Highway 401 corridor, Ottawa and surrounding areas experienced the most extreme damage, 

with multiple hydro transmission lines brought down by the storm. Given the severe and 

widespread damage to property, urban forest, and electrical infrastructure, Hydro Ottawa (2022) 

proclaimed the May 2022 derecho to be Ottawa’s biggest storm yet – bigger than the Ice Storm 

of 1998 and the tornadoes in 2018.  

These disasters followed a Statistics Canada (2016) report that stated that less than half of 

households in Ottawa-Gatineau had an emergency kit with supplies to survive a disaster. Given 

widespread risk and lack of readiness, disaster preparedness in Canada needs improvement. 

Youth are a potential resource to help promote preparedness and minimize disaster impacts. In 

the Philippines, children collaborated with adults in the community to restore mangrove 

ecosystems to protect against climate change impacts and protect communities from typhoon 

winds (Tanner et al., 2009). After Hurricane Katrina, youth engaged in bottom-up disaster 

response activities donating items, fundraising for disaster victims, restoring wetlands, rebuilding 

homes, supporting mental health (e.g., sending cards and letters, hosting Christmas parties and 

vacations), and developing social programs and new organizations for long term public health 

social change (Peek et al., 2020). The participation of children and youth in disaster prevention, 

preparedness, response and recovery outside of, and in collaboration with, adult contributions is 

an important strategy shown to improve a community’s ownership over, and sustainability of, 

disaster response activities, and reduce disaster risks (Cox et al., 2019; Lopez et al., 2012; 

Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016; Peek et al., 2020). 
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Youth played important roles before, during, and after the disasters in Ottawa. For 

instance, before and during the spring flooding in 2019, the entire student population of West 

Carleton High School filled more than 11,000 sandbags in one day (CTV News, 2019). Their 

contributions made a notable difference and highlight youth capabilities in DRR. There is a need 

for more research on youth participation in DRR in Canada (Amri et al., 2018). To examine the 

most effective means of engaging youth, it is important to understand the perspectives of youth 

who have experience contributing to DRR.  

Research Questions and Objectives  

The purpose of this multi-pronged study was to explore youth participation in DRR 

through the eyes of youth already engaged in DRR in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. Through this  

doctoral research, we addressed the following research questions: 1) What are the perceptions of 

youth, on youth capabilities in DRR and climate change?; 2) How did youth experience the first 

wave of the COVID-19 pandemic and in what ways were youth engaged in the pandemic 

response?; 3) What are the experiences of youth volunteers and essential workers contributing to 

DRR and the COVID-19 pandemic?; and 4) What are the perceptions of youth on barriers and 

facilitators to youth participation in DRR? 

Purpose and Structure of the Document  

This dissertation consists of 10 chapters, within which are four stand-alone papers from 

two research studies. In chapter 1, we introduce the research topic, and follow this with a review 

of the literature in chapter 2. In chapter 3, we outline the theoretical underpinnings of this thesis. 

In chapter 4, we provide an overview of the methodologies and methods from both studies, 

followed by our Photovoice protocol paper published in the journal Qualitative Health Research 

(chapter 5), which provides a thorough breakdown of our methods. In chapters 6 and 7, we 
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include two published empirical articles stemming from our Photovoice study (published in 

Qualitative Health Research and the International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction). In 

chapter 8, we present the manuscript for the case study, followed by a discussion section tying 

the two studies together in chapter 9. In chapter 10, we offer conclusions from our research. The 

appendices contain the interview guides, copies of ethics approval, and consent/assent forms.  

The articles are presented in their most recent state in the peer-review process, with published 

articles appearing in their postprint format, prior to copyediting by the journal. Tables and 

figures from the articles are numbered serially as they appear in this thesis manuscript. In table 1, 

we outline the research questions and in which chapter(s) they are answered.  

Table 1 

Thesis Chapters and Corresponding Research Questions 

Thesis Chapter Research Questions 

Chapter 6 What are the perceptions of youth, on youth capabilities in DRR and 

climate change? 

Chapter 7 How did youth experience the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic 

and in what ways were youth engaged in the pandemic response? 

Chapter 8 What are the experiences of youth volunteers and essential workers 

contributing to DRR and the COVID-19 pandemic? 

What are the perceptions of youth on barriers and facilitators to youth 

participation in DRR? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 In chapter two, we provide a review of extant literature on youth participation in DRR. 

We cover disasters, global guiding documents, youth in disasters, important terminology and 

definitions, benefits and barriers to youth participation, youth capacity and facilitating factors for 

youth participation. We conclude with a table summarizing areas in the literature on youth 

participation in disasters in need of further research.  

Global Guiding Documents 

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction is a global disaster risk reduction 

guideline from the UNDRR (2015) that provides concrete actions to protect development from 

the risks of adverse events. The international framework adopted by UN Member States details 

four priorities for action: 

Priority 1: Understanding disaster risk 

Priority 2: Strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk 

Priority 3: Investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience 

Priority 4: Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response and to “Build Back 

Better” in recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction. (UNDRR, 2015, p.14) 

These priorities are further broken into seven global targets focused on reducing risks and 

promoting resilience to be achieved by 2030, including: 1) “reduce disaster mortality”, 2) 

“reduce the number of affected people”; 3) “reduce direct economic loss in relation to gross 

domestic product (GDP)”; 4) “reduce disaster damage to critical infrastructure and disruption of 

basic services”; 5) “increase the number of countries with national and local disaster risk 

reduction strategies”; 6) “substantially enhance international cooperation to developing 

countries”; and 7) “increase the availability of and access to multi-hazard early warning systems” 
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(UNDRR, 2015, p. 12). Importantly, in adopting this framework, UN Member States recognized 

that while led by the State, responsibility and power over reducing disaster risks should be shared 

with other stakeholders (e.g., local government, private sector, communities, etc.).  

While the Sendai Framework has distinct goals and evaluation mechanisms, there are 

synergies between the Sendai Framework, the Paris Agreement (United Nations, 2015a) and 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 2015b), all adopted in the same year. 

The three international guiding documents, especially the Paris Agreement and SDGs, are 

mutually reinforcing. They work in tandem towards a sustainable and resilient future, 

recommending inclusive agendas to include vulnerable populations in the design and 

implementation of policies and plans. The Sendai Framework uses the term an “all-of-society 

approach” to describe the need for all citizens to be engaged in DRR, and more specifically, 

engaging children and youth as agents of change in DRR (UNDRR, 2015).  

The last two decades have shown a movement for a more grassroots, inclusive, child-

centred disaster risk reduction agenda (Peek et al., 2020). Internationally, there has been growing 

interest in increasing the roles of volunteers in disasters (Carlton et al., 2022). Additionally, the 

introduction of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1989 

explicitly discussed children in the context of their human and political rights, including the right 

to participate in matters that affect them (UN General Assembly, 1989). 

The COVID-19 pandemic set back international agendas to build sustainable DRR and 

climate-resilience, as outlined in the Paris Agreement, SDGs, and Sendai Framework. The 

pandemic created disproportionate vulnerability for women, older adults, persons with 

disabilities, and youth, renewing the urgency for new and inclusive all-of-society approaches to 

build resilience (UNDRR, 2022). This global movement towards inclusive community 
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engagement in DRR emphasizes the importance of contributions of youth and other populations 

disproportionately affected by disasters. These contributions alongside professionals working in 

DRR and public health experts are crucial to improve disaster resilience and adaptive capacity in 

the face of worsening disasters (Saum-Manning, 2021).  

Youth in DRR   

 Youth participation in DRR is one of three major branches of research within the  

subfield of studies exploring children and youth in disasters (Peek et al., 2018). Amri et al. 

(2018) identified the three areas of research on youth and disasters as follows: 1) impact of 

disasters on youth; 2) DRR education for youth; and 3) youth participation in DRR. While there 

is a larger body of research on the impacts of disasters on youth, research, policy, and practice on 

youth participation is smaller and slower progressing, with most studies occurring in the Global 

South (Amri et al., 2018). From an inequity standpoint, this is important as countries in the 

Global South tend to be more vulnerable to the impacts of disaster given larger rates of poverty, 

less access to information, and lack of access to critical services and infrastructure (International 

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 2014). 

Inequity is an important topic in DRR, and especially relevant when discussing youth. 

The UNDRR first promoted the active participation of youth in DRR in 2011. This change in 

DRR approach is significant as nearly one-third of the world’s population is made up of children 

under 18 years of age (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund [UNICEF], 

2014), with 16% of the world population in 2019 being youth aged 15 to 25 years (United 

Nations, 2020a). An estimated 100 million children are affected by disasters each year (UNDRR, 

2011); this is expected to grow to 200 million by 2025 (UNICEF, 2015).  
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 The promotion of youth participation in DRR by the UN is a step towards reducing child 

morbidity and mortality rates. Children make up 30-50% of fatalities from natural disasters 

(World Health Organization, UNDRR, & Public Health England (PHE), 2011). Children who 

experience disasters are also likely to experience negative mental health impacts (Jia et al., 2010; 

Norris et al., 2002; Peek, 2008; Thompson et al., 2021) and experience educational vulnerability 

through schooling interruptions or declining academic performance (Peek, 2008; Suleman et al., 

2020; Thompson et al., 2021; UN General Assembly, 1989). These events can have lasting 

effects into adulthood. Research is needed to explore the potential long-term mental health and 

educational impacts of school closures and other impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic on 

youth (Suleman et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2021). Given the increasing disaster risks (World 

Meteorological Organization, 2021), youth need to be aware of the risks, be prepared, and be 

allowed to participate in DRR as members of their communities.  

DRR policy documents label children and youth broadly as a “vulnerable group” (P. 

Mitchell & Borchard, 2014; Peek, 2008). Vulnerable groups are populations who are more prone 

to the impacts of disasters due to physical, social, economic, and environmental factors (UNDRR 

& UN General Assembly, 2016). However, youth are a heterogeneous population with complex 

determinants (e.g., gender, culture), which influence their capabilities and vulnerabilities in the 

context of disasters (Cutter et al., 2003; Lopez et al., 2012; Peek, 2008). Broadly documenting 

youth as vulnerable is important for them to receive necessary supports in disasters, but 

highlighting their capabilities is required to view them as capable contributors to DRR.  

Disasters and public health emergencies thrive on and worsen existing inequities in 

society (IFRC, 2022). Age is but one key social indicator that a child is likely to be 

disproportionally affected by disasters. These numbers and inequitable impacts increase for 
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children and youth living at the intersection of complex determinants of health, including youth 

living in poverty, youth living with disabilities, girls and young women, young people of 

ethnicities who have been minoritized, immigrants, and more (Cutter et al., 2003; Lopez et al., 

2012; Peek, 2008). This underscores the importance of equitable preparedness frameworks that 

take into consideration populations in need of the most support by supporting social 

programming, universal health coverage, and fostering inclusion in DRR and DRM (IFRC, 

2022). For scholars, practitioners and policymakers in DRR and DRM, this means including 

children and youth with diverse demographic characteristics, in particular girls, youth who are 

members of racial and ethnic minorities, and youth from lower socioeconomic backgrounds in 

decision-making and disaster preparedness actions, as these youth are at increased risk of 

experiencing psychological, physical, and educational impacts from disasters (Peek, 2008). 

Youth are seen as passive victims in disasters (T. Mitchell et al., 2008); however, over 

the last 15 years, scholars have challenged this view by focusing on how youth can contribute to 

actions influencing disasters (Cox et al., 2019; T. Mitchell et al., 2008; Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 

2016; Peek, 2008; Pfefferbaum et al., 2018; Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021). Concurrently, today’s 

youth are becoming more politically active on environmental and human rights issues. Young 

leaders like Swedish climate activist, Greta Thunberg (BBC News, 2019); Anishinaabe 

Indigenous water activist, Autumn Peltier (The Canadian Press, 2019); Pakistani education 

advocate and Nobel Peace Prize recipient, Malala Yousafzai (CBC News, 2018); Flint, Michigan 

water crisis activist, Mari Copeny (CBS News, 2016); and global youth-led climate strikes 

(Barclay & Amaria, 2019) are evidence youth can make powerful contributions to social issues.  
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Youth Participation in DRR  

Terminology and Definitions 

Despite evidence of the disproportionate impact of disasters on youth, there is a lack of 

understanding of the concept of youth participation in DRR (Barber, 2009; Fleming, 2013). 

Although there are many definitions, youth participation can be summarized as youth having 

influence in society by engaging on issues that affect them through decision-making, processes, 

activities, or programs (T. Mitchell et al., 2008). The challenge is determining how to 

operationalize youth participation in practice so that it is meaningful (Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 

2016).  

There is also a wide variety of terminology used to label youth participation. For 

instance, the terms youth engagement, youth participation, youth empowerment, and youth voice 

can be used interchangeably (Cox et al., 2019). Other common terminologies include, but are not 

limited to, child-centred DRR, child-focused DRR, child-led DRR, and children’s engagement in 

DRR. For clarity, in my dissertation we use the term “youth participation in DRR” to discuss the 

role of children and youth in DRR. We chose this term because youth participation implies going 

beyond studies ‘centred’ and ‘focused’ on youth, towards positive action that includes youth as 

both leaders and collaborators.    

To further complicate matters, there are differing definitions of children and youth. The 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) defines youth as 

people between 15-24 years, although they describe the term as flexible to interpretation 

(UNESCO, 2017). The UNCRC defines children as anyone under 18 years (UN General 

Assembly, 1989). Going forward, we use the term “youth” to refer to both children and youth. 
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For my dissertation research, we recruited youth ages 12-24 years. While 12-17 year olds are 

legally deemed ‘children’, they are often given responsibilities of youth, as demonstrated by the 

minimum age (i.e., 12 years of age) set by the City of Ottawa to volunteer during disasters in the 

region (CBC News, 2019a).  

The Capacity of Youth 

William Anderson (2005), a foundational author on youth participation in disasters, 

argued that children and youth are not passive, dependent, victims in disasters; rather, they are 

dynamic agents of change. Though youth lack power in society over decision-making, the 

knowledge base clearly shows youth have the capacity to contribute in DRR (Amri et al., 2018; 

Back et al., 2009; Bessaha et al., 2022; Lopez et al., 2012; T. Mitchell et al., 2008; Peek, 2008; 

Peek et al., 2018; Pfefferbaum et al., 2018). According to Percy-Smith and Thomas (2010), 

youth are capable of great agency and often have the tenacity to recover from negative situations. 

This is due to their passion, creativity, and diverse social networks (Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016; 

Pancer et al., 2002; US Department of Health and Human Services & Office of the Assistant 

Secretary for Preparedness and Response, 2017), amongst other assets. 

 Literature on youth participation in disasters stipulates children and youth should be 

recognized for their capacities and contributions to DRR and DRM (Peek et al., 2020). My 

dissertation research recognizes the strengths and assets youth possess by exploring their existing 

contributions and witnessing their recommendations to improve opportunities for further 

engagement. Much of the extant literature on youth participation in DRR focuses on the roles of 

youth as leaders or collaborators in bottom-up responses to disasters (Peek et al., 2020). My 

dissertation explores this bottom-up response and extends the literature by exploring how youth 

collaborate within the top-down response systems dominating DRR.  
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Since the publication of Anderson’s (2005) article, the literature documenting children 

and youth contributions in disasters has grown, but it remains an emerging field. More evidence 

is needed to document youth actions in DRR (Peek, 2008; Peek et al., 2020). To address this 

need, in the chapters that follow, we (CJP and TO) highlight youth contributions to DRR and 

provide action recommendations to improve opportunities for youth participation in DRR to 

create systemic change.   

Benefits of Youth Participation in DRR 

Overall, studies indicate positive outcomes for youth and their communities when youth 

participate in DRR activities (Amri et al., 2018; Lopez et al., 2012; T. Mitchell et al., 2008; Save 

the Children, 2008; Tanner, 2010; UNICEF, 2012). Benefits include empowering youth to accept 

and adapt to change (US Department of Health and Human Services & Office of the Assistant 

Secretary for Preparedness and Response, 2017); this in turn reduces their vulnerabilities to 

hazardous events, enhances their resilience and adaptive capacity (Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016; 

Peek, 2008; Pfefferbaum et al., 2018), and increases their sense of social worth (Matthews, 

2003). There is increasing empirical research suggesting that youth participation in DRR can 

benefit the adaptive capacity of the entire community as well (Michaelson & Nakamura, 2001; P. 

Mitchell & Borchard, 2014; Pancer et al., 2002; Ronan & Johnston, 2001).  

Barriers to Youth Participation in DRR 

DRR is a complex population health issue involving physical, social, cultural, political, 

and economic contexts (Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016). Adults control these contexts, and thus 

resistance from adults to youth participation in DRR can pose a significant challenge (Malone & 

Hartung, 2010; Martin, 2010; Matthews, 2003; Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016). Adults may 

disapprove of youth participation in DRR for many reasons, including the perception that youth 
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lack the capability, interest, and maturity to participate (Matthews, 2003; Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 

2016). Others believe integrating youth will take too much time and effort (Lundy, 2007). 

Parental views on protecting and preserving childhood (Malone & Hartung, 2010; Martin, 2010; 

T. Mitchell et al., 2008) and fears of losing power over their children (Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 

2016) may also contribute to participation barriers for youth. To address some of these barriers, a 

better understanding of youth participation in DRR is needed, in addition to resources to 

operationalize participation. 

Facilitators to Participation 

Little is known about specific factors promoting youth participation in DRR (Muzenda-

Mudavanhu, 2016). Adults have essential roles to guide, encourage, support, and supervise youth 

participation (Amri et al., 2018; Chawla & Driskell, 2006; Lundy, 2007; Wong et al., 2010). 

Parents can support their children by consenting to their participation in DRR activities and 

integrating DRR lessons in their home (Haynes et al., 2010; Seballos & Tanner, 2011).  

Areas in Need of More Research Addressed in This Dissertation 

Despite the growing body of knowledge documenting youth capacities in DRR, youth are 

often viewed as dependent on adults and unqualified to participate in decision-making and 

leadership (Peek et al., 2020). Thus, youth regularly remain voiceless in disaster policy and 

practice (Petal et al., 2020; Rauhaus & Guajardo, 2021). Across the literature, researchers call for 

institutions to engage youth as experts of their own environments, acknowledging their unique 

life experiences and knowledge in disasters (Peek et al., 2020). Along with this call, is the need 

for more research on youth volunteer actions in DRR (Carlton et al., 2022) to learn how to 

provide age-appropriate roles for youth (Newnham et al., 2019). This need is even more striking, 

considering the Sendai Framework does not identify a specific role for youth in DRR (Chatterjee 
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et al., 2015). My dissertation builds on the identified literature focused on youth as strategic 

partners in DRR (Shidiq et al., 2021) and explores areas identified in the literature as requiring 

further research about this process (see summary provided in Table 2).  

Table 2 

Topics in the Literature in Need of Further Research, Which are Explored in this Dissertation 

Topics in Need of Further Research  Citations 

Research focused on how youth who are not directly affected 

by disasters contribute to DRR.  

(Peek et al., 2020) 

Use of participatory and arts-based research projects to explore 

youth stories, so they are featured amidst adult-centric disaster 

response and recovery processes.  

(Peek et al., 2020; Trejo-

Rangel et al., 2021) 

Identify barriers and facilitators encountered in 

operationalization of youth engagement in policy and practice.  

(Bessaha et al., 2022; Peek 

et al., 2018, 2020) 

Documentation of youth contributions through collaboration 

with established and emergent organizations in DRR.  

(Anderson, 2005; Peek et 

al., 2020) 

Mapping the complexity of youth experiences and contributions 

in disasters. 

(Newnham et al., 2019; 

Peek et al., 2020) 

Document efforts to promote youth participation in DRR in 

research, policy, and practice.  

(Cumiskey et al., 2015; 

Peek et al., 2018). 

Detailed examples of collaboration between researchers and 

practitioners creating programs that engage youth in DRR. 

(Bessaha et al., 2022; 

Shidiq et al., 2021; Trejo-

Rangel et al., 2021) 
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Research on the process of youth volunteer engagement in 

disaster response, particularly in the form of case studies. 

(Anderson, 2005; Carlton 

et al., 2022) 

Research on the contributions of youth in diverse disaster 

events around the world.  

(Peek et al., 2018) 

Research on the resilience, capacities, and strengths of youth.  (Peek et al., 2018) 

Research, policy, and practice going beyond listening to youth 

voices, to action.  

(Trejo-Rangel et al., 2021) 

Examples of structured and institutionalized opportunities for 

youth in DRR. 

(Shidiq et al., 2021) 

 

Despite the increase in youth participation studies over the last decade, DRR remains 

dominated by a top-down model viewing youth as passive victims (T. Mitchell et al., 2008; 

Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016). Through this dissertation research, our objective is to contribute to 

the growing empirical evidence reshaping this perception to youth as capable of meaningful 

contributions to adaptive capacity. The following section details the epistemological and 

theoretical frameworks behind this research.  
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework  

For this chapter, we provide an overview of the epistemology and theoretical frameworks 

that guided and informed this thesis. We conclude this chapter with a positionality statement 

from the lead author (CJP).  

Epistemology  

Disaster risk reduction practices are dominated by positivist epistemologies with top-

down one-way systems approaches (T. Mitchell et al., 2008). In this dissertation, we approach 

DRR from a social constructionist epistemology, in which knowledge is seen as continually 

created through the social interactions between humans (e.g., through language) and objects in 

their world (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Crotty, 1998). This worldview is relativist (Patton, 

2015), meaning that socially-created knowledge changes across time and place. Within the 

relativist ontological stance, there is no one truth and truth is constantly changing. Social 

constructionism also embeds the meaning of knowledge creation in cultural contexts, meaning 

that human thoughts, emotions, and reality are socially constructed (Crotty, 1998). 

Power is an important concept in this epistemology as members of society with the most 

influence over language and social practices will have more control over defining shared beliefs 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Patton, 2015). The social constructionist view is heavily shaped by 

Foucault’s conceptualization that power is everywhere and that certain knowledge will seem 

more ‘truthful’ because knowledge is shaped by power structures within society (Burr, 2015). 

Therefore, dominant constructions of reality will most likely benefit the privileged, while 

disproportionately negatively affecting more powerless populations, like youth (Patton, 2015). 

This dissertation emphasizes the critical ideological background of social constructionism in 

which power structures are identified and torn down (Crotty, 1998).  
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In social constructionism, knowledge and meaning are historical and cultural 

interpretations of experiences (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Crotty, 1998). Social constructionism 

enables researchers to create opportunities to engage populations who are oppressed, to 

challenge the current perceived reality of their world (Crotty, 1998). This critical approach 

attempts to contribute to social change where unjust power structures within social and cultural 

practices are transformed. Thus, this approach lends itself to the study of inclusion of youth in 

DRR.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

Asset-Based Approach  

An asset-based approach focuses on identifying the resources and capabilities of 

individuals, communities, organizations, and institutions which contribute to adaptive capacity 

(Morgan & Ziglio, 2007). The asset-based approach was developed as an upstream health 

promotion strategy to complement deficit models that dominate population health issues 

(Morgan & Ziglio, 2007) by highlighting capabilities over needs. Within this perspective, needs 

and areas of support are still recognized, but the focus is on asset identification to maintain or 

create health (Van Bortel et al., 2019). The asset-based approach draws on Antonovsky’s (1996) 

Theory of Salutogenesis, which focuses on the formation of health and resilience, as opposed to 

the production of disease and vulnerability. Morgan and Ziglio (2007) developed the asset model 

for public health as a systematic way to apply the asset approach to health issues and address 

inequities.  

The asset-based approach owes much to the work on capabilities and human development 

by Sen (2000) and Nussbaum (2000). The Capabilities Approach (CA) is a theoretical social 

justice framework focused on the positive capacities individuals possess, and how society can be 
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improved to develop freedoms to achieve life goals (Nussbaum, 2011; A. Sen, 2004). Sen (2000) 

identified five basic freedoms as the most valuable elements of a satisfactory life: 1) political 

freedoms (e.g., the ability to criticize authority); 2) economic facilities (e.g., access to financial 

institutions); 3) social opportunities (e.g., access to education); 4) transparency guarantees (e.g., 

the public right to know); and 5) protective security (e.g., safety nets such as disaster relief).  

Nussbaum (2011) identified the following 10 central capabilities as the bare minimum 

freedoms required for a life worthy of human dignity, including the freedom to: a life of a normal 

length, bodily health, bodily integrity, senses, imagination, and thought, emotions (e.g., love, 

attachments, grief), practical reason (e.g., engage in critical reflection on one’s own life), 

affiliation (e.g., social interaction); other species (i.e., to live in concern for animals, nature and 

people), play, and control over one’s environment (both political and material). It is clear 

through Sen and Nussbaum’s tenants of freedoms that CA encompasses major concepts that 

underlie the asset-based approach, such as human rights, human dignity, and human 

development. 

Both the asset-based approach and CA are concerned with social justice and inequity as a 

result of discrimination and marginalization (Nussbaum, 2011). In CA, inequities around class, 

gender, and communities are packaged as the “urgent task to government and public policy—

namely, to improve quality of life for all people, as defined by their capabilities.”(Nussbaum, 

2011, p.19). For the asset-based approach, at an organizational or institutional level, 

policymakers and practitioners ask how they can maximize assets to impact the broader 

determinants of health to reduce inequities through the creation of health and encourages the full 

participation of local communities in the health development process (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007). 

While the asset-based approach focuses on the resources individuals, communities, institutions, 
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and systems have, and their ability to apply them to achieve health and well-being, the 

capabilities approach focuses on what people are able to do and be with these resources 

(Nussbaum, 2011; A. Sen, 2004).  

Similarly, the asset-based approach compliments the concept of capacities in DRR 

(Gaillard et al., 2019) and may address limitations of capacities literature. Of note, the term 

capacities differs from the concepts of adaptive capacity (i.e., the ability to adapt) and the 

broader concept of capabilities (as defined by Sen (2000) and Nussbaum (2000)). While 

harnessing capacities is recognized as integral to support disaster response strategies, Gaillard et 

al. (2019) acknowledge that the concept lacks theoretical appreciation as much of its original 

epistemological essence has been left behind over time. Like the synergies between CA, the 

asset-based approach overlaps in some key components of capacities. For instance, both 

capacities and the asset-based approach emphasize that it is not enough to simply have resources, 

capacities, or assets. People must also possess the understanding of said resources, as well as the 

skills to use them (Gaillard et al., 2019; O’Sullivan et al., 2018).  

Further, the concept of capacities aligns with a social constructionist epistemology. As a 

rationale for advocacy to include people in DRR, fostering people’s capacities requires efforts to 

identify and dismantle power relations between traditional holders of power in DRR and DRM, 

and the citizens who face the hazards (Gaillard et al., 2019). To do so, also requires 

acknowledging issues of equity in DRR, understanding that a person or populations’ access to 

resources, quality of resources, and ability to apply these resources varies by age, gender, 

ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and other key social determinants of health (Cutter et al., 2003; 

Gaillard et al., 2019; International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 2014, 

2022; Lopez et al., 2012; Peek, 2008).  
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DRR practices continue to use a top-down approach focusing on needs, deficits and 

vulnerabilities, rather than assets and capabilities that contribute to resilience (O’Sullivan et al., 

2013; Peek et al., 2018). Thus, DRR strategies and programs require more comprehensive 

approaches to complement and challenge traditional deficit-oriented mindsets. An asset-based 

approach is one such comprehensive theoretical framework to expand extant research on youth 

participation in DRR by focusing on resilience, capacity, and strengths of youth (Peek et al., 

2018). 

An asset-based approach influenced every stage of this dissertation research. It informed 

the purpose for each study and influenced interview questions to capture both barriers and 

facilitators to youth engagement. It also inspired the use of a collaborative form of reflexive 

thematic analysis in the Photovoice study, as well as our focus on youth capabilities in DRR 

during coding and theme creation. 

In partnership with this approach is the need to build asset literacy, which is the adaptive 

capacity to move from awareness of assets to actioning them as a context changes (O’Sullivan et 

al., 2014). Asset literacy supports resilience through a cyclical process in which individuals and 

communities first, identify the resources and strengths of a community or individual; then, 

recognize the value of the identified assets and their potential to support resilience; followed by 

cognizance of how to access and use the assets effectively; concluding with motivation and self-

efficacy to take action (O’Sullivan et al., 2018). Efforts to enhance asset literacy can be 

integrated across micro, meso, and macro system levels to support resilience (O’Sullivan et al., 

2014). 
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Youth Participation Theories 

The field of DRR lacks a theoretical framework on youth participation (Lopez et al., 

2012; T. Mitchell et al., 2008), however, many frameworks exist on non-disaster, general 

contexts for youth participation. Cox et al. (2019) identified some of the most recognized 

theoretical models on youth participation as Hart’s (1992) Ladder of Youth Participation, 

Treseder’s (1997) Degrees of Participation, Shier’s (2001) Pathways to Participation, and Wong 

et al.’s (2010) Typology of Youth Participation and Empowerment Pyramid. The work by Hart 

(1992) and Frank (2006) inform the basis of my thesis as Hart’s model is arguably the most well-

known theoretical model on youth participation, while Frank (2006) endeavored to identify 

common principles of youth participation across the varied theories and cases in the literature. 

Their complementary definitions of youth participation capture the growth of the theories over 

time.  

Roger Hart’s (1992) Ladder of Youth Participation is a theoretical model on the 

participation of youth in community decision-making. Hart adapted his model from Sherry 

Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation – one of the earliest models of participation. 

Hart’s model illustrates different levels of inclusion along eight ladder rungs. The rungs read 

from bottom to top as follows: “1) Manipulation, 2) decoration, 3) tokenism, 4) assigned, but 

informed, 5) consulted and informed, 6) adult-initiated, shared decisions with children, 7) child-

initiated and directed, and 8) child-initiated, shared decisions with adults.” (Hart, 1992, p. 8). 

The bottom three rungs are considered non-participation, and thus potentially harmful to youth. 

Meanwhile, the top five levels are considered genuine forms of participation given the 

increasingly equitable sharing of power between adults and youth in the participation process 

along each rung of the ladder. Despite the visual imagery of hierarchy, Hart emphasized that no 
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one form of participation is better than others. Rather, it is the ability of youths to choose how 

they participate that is of most importance (Hart, 1997). He also states that for children living 

with intersecting impacts of poverty, disaster, armed conflict, or family dissention, their 

participation will look different and require opportunities tailored more to supporting them in 

acting upon their own lives, rather than the needs of the wider community.  

Many find Hart’s (1992) model to be a powerful evaluation tool and discussion of youth 

participation (Kellett, 2009; Shier, 2001), but his model is not without critique. Treseder (1997) 

laments the lack of acknowledgement of cultural contexts within Hart’s ladder. Meanwhile, some 

criticize the theoretical framework because the structure of a ladder implies linearity and 

hierarchy of values (Hart, 2008; Kellett, 2009). Other frameworks over the years have attempted 

to build on, and restructure, Hart’s principles of youth participation in the form of pyramids, 

circles, and other shapes representing less linearity across the principles (e.g., Treseder, 1997; 

Shier, 2001; Wong et al., 2010).  

Frank (2006) identified core principles that connect these various theories on youth 

participation as follows: “(1) Give youth responsibility and voice; (2) build youth capacities; (3) 

encourage youthful styles of working; (4) involve adults throughout the process; and (5) adapt 

the sociopolitical context” (p. 367). She identified these as important lessons for youth 

participation to be effective in practice. Together, these core principles recognize that youth 

participation can have the most benefit to individuals and society with assistance from adults 

because it is adults who possess the necessary power and resources to enable inclusive 

participation.    

Both Hart’s (1992) theoretical model and Frank’s (2006) literature review are useful to 

frame how professionals include or exclude youth from meaningful and effective decision-
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making and activities. Equity is an important concept within youth participation theories with the 

aim to address the power imbalances that exist between youth and adults in activities, planning, 

and societal processes (Cox et al., 2019; Frank, 2006; Hart, 1992). Furthermore, the core 

principles and qualities are inherently asset-based approaches requiring an understanding of 

youth assets, how to harness them, and sustain their use over time, while focussing on 

dismantling the socially constructed power imbalances inherent in DRR.  

Positionality Statement 

 Reflexivity is an ongoing process of explicit self-awareness and self-assessment on a 

researcher’s influence on their research (Braun & Clarke, 2022). An individual’s positionality, or 

worldview regarding their research, is created from social, political, and situational contexts 

(Foote & Gau Bartell, 2011; Savin-Baden, 2013). Since reflexivity informs positionality, and in 

an effort to practice the reflexivity required of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive thematic 

analysis, I (CJP) will take a moment here to be transparent in my reflections on my potential 

influence on the research process, outcomes, and results of this dissertation. 

I am a white, heterosexual, middle class, non-disabled, cisgender, bilingual female citizen 

of Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. I have lived in Ottawa since I was five years old. As such, I am 

familiar with the geographic area, as well as social and cultural contexts of the areas affected by 

disaster. While I was not personally affected by the natural disasters that affected our city and 

build the case for study two, I was affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The participants in both studies are between 12 and 24 years of age. When I started 

conceptualizing this study, I was 23 years old – and as I write this chapter, I am now 29 years 

old. When I began this study, I was a member of the age group I wished to study. Even after 

aging out of the 15-24 youth category during data collection, I still identified mentally and 
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emotionally as an older youth. My young age had the advantage of creating rapport with my 

participants. Another advantage is that I am both a youth and young adult, depending on who 

you ask, and what global definitions you choose. I also have experience running a community-

based youth group promoting youth participation in DRR (Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021).  

A potential disadvantage to being close in age to my population of interest, as well as 

having personal experience leading youth participation in DRR in practice, is the risk of letting 

my own assumptions and personal experiences preclude me from seeing participant experiences 

that might contradict my own. I practiced reflexivity at every stage of data collection, analysis 

and writing. I practiced memo-ing, spent extra time with participant data that contradicted my 

assumptions, and built in member reflections (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Smith & McGannon, 2018; 

Tracy, 2010). I also used collaborative team analysis during the Photovoice study, and held 

meetings with colleagues and my thesis supervisor to tease out hidden assumptions. For 

example, given my own experiences with youth participation in society, I found it challenging to 

reflect on when youth participation in DRR may not be feasible or desired.  

 My connection to participants in the Photovoice study was instrumental in fostering a 

safe environment for deep discussions, allowing us to deviate from more structured methods 

within Wang and Burris’ (1994) Photovoice methodology. For instance, we did not use the 

SHOWeD method typically used to facilitate focus group discussions (Wang, 1999), rather, our 

natural rapport with co-researchers allowed for more informal probes to delve into deeper 

discussions. These relationships strengthened as we collaborated on this study. I also established 

strong partnerships for myself and the Photovoice study participants with members of The 

Canadian Red Cross. This partnership opened doors for interdisciplinary and cross-generational 

knowledge sharing and action outcomes.  
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 Similar to other researchers in the subfield of youth participation in DRR (Back et al., 

2009; Marchezini et al., 2017; Trejo-Rangel et al., 2021), I felt it was my role as researcher to 

proactively support youth participation in DRR through my thesis by using community-based 

participatory research and arts-based approaches to support youth voices and action. As such, 

throughout the two studies, me, the research assistants, and my supervisor took the position that 

youth are capable actors and can contribute to DRR.   

Summary 

In this dissertation, we approach youth participation in DRR from a social constructionist 

epistemology. The theoretical underpinnings of the dissertation stem from an asset-based 

approach, while drawing on Roger Hart’s (1992) model of youth participation, and Kathryn 

Frank’s (2006) core principles of youth participation. The following section details the 

methodologies we used in two separate studies.   
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Chapter 4: Methodological Overview 

In chapter 4, we provide an overview of the methodology used for this dissertation, which 

included two separate studies exploring youth participation in DRR. For study 1, we used 

Photovoice to address research questions one and two of this thesis: 1) What are the perceptions 

of youth on youth capabilities in DRR and climate change?; and 2)  How did youth experience 

the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic and in what ways were youth engaged in the 

pandemic response? Using a qualitative participatory research design, we explored youth 

participation in DRR using Photovoice as a methodology and Instagram as a tool for engaging 

youth throughout the research process.  

In study 2, we used case study methodology to address research questions three and four 

of this thesis: 1) What are the experiences of youth volunteers and essential workers contributing 

to DRR and the COVID-19 pandemic?; and 2) What are the perceptions of youth on barriers and 

facilitators to youth participation in DRR? (See figure 1 for a timeline of how the two studies fit 

within the multi-pronged dissertation from 2019 through 2023). In this chapter, we present an 

overview of the methods used in study 1, then study 2, and conclude with an overview of data 

analysis in these studies.  
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Figure 1 

Overview of the Multi-Pronged Research Design Across Time 

 

Study 1: Photovoice  

Study Design 

We used Photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1994) as a qualitative research methodology to 

engage high school students in the co-creation of knowledge and action on youth participation in 

DRR, climate change, and COVID-19. Photovoice is a form of community-based participatory 

research (CBPR) that creates space for citizens to share their lived experiences and co-create 

knowledge alongside researchers – attempting to dismantle the power imbalances inherent in 

research (Wang, 1999; Wang & Burris, 1994, 1997). The tenants of CBPR align with the values 

of social constructionist epistemology and the theoretical frameworks of this dissertation. They 

align with these epistemologies and frameworks because the collaborative methodology 

empowers critical thinking and problem-solving, and thus CBPR is a valuable forum for 

populations, like youth, who are often excluded from decision-making in society (Budig et al., 

2018; Graham et al., 2013; Wang & Burris, 1994). Given this emphasis on reducing power 
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imbalances, participants are considered co-researchers, rather than participants, in Photovoice 

research.  

Critiques of Photovoice involve concerns around power imbalances in the research 

context (Castleden et al., 2008) and the ethical complexity of these projects given community 

expectations of social change  (Nykiforuk et al., 2011; Wang & Burris, 1994; Wang & Redwood-

Jones, 2001). Though it may not be possible to fully eliminate power imbalances in research, we 

used several strategies to create an environment in which community members could collaborate 

as peers throughout the process, including building in time for connection, supporting them in 

leading decision-making throughout the project, and including them as co-authors on the 

manuscripts from this project. Despite already having strong established connections with co-

researchers and collaborative relationships with community stakeholders (i.e., The Canadian Red 

Cross), we endeavoured to continue to build that trust and meaningful engagement  (Carlson et 

al., 2006) – an important component in CBPR to address the ethical complexity of such studies. 

For more information on our strategies to reduce power differentials and build trust in our study, 

see chapter 5 (i.e., our Photovoice protocol manuscript).   

We adapted Wang and Burris’ (1994) Photovoice methodology, using focus groups to 

collect data in the form of pictures and descriptions (Latz, 2017; Wang & Burris, 1994). Co-

researchers are viewed as experts in their own lives and are actively involved throughout the 

entire research process (Budig et al., 2018; Graham et al., 2013; Latz, 2017). During focus 

groups, the co-researchers determine topics and research questions they would like to explore. 

These topics and research questions informed the final wording of the overarching research 

questions for this study. Between focus groups, the co-researchers take pictures related to the 

topic and present them at the following focus group (Latz, 2017). Discussion during these 
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sessions is collaborative, with co-researchers actively participating in conversations about each 

picture once individuals are done presenting to the group. Given the CBPR nature of Photovoice, 

the study concludes with an action-oriented output in the form of a Photovoice exhibition. We 

hosted two virtual Photovoice exhibitions and published three manuscripts as outputs from this 

study.   

Study Context 

We hosted nine focus groups in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada from February 2019 to August 

2020. Six focus groups occurred in-person at our research lab at the University of Ottawa prior to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. With the onset of the pandemic in 2020, our participants requested 

three more Photovoice sessions because they had many opinions to share about the youth 

experience of the COVID-19 pandemic. The three virtual sessions occurred from June to August 

2020 during the first wave of the pandemic (CTV News Ottawa, 2021). We published the results 

from the first six sessions and the last three sessions as separate empirical articles (see chapters 6 

and 7).  

Ethics and Participants 

This study received ethics approval from the University of Ottawa’s Office of Research 

Ethics and Integrity (See Appendix A). We obtained consent from participants 16 years and 

older and assent from participants under 16 years. We also received consent from 

parents/caregivers of participants under age 16. See Appendix B for a copy of the assent and 

consent forms for this study.  

The researchers and co-researchers of our Photovoice project are members of the 

EnRiCH Youth Research Team (YRT), a community-based youth mentoring program focused 

on DRR knowledge mobilization (Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021). The request to conduct this study 
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came from the high school students on the EnRiCH YRT. This request unfolded from a 

conversation about qualitative research methodologies in DRR during a regular EnRiCH YRT 

afterschool meetings. We were discussing a previous study which used Photovoice, and the 

students became excited at the existence of arts-based methods in research. This developed into 

some members asking if we could do a Photovoice study about DRR with the EnRiCH YRT. As 

such, these community members were able to collaborate in decision-making and study design 

from project inception. After receiving ethics approval, we invited the high school students on 

the EnRiCH YRT who were absent on the days these conversations took place. 

Of the 24 youth mentees on the team, four elected to participate as youth co-researchers 

in this study. All team members, including the students and lab director, identify as female. In 

terms of gender proportions, this team membership is representative of the individuals partaking 

in disaster relief at family and community levels. Three youth co-researchers identify as women 

of colour. Though we will not disclose further specifics on the identities of the youth co-

researchers, it is important to note that in addition to being youth and identifying as female, each 

youth co-researcher exists at the intersection of at least one more determinant of health that 

categorizes them as members of equity-owed groups. Thus, while a small sample, they are 

members of equity-owed groups who historically are not included at the proverbial table.  

The four participants elected to participate because they had the time in their high school 

schedules to accommodate the project, and they were interested in learning more about 

Photovoice, while having their voices heard on DRR. The other youth team members were either 

uninterested in or unavailable for the time commitment required to collaborate on the Photovoice 

project. Participants did not differ in sociodemographic characteristics compared to the 20 youth 

team members who elected not to participate as the majority of the EnRiCH YRT was made up 
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of young women of various ethnicities, similarly to the four who elected to participate. What 

differentiates the four from the rest of the team was predominantly their higher level of 

engagement with the EnRiCH YRT over the years.  

TO and I (CJP) led the project. Two senior team mentors on the EnRiCH YRT, both 

undergraduate and graduate students at uOttawa, worked as research assistants. As co-

researchers, the high school students were actively engaged in activities such as contributing to 

the design of the project, taking photographs, participating in focus groups, selecting photo 

assignments, consulting on codes, themes, and manuscripts, and implementing the Photovoice 

exhibitions.  

Data Collection 

The eight members of the Photovoice team attended all nine focus groups. Each focus 

group was two-hours, audio-recorded, and facilitated by the principal investigators (CJP and 

TO). Two research assistants took notes as the four youth co-researchers shared and discussed 

their photos. Our research protocol was similar to traditional Photovoice approaches from Wang 

and Burris (1994) with three marked differences: we did not use the SHOWeD method 

originated by Wang and Burris, the participants expressed themselves in a variety of art forms 

(e.g., photography, interactive art displays, lino block art, Word Art, and water colour painting), 

and we combined modern techniques of community engagement by using Instagram, inspired by 

Yi-Frazier and colleagues (2015). We deviated from their methods to allow the co-researchers to 

express themselves how they felt most comfortable. For instance, the SHOWeD method consists 

of a set of structured questions to stimulate conversation during Photovoice sessions (Wang, 

1999). The acronym stands for the following set of probing questions: “What do you See here? 

What is really Happening here? How does this relate to Our lives? Why does this situation, 
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concern, or strength exist? What can we Do about it?” (Wang, 1999, p. 188).The co-researchers 

did not respond to the rigidity of the SHOWeD method of questioning, therefore, we omitted it 

as a technique. Many of the co-researchers had artistic abilities and found it easier to express 

more abstract concepts through art. Thus, they created their artwork, photographed it, and 

showed the photograph to the team. Finally, from the beginning of the project, the co-researchers 

expressed curiosity about using Instagram given the focus of the app on photo sharing and 

communication, hence the use of Instagram for knowledge translation. These departures from 

Wang and Burris’ (1994) methods are consistent with the need for flexibility towards community 

context in CBPR methodology.  

Photovoice Exhibitions 

Consistent with traditional Photovoice protocols (Wang & Burris, 1994), we hosted two 

Photovoice exhibitions with our community partners at The Canadian Red Cross to connect our 

co-researchers with professionals in DRR. We used online engagement strategies to host two 

virtual sessions. The first was an Instagram gallery at the handle @yrtphotovoiceproject which 

hosts the results from all nine focus groups in one location. We used Instagram as both a data 

collection tool (i.e., youth co-researchers uploaded their pictures to the account to encourage 

discussions between focus groups) and as a knowledge translation tool (i.e., as a virtual 

exhibition space). While it did not work for us as a data collection tool (see chapter 5 for our 

reflections on this), it was a successful exhibition space for the youth co-researchers to further 

express themselves and connect with professionals and community members.  

The second exhibition was a conference workshop over Zoom at the Disaster and 

Resilience Summit 2021 in which we presented a selection of themes in collaboration with the 

Canadian Red Cross. We selected themes based on topics the youth co-researchers were most 
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excited to discuss face-to-face with decision-makers. Additionally, two of the youth co-

researchers presented on behalf of the team to an international audience of health promotion 

stakeholders at an international conference (i.e., The International Union for Health Promotion 

and Education Conference) in 2022. The students had a positive experience presenting virtually, 

and their presentation was well-received by the audience of health promotion experts. Our 

Photovoice protocols are outlined in detail in the three published manuscripts from this study. 

We provide an overview of our data analysis at the end of this chapter detailing the analysis 

method used for this project (study 1) and the case study described next (study 2).  

Study 2: Case Study 

Study Design 

For study 2, we used an instrumental single case study research design (Merriam, 1988) 

to explore the experiences and opinions of youth about their participation in DRR. Case studies 

provide in-depth understanding of a phenomenon through the description and analysis of cases 

(Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1988). The purpose of study 2 was to build an in-depth case study of 

youth contributing to disasters in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada to understand facilitators and barriers 

to their participation. Our case study addressed research question three and four of this thesis: 1) 

What are the experiences of youth volunteers and essential workers contributing to DRR and the 

COVID-19 pandemic?; and 2) What are the perceptions of youth on barriers and facilitators to 

youth participation in DRR? 

Study Context 

The case was bounded by four disasters in Ottawa-Gatineau: Floods in spring 2017, 

tornados on September 21st, 2018, floods in spring 2019, and the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020-

2021. To be included in this study, participants must have been a volunteer or essential worker in 
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Ottawa during at least one of the four disasters. Of note, the May 2022 derecho in Ottawa (Scott, 

2022) occurred after data collection was complete for this study, and thus does not fit within the 

bounds of this case. Nevertheless, it remains an important example of the new disaster patterns 

occurring locally, and globally.   

Ethics and Participants 

This study adhered to the Tri Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research 

Involving Humans (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018) and the ethical aspects of 

it were approved by the University of Ottawa’s Office of Research Ethics and Integrity (See 

Appendix C). At the beginning of each interview, we obtained verbal consent from participants 

16 years and older; we obtained verbal assent from participants under 16 years of age, and verbal 

consent from their parents or legal guardians. We provided a list of mental health resources and 

contact information in the consent forms in the event that participants found the discussions 

around disasters upsetting. See Appendix D for a copy of the consent and assent forms for this 

study. 

Participants were youth with experience participating in DRR inclusion criteria included: 

1) Being between the ages of 12 and 24 years, as defined by the minimum age to volunteer with 

the City of Ottawa (i.e., 12 years of age) (CBC News, 2019a) and the maximum age to qualify as 

youth by UNESCO (2017); 2) having experience volunteering before, during, or after the four 

disasters in Ottawa; 3) having experience as a volunteer or essential worker during the COVID-

19 pandemic; and 4) the ability to speak English or French.  

Data Collection 

We collected data using qualitative semi-structured interviews (Creswell, 2014) to elicit 

deep insights and explanations about experiences, opinions, and behaviours (Guest et al., 2013). 
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We specifically wanted to inquire about the how and why of youth participation in DRR to 

understand the perspectives of youth about barriers and facilitators with their experiences. I 

(CJP) conducted one-on-one interviews with 12 participants. Given the rich discussions and 

unstable internet signals requiring changing between modes of communication (i.e., Zoom video 

to telephone calls) during some interviews, interviews ranged in length from one to four hours. 

One-on-one interviews allowed me to focus on the content of the interviewees responses, note 

their tone and body language, maximize my ability to build rapport with participants, and ensure 

confidentiality (Guest et al., 2013). See Appendix E for the complete semi-structured interview 

guides. I audio recorded and transcribed each interview verbatim.   

We used photo-elicitation (Harper, 2002) during interviews as stimuli to spark discussion 

and recollection of details from their volunteer or work experiences (Wagner, 1979). Participants 

shared pictures and videos taken during their time participating in DRR with the understanding 

that no imagery was collected as data. Photo-elicitation methods help participants reflect on their 

experiences by engaging them in a more active and dynamic fashion (Barrington et al., 2017). 

Using images during interviews can create awareness of deeper memories and feelings about 

their social existence, more than words alone (Harper, 2002), and thus allow for deeper 

understanding of youth experiences participating in DRR. This in-depth exploration of their 

social existence is consistent with the social constructionist epistemology with which this 

research was undertaken.  

Consistent with the case study research design (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1988), we used 

snowball and intensity sampling (Creswell, 2013) to connect with youth with volunteer and work 

experiences in DRR (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Some participants had multiple volunteer or 

essential work experiences across several of the disasters that affected the Ottawa region, and 
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others had experiences beyond the disasters selected for this study. In case study research, 

sample size is flexible as it is not as important as bounding the cases (Merriam, 1988). Using 

Braun and Clarke’s (2021) guide on how to determine when to stop data collection, we capped 

recruitment at 12 participants for the following reasons: 1) We had a sample with participants 

representing all four disasters bounding the case; 2) each of the 12 interviews were rich and 

complex providing a large quantity of data to explore; 3) pragmatic constraints of the project; 

and 4) the final sample size of 12 participants falls within the acceptable sample size range (i.e., 

four to 10 participants per case) of foundational authors on qualitative research methods 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

Data Analysis 

We used reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) to code and interpret 

findings in both study 1 (Photovoice) and study 2 (case study). Our analysis was data-driven, 

while drawing from the asset-based approach (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007) to focus our exploration 

of the data on barriers and facilitators to youth participation in DRR. Using both an inductive and 

deductive approach allowed codes and themes to relate strongly to the data, while applying the 

asset-based approach (Morgan and Ziglio, 2007) and exploring relevant youth participation 

theories (Patton, 2015). Braun and Clarke’s (2006) foundational work on reflexive thematic 

analysis provides a rigorous approach to thematic analysis while remaining flexible and recursive 

(Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2022). In this approach, researcher subjectivity is seen as a resource, 

with the final themes actively generated through deep immersion in the data, reflection, and 

thoughtfulness (Braun & Clarke, 2019).  

We followed the six steps for thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) 

to recursively search for meanings and patterns in the data:  
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1) Became familiar with the data by conducting the interviews, transcribing interviews, 

actively reading and re-reading the data, and taking notes on initial ideas; 

2) generated initial codes through open-coding by systematically highlighting interesting 

pieces of data across the entire data set; 

3) searched for themes by organizing codes into potential themes; 

4) reviewed themes by checking that the data works within that theme and compared to 

the entire data set, and by creating a thematic map;  

5) defined and named themes to refine them and the overall story of the analysis; and 

6) wrote the report by choosing participant quotations to exemplify themes, relating 

themes back to our questions and the literature.  

We practiced reflexivity at every stage of research in both studies. As lead investigator, I 

(CJP) kept several reflexive journals on my computer from the beginning of our studies. I had 

one journal reserved for memos, thoughts, and assumptions from our Photovoice project, another 

for the case study, and a final journal dedicated towards the overall takeaways from my 

dissertation and both studies together. In these journals, I reflected on my positionality, my 

assumptions, my growth in thinking over time, and ways to improve the reflexive process. I 

stopped to memo at every stage of data management and analysis. For instance, immediately 

following each focus group and interview, I budgeted time to write down my thoughts, 

questions, and assumptions. While generating codes and themes, in addition to journaling, I 

added comments and tags with my reflections on the overall story being told, and what 

information might require further analysis.  

We also incorporated several collaborative reflexive processes throughout both studies. 

Between the two studies there were slight differences in how we applied the reflexive thematic 
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analysis process. During study 1, we analyzed the data from the Photovoice study collaboratively 

between the undergraduate and graduate research assistants, and the lead author (CJP), meeting 

consistently throughout data collection and analysis to analyze and present themes to the lab 

director (TO) and youth co-researchers for member reflections (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Smith & 

McGannon, 2018; Tracy, 2010). The youth co-researchers did not participate in the coding 

because they expressed being overwhelmed coping with the pandemic and school. Thus, 

consistent with the flexibility and community-led nature of CBPR, together with the youth co-

researchers, we reflected on this hurdle and resolved it by deciding to build in space for member 

reflections at several checkpoints. We built in space for member reflections after initial coding, 

thematic analysis, and manuscript writing was completed by the senior team members. This 

pivot allowed the youth co-researchers to remain collaborators on the project from beginning to 

end, while adjusting to their own capacity to participate. To force complete collaboration of the 

youth co-researchers at every stage, despite their expression of concern for their busy schedules, 

would not have aligned ethically or morally with CBPR principles.  

The research assistants transcribed the focus groups under the supervision of CJP and 

TO. We used Microsoft Word and PowerPoint to code the data to facilitate remote collaborative 

work during the pandemic lockdowns. The purpose of having multiple coders was to gain rich 

and refined insights on the data, rather than a form of consensus (Braun & Clarke, 2022). To 

write the manuscripts, we had a recursive feedback loop with youth co-researchers participating 

in populating the protocol manuscript outline, and providing feedback and approval on every 

draft for the three Photovoice manuscripts. Our feedback and approval process for each 

manuscript involved youth co-researchers making suggested edits via tracked changes in Word, 

and giving written approval/disapproval in their email reply.  
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During study 2, I (CJP) transcribed the interviews and analyzed them using the data 

management software NVivo (released in March 2020). Throughout the reflexive thematic 

analysis process, I met regularly with my thesis supervisor to formulate and refine themes. These 

meetings also provided opportunity for reflexivity for us both. We used these meetings to overtly 

discuss our assumptions, experiences, and perspectives on youth participation in DRR, as well as 

tearing down and building up different themes.  

The case study interview guides were created with the idea of exploring principles of 

youth participation (Frank, 2006; Hart, 1992) using asset-based language (Morgan & Ziglio, 

2007) and asset literacy building strategies (O’Sullivan et al., 2014, 2018). However, the 

interview guides stop short of using specific youth participation principles language (e.g., 

“tokenism”, “child-initiated decision-making”) as we left questions purposefully broad (e.g., 

asking about barriers and facilitators to their volunteer experiences rather than lines of 

questioning about specific principles of participation) to allow participants control over the 

conversation. While the youth co-researchers chose the topic areas for each focus group session 

in the Photovoice study, the researchers (CJP and TO) edited the topic questions to frame them 

in an asset-oriented lens to promote discussion of both assets and needs. We tie the youth 

theories back into our findings in the dissertation discussion in chapter 9. Asset literacy 

principles were applied throughout coding and theme building as the purpose of this dissertation 

was to apply an asset-lens to the exploration of youth participation in DRR. Table 3 provides a 

summary of the two studies in this dissertation.  
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Table 3 

Summary of the Two Research Studies 

 Study 1 Study 2 

Research Design Photovoice Case Study 

Methods Focus Groups (9) Interviews (12) 

Number of Participants 4 12 

Age Range of 

Participants 

14 to 16 years old 12 to 24 years old 

Data Analysis Reflexive Thematic Analysis Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

Data Collection Timeline 2019 to 2020 2021 to 2022 

 

Introducing the Following Chapters 

Previous versions of the articles in this dissertation were published. In the following 

chapter, chapter 5, we included the first of three published manuscripts from our Photovoice 

study. The first article is a protocol manuscript published in the journal Qualitative Health 

Research which provides a detailed explanation of our research process. In chapters 6 and 7, we 

present the two empirical articles published from our Photovoice study. Our Photovoice study 

produced a large quantity of rich data on youth participation in DRR. As such, we split the 

results into two papers with the first article covering the results from our original Photovoice 

sessions prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, while the second discusses the COVID-19 session 

results. The articles are published in Qualitative Health Research and the International Journal 

of Disaster Risk Reduction. Our youth co-researchers are co-authors on all three Photovoice 

articles.  
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The fourth and final article from this thesis stems from Study 2, the case study, and is 

presented in Chapter 8. At the time of thesis submission, this article was under peer review in a 

journal. The formatting for each article depends on the journal requirements, and thus differs 

slightly from the formatting of other chapters in this dissertation. 
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Chapter 5: Photovoice Protocol Manuscript (Article #1) 

 

Photovoice and Instagram as Strategies for Youth Engagement in Disaster Risk Reduction 

Christina J. Pickering1,2,6, Zobaida Al-Baldawi1,3, Raissa A. Amany1,2,6, Lauren McVean1,4, 

Munira Adan1,2,6, Lucy Baker1,5, Zaynab Al-Baldawi1, and Tracey O’Sullivan1,2,6 
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Abstract 

Community involvement is essential for an all-of-society approach to disaster risk reduction. 

This requires innovative consultation methods, particularly with youth and during pandemic 

restrictions. This article outlines methods used for a Photovoice project in which we brought 

together student co-researchers from multiple levels (high school, undergraduate and graduate 

health sciences) to explore the topic of youth engagement in disaster risk reduction. Over a two-

year period, our team used Photovoice as an arts-based participatory methodology to collaborate 

with members of our EnRiCH Youth Research Team. We adapted the protocol to continue our 

project during the COVID-19 pandemic and presented our work in a Photovoice exhibition using 

Instagram. This article was written from the perspectives of high school and university students 

on the project. Our hybrid Photovoice protocol facilitated participation through the pandemic, 

including a virtual presentation at an international conference and online consultation with the 

Canadian Red Cross.  

 

Keywords: Photovoice, community-based participatory action research, qualitative research 

methods, youth engagement, youth participation, youth as co-researchers, knowledge 

mobilization, empowerment 
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Background 

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015 – 2030 was adopted by United 

Nations (UN) member states and endorsed by the UN General Assembly in 2015, with the aim to 

significantly reduce disaster risks and losses in all areas of life (UNDRR, 2015). In 2021, the 

United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) published the UNDRR Strategic 

Framework to delineate focused areas to accelerate the implementation of the Sendai Framework 

for the years 2022 – 2025 (UNDRR, 2021). One of the priority areas for the next four years 

includes action in disaster risk reduction (DRR) through partnerships and engagement with 

stakeholders (UNDRR, 2021). The Sendai Framework stipulates the need for an ‘all-of-society’ 

approach to engagement and partnership to reduce disaster risks, support community resilience, 

and leverage power and reach of diverse stakeholders (UNDRR, 2021), including youth groups 

(UNDRR, 2015).  

Youth are one of the populations at highest risk in disasters (Bartlett, 2008; Peek, 2008; 

UNDRR, 2015). However, youth have limited agency and decision-making power in DRR, and 

both are needed to move local, national, regional, and global DRR agendas forward (Cox et al., 

2019). As such, youth participation in DRR is a relatively new strategy to improve community 

resilience in disaster management (Amri et al., 2018; Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016). As Cox et al. 

(2019) stipulate, one challenge to youth engagement is ensuring their participation is “more than 

a checkbox” (p.2), and as such is meaningful and youth centric. This view aligns with the need to 

change current dominant top-down models in DRR and DRM, in which youth are viewed as 

passive victims in disasters, rather than active agents of change (T. Mitchell et al., 2008; 

Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016).  
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Photovoice is a community-based participatory research (CBPR) methodology in which 

people take pictures to capture their lived experiences and aspects of their environment, to share 

with others (Wang & Burris, 1994). As a collaborative approach, Photovoice (Wang & Burris, 

1994) is a solution to support bottom-up, meaningful, youth-led collaboration to improve 

community resilience and adaptive capacity. Photovoice is a methodology for researchers to use 

to support efforts to build community capacity and social capital, thus removing tokenistic youth 

participation in DRR (Manyena et al., 2008). Capacity building and social capital are key to 

creating meaningful social change and sustainable community resilience (Poortinga, 2012). 

Social capital is the impact of social relationships on individual health and wellbeing, public 

health, and economic development (Szreter & Woolcock, 2004). Photovoice builds social capital 

by engaging participants as co-researchers and creating opportunities for dialogue with decision-

makers.  

Collaboration with youth through Photovoice can be time consuming, take greater 

coordination, and be more difficult than working with adults (Drew et al., 2010; Kramer et al., 

2013; Strack et al., 2004). Other critiques regarding methods used in Photovoice include concern 

over co-researcher engagement and empowerment (Carlson et al., 2006), power imbalances 

(Castleden et al., 2008), and meaningful dissemination of results to inform social change (Latz, 

2017; C. Mitchell, 2017). We took these important considerations into account during our study 

by dismantling power differentials, fostering engagement, and ensuring meaningful 

dissemination of results through youth engagement. 

Our study provided a meaningful and youth-centric opportunity for youth to participate in 

DRR research and contribute to resilience in their community by understanding their 

perspectives on youth engagement in DRR. The purpose of this article is to provide a detailed 
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account of our methodology and methods for a hybrid model of Photovoice (in-person and 

virtual), including a virtual conference presentation and online exhibition using social media. We 

also discuss the lessons we learned in building a meaningful opportunity for community 

collaboration. The findings are available in two separate articles or can be viewed on our 

Photovoice Instagram exhibition page @yrtphotovoiceproject.  

Methods 

Participants as Co-researchers 

 Photovoice is a community-based participatory action research (PAR) methodology 

(Liebenberg, 2018). In Photovoice studies, participants are viewed as equal collaborators 

throughout the research process and are referred to as “co-researchers” along with academic 

researchers (Latz, 2017; Wang & Burris, 1994). In this article, at times when it is important to 

distinguish between co-researchers, we refer to youth participants as high school students and 

research assistants/principal investigator as university students/lab director.  

Study Design 

 Photovoice, as a research methodology, was developed by Wang and Burris (1994) to 

enable people to communicate their experiences, community strengths and weaknesses, support 

critical dialogue about individual and community problems through focus group discussions of 

visual media, and promote dialogue with policymakers (Wang, 1999). As such, Photovoice 

combines community-based participatory research (CBPR)/participatory action research (PAR), 

visual research methods, and qualitative narrative data. CBPR and PAR are forms of research in 

which researchers and communities collaborate and share decision-making with the goal of 

creating meaningful social change (Israel, 2013; Pickering, Phibbs, et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

visual research methods use visual media (e.g., photographs, diagrams, film, etc.) to answer 
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research questions (Rose, 2012), while qualitative narrative data are descriptive oral or written 

explanations of participants’ perceptions and lived experiences (Latz, 2017). To promote 

collaboration and social change, and collect photographic and narrative data, Photovoice studies 

use focus groups as a method of data collection (Latz, 2017; Wang, 1999; Wang & Burris, 1994).   

Our Photovoice protocol modified research methods from Wang (1999), and integrated 

modern community engagement strategies using Instagram, as inspired by Yi-Frazier et al. 

(2015). Below, in Table 1, we provide a stepwise description of our research protocol.  

Table 1. Our Photovoice research protocol, modified from Wang (1999). 

Steps Actions 

1) Identify objectives and 

intended outcomes 

Discuss study objectives / intended outcomes with 

youth team members who initiated the project. 

2) Submit application for ethics 

approval 

Submit ethics application. 

3) Recruitment and information 

session 

Invite youth team members to participate; host 

parent/participant information session, to introduce 

Photovoice, outline expectations, and obtain 

written informed consent. 

4) Focus group #1: Facilitated 

discussion and explanation of 

first Photovoice assignment 

Orientation for the group; discuss initial photo 

assignment; review rules on data sources and use 

of Instagram as a research tool. 

5) Take pictures between focus 

group sessions 

Take pictures for photo assignment (high school 

students). 
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6) Transcribe audio recordings 

and create initial codes 

between focus group 

meetings 

Transcribe focus group recordings and create codes 

(university students). 

7) Focus groups #2 – 9: Member 

check codes from previous 

session, present pictures, 

group discussions, decide 

next assignment 

Review codes from previous session with the team; 

presentation of pictures by the high school 

students; group discussion about the pictures and 

designated topic for the session; reach group 

consensus on the next photo assignment; plan for 

exhibition in the final focus group session. 

8) Identify themes Code and identify themes (university students).  

9) Refine themes through 

member reflections 

Refine themes through member reflections with 

high school students. 

10) Plan Photovoice exhibitions 

with community partners 

Distribute invitations, prepare display, host 

exhibitions. 

11) Host Photovoice exhibitions Present pictures and themes; facilitate discussion 

with policymakers and community leaders. 

 

Participant Recruitment 

Our study, which spanned 2019 to 2021, was based in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, and is an 

initiative of the EnRiCH Youth Research Team—a youth-led, grassroots, community-based 

program offered through the EnRiCH Research Lab at the University of Ottawa (Pickering, Guy, 

et al., 2021). The YRT is composed of youth aged 13 and over who participate in research and 
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knowledge mobilization activities in DRR; we use a youth development and mentorship model 

in which the post-secondary students mentor the high school students on the team. For the 

Photovoice initiative, four high school students between the ages of 14 – 16 years of age 

participated throughout the duration of the study. All team members, including the students and 

lab director, identify as female.   

Identify Objectives, Intended Outcomes, and Ethics 

The high school students on our youth research team initiated the conversation about 

doing a Photovoice project; as such, we had interested participants before establishing our 

research objectives. Together we discussed study objectives, possible outcomes, and design with 

the co-researchers prior to ethics submission. We received ethics approval through the University 

of Ottawa’s Office of Research Ethics and Integrity.  

Focus Groups and Picture Taking 

We held nine youth-led focus group sessions, each two hours in duration, over a period of 

two years (2019 – 2020). The format for our focus groups changed between 2019 and 2020 due 

to the global COVID-19 pandemic. We hosted six focus groups in-person in 2019 and three 

focus groups virtually using Zoom, in 2020, following a similar format to Wang and Burris 

(1994):  

1) Summarize key themes from the previous focus group (member reflections (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022; Smith & McGannon, 2018; Tracy, 2010) and stimulated recall); 

2) Introduce the research question/topic of interest for the current focus group (which was 

preselected at the end of the previous session); 

3) Roundtable presentation and discussion of new pictures taken by co-researchers; 

4) Reach team consensus on the photo assignment for the next focus group session. 
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Prior to our first session, we hosted an information meeting to present the project, the 

proposed research process, and review the consent/assent forms with parents/parental guardians 

and high school students. In this meeting, everyone was given the opportunity to ask questions 

and express their preferences for scheduling the focus groups.  

During our first focus group, we reviewed rules around data sources and tools, and we 

came to a consensus on the first photo assignment. Between focus groups, the high school 

students took 4-5 pictures representing their thoughts, feelings or experiences on the photo 

assignment. During the focus groups, co-researchers did “show and tell”, presenting their 

photographs and how they related to the photo assignment (López et al., 2013). In Photovoice, 

pictures are used to enable participants to explore their worldviews, communicate their ideas to 

others, and stimulate critical dialogue about issues (Wang et al., 1996). At each session, the high 

school students presented their pictures and their meanings, followed by an open dialogue about 

the pictures and photo assignment. At the end of each session, we came to consensus about the 

topic for the next photo assignment, based on what the high school students wanted to discuss. 

Consensus was reached by creating a running list of potential topics at the end of each session 

and discussing preferences in a roundtable format. This technique helped avoid potential 

conflicts, though the high school students were generally in agreement on which topics they 

wished to delve into deeper. There were eight people present for most focus group sessions: four 

high school students who were generating the photos, and three university students and the lab 

director who participated and helped guide the discussion.  

Data Sources. Pictures can be used in several ways: co-researchers can take their own 

pictures, use pictures preselected by researchers, or use pictures, memes, and GIFs from the 
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internet (Latz, 2017). For this study, we limited data collection to visual images taken by co-

researchers either on their personal smartphones or digital cameras. One co-researcher decided to 

use a digital camera, while the other three used their smartphones. As a team, and in consultation 

with the University of Ottawa’s Office of Research Ethics and Integrity, we decided on the 

following safety restrictions regarding picture taking: No pictures of other people where persons 

are readily identifiable; and no pictures of themselves where they are identifiable. In addition to 

visual images as data, we audio-recorded all in-person and virtual Photovoice sessions. During 

the sessions, we displayed the images on a laptop for the whole group to see the image being 

discussed.  

 Instagram as a Tool. In our initial discussions with the YRT about doing a Photovoice 

project, the high school students asked if it was possible to incorporate Instagram. During the 

data collection phase, we created a private Instagram account accessible to all team members to 

facilitate picture sharing and focus group discussions. In contrast to Yi-Frazier et al. (2015), who 

used Instagram to replace in-person focus groups, our study used Instagram to complement the 

focus groups during data collection —as well as a venue for our Photovoice exhibition. Before 

each focus group session, the high school students had the option of uploading their photos to 

either the private Instagram account or a private Google Share Folder.  

Strategies to Maintain Focus During Focus Group Sessions with Youth. Studies have 

found that working with youth on Photovoice projects can be difficult, for example, youth 

struggle to know what to photograph (Drew et al., 2010; Kramer et al., 2013; Strack et al., 2004). 

We experienced some difficulty maintaining focus during some discussions. To address this, we 

provided snacks, pens/paper for drawing, we alternated turns for presenting pictures, and we 

included time to socialize informally before and after the sessions.  
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The SHOWeD Method. Wang (1999) outlined the ‘SHOWeD’ method for structuring 

questions —to stimulate conversation during Photovoice sessions. The acronym stands for the 

following questions:  

1. “What do you See here?”  

2. “What is really Happening here? 

3. “How does this relate to Our lives?”  

4. “Why does this situation, concern or strength exist?” and 

5. “What can we Do about it?” (Wang, 1999, p. 188) 

While the SHOWeD strategy has shown value in Photovoice research to help groups 

move from superficial discussions to situating images within larger issues (Liebenberg, 2018), it 

did not facilitate in-depth discussions for our team. Our experience is not unique, with other 

authors describing the need for different strategies to facilitate Photovoice discussions 

(Hergenrather et al., 2009; McIntyre, 2003). We found our team worked best in an informal 

discussion setting, using more natural probes such as, “That is a really unique image - what else 

can you tell me about it?” or “Thank you for sharing. Before we move to the next picture, does 

anyone else want to comment?” or “What does this picture mean to everyone else?” or “How 

would you change ‘x’ issue?”  

Focus Groups During a Pandemic. We originally planned to host six focus group 

sessions in 2019, and finish data analysis in 2020. However, during one of our virtual data 

analysis meetings during the pandemic, the high school students expressed interest in adding 

more sessions. In 2020, during the first wave of the pandemic in Canada, we received ethics 

approval to add three more focus groups and modify our protocol to host the sessions virtually 

using Zoom. We began every meeting with computer cameras on for a quick roundtable, then 
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turned videos off to use the Zoom recording function. The virtual focus groups provided a safe, 

non-judgmental, space where high school students were able to connect with peers over their 

fears and frustrations of the global COVID-19 pandemic —and connect at a time when video 

conferencing was one of the only options to socialize safely.  

Data Management and Analysis 

In total, the high school students took over 40 pictures and provided 18 hours of audio 

recordings from focus group discussions. Analysis was done concurrently with data collection 

and occurred in four phases: 1) initial coding, 2) member reflections (Braun & Clarke, 2022; 

Smith & McGannon, 2018; Tracy, 2010)  for the codes, 3) grouping codes into themes, and 4) 

member reflections for the themes. Initial coding involved a mix of in vivo, inductive, and 

deductive coding. Wang and colleagues recommend co-researcher engagement throughout 

analysis, facilitated by summarizing themes from the previous session at the start of each session 

(Wang, 1999; Wang & Burris, 1994). In our project, after reading each theme aloud, the 

university students asked if their interpretation accurately reflected the high school students’ 

discussion and whether there was anything missing. This step provided an opportunity for the 

university students, who identify as older youth/young adults, to check their positionality through 

reflexive practice (Braun & Clarke, 2019). After revision of the themes, we finished analysis 

with 15 umbrella themes and 70 subthemes; these results will be published in two separate 

articles and can be viewed in full at our Instagram exhibition page @yrtphotovoiceproject. 

Knowledge Mobilization 

 Photovoice exhibitions are an important output to enable stakeholder engagement with 

co-researchers, meaningful dissemination of findings, and social change (Wang, 1999; Wang & 

Burris, 1994, 1997). Our knowledge mobilization activities included an online Instagram 
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exhibition and a youth-led conference presentation at two international conferences (one in 2021 

and another in 2022). In this section, we explain how we planned our original exhibition in 2019, 

and how we adapted exhibitions to an online format. We end this section with a detailed outline 

of our process creating the youth-led conference workshop and Instagram exhibition, finishing 

with reflections on direct actions and new opportunities that stemmed from our exhibitions.  

Our Knowledge Mobilization Planning and Implementation 

A point of concern in Photovoice research is the meaningful dissemination of findings 

and how study results are used to inform change (Latz, 2017; C. Mitchell, 2018). Knowledge 

mobilization is an important final step in the research process —one sometimes missed or 

rushed. In Photovoice, knowledge mobilization is typically built into the action-based research 

process in the form of exhibitions and, in our experience, guest lectures or presentations 

following the project.  

The Evolution of our Hybrid Model Photovoice Exhibitions 

 In 2019, we used the second half of our final focus group session to plan an in-person art 

gallery style exhibition in anticipation of using a rented space in downtown Ottawa. We planned 

to invite influential stakeholders and incorporate interactive booths and discussion tables to 

enable direct conversation between high school students and stakeholders with the power to 

create change.  

In 2020, when Canada went into COVID-19 lockdowns, we decided on two online 

exhibitions as our knowledge mobilization strategy: one using Instagram, and another in the form 

of a workshop. For both events, we collaborated with stakeholders from the Canadian Red Cross, 

which is an important national disaster response organization —and as such an important 
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stakeholder and knowledge user for our study on youth participation in DRR. We had strong 

engagement from the Canadian Red Cross throughout the exhibition planning process.  

The International Disaster and Resilience Summit 2021 Workshop  

The main purpose of our conference exhibition was to create an opportunity for 

stakeholders and high school students to talk about action strategies to support youth 

participation in DRR and public health sectors. We selected a small sample of 10 themes from 

our Photovoice data to present at the conference. Our interactive youth-led workshop was hosted 

in collaboration with representatives from the Canadian Red Cross. We designed our 1.5-hour 

virtual Zoom conference workshop to take the following format: 

1) Brief overview of youth engagement in DRR and the EnRiCH Youth Research Team 

Photovoice Project  

2) High school students present a small selection of the Photovoice themes  

3) Breakout rooms #1 for direct discussion between students and workshop attendees  

4) Full group discussion – debrief on breakout room discussions 

5) Brief presentation by the Canadian Red Cross about the importance of stakeholder action 

on the results of our Photovoice exhibition  

6) Breakout rooms #2 with workshop attendees to brainstorm action strategies for youth 

engagement in DRR in their respective organizations 

7) Full group discussion – debrief on breakout room discussions  

8) Concluding remarks  

For the high school students, it was their first time presenting at an academic conference. 

To help create a safe space and support capacity building, we scheduled several team meetings 

leading up to the conference to provide opportunities for the team to ask questions and practice 
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the presentation. We also hosted a practice workshop session with community stakeholders two 

days before the actual conference presentation; attendees included researchers and clinicians 

from Public Health Ontario, PhD students, professors and administrators - all relevant knowledge 

users to our study. We received positive feedback from stakeholders during this practice session 

and experienced productive discussions between stakeholders and youth. As a result, going into 

the conference, our team felt confident presenting and using technology —and had confirmation 

that youth voices are valued. During the conference workshop presentation, we engaged with 

knowledge users from Ministère de la Sécurité publique, Public Safety Canada, and the Canadian 

Red Cross. Both the practice and actual workshop presentations resulted in important discussions 

on how to harness the results of our study into action, through policy, practice —and solid 

commitments and opportunities going forward. For instance, members of the Canadian Red 

Cross committed to supporting our youth team by peer reviewing our community resource 

projects (i.e., disaster education modules and children’s book on earthquake preparedness). We 

also had opportunities to further present our work since the workshops, such as presentations on 

youth engagement in DRR to new members of the Canadian Red Cross; graduate students in a 

research methods course; and an international conference in 2022 in which two high school 

student co-researchers presented by themselves on behalf of the team to an international 

audience of health promotion stakeholders.  

Maximizing Participation Through Support and Mentorship. For the virtual 

conference workshop, the breakout room discussions were hosted by three members of our team 

(a high school student, a university team member, and a member of the Canadian Red Cross). 

The high school students facilitated the discussion with workshop attendees —with the 

understanding that the university team member and Canadian Red Cross representative were 
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there to support them. The members of the Canadian Red Cross participated in the workshops in 

dual roles, as both co-facilitators and important knowledge users/stakeholders in the field; they 

participated actively in all discussions, bringing in examples from their own organization and 

potential action strategies.  

The Instagram Photovoice Exhibition   

 The social media expertise and experiences of the high school students were integral in 

our decision to use Instagram as a platform for our virtual exhibition. Their expertise was 

essential in the design of the account and Instagram posts. Our Instagram post development 

process consisted of five steps: 1) Designing the Instagram posts in Canva; 2) creating the 

Instagram account; 3) scheduling posts; 4) editing the posts and captions; and 5) posting the 

prepared content/pre-determined hashtags and tagging accounts.     

 To create the Instagram posts, we used a free graphic design platform called Canva to 

help convert the thematic results for an Instagram audience. We created a group account to 

centralize our posts. For project feasibility, we designed a template to standardize the aesthetic of 

the account posts. Every team member selected one to four umbrella themes to translate into 

conversational style Instagram posts using the Canva template. The template had the following 

standardized design elements to ensure clarity, ease of reading, and to capture the audience’s 

attention: 

● Simple coloured outer border with a thinner inner border. 

● Every first slide consisted of a theme title, a subtheme title, and the associated photo.  

● Standardized and readable font and font size. 

● Themes explained within the posts, as opposed to the captions.  

● Use of white space, short explanations, and conversational language.  
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● Quotations displayed in italics.  

● Bold font and underlining to emphasize key words.  

● Free graphics (e.g., a graphic of a mask, or youth celebrating) to provide visual aid.   

● Every post concluded with a final slide that read “Join the Discussion” to encourage 

followers to reflect on the information presented.   

● The Photovoice team logo on every slide.  

● Preselected colour scheme to ensure each post was aesthetically complementary and 

professional.  

 Designing the Instagram account itself was another important step in creating our social 

media exhibition; the business account features enabled us to see the metrics of our audience 

(e.g., gender, location, age group, etc.). We chose the username @yrtphotovoiceproject because 

it is memorable and can be associated quickly with our project. During the exhibition, our team 

followed a schedule that consisted of posting once daily. During the week of the International 

Disaster and Resilience Summit, we increased our posting to twice a day to build on increased 

viewership resulting from the conference workshop. Tagging other accounts was essential to 

ensure relevant organizations and stakeholders would receive notifications about our post. 

Hashtags also helped our posts appear in searches on Instagram, thereby enlarging our reach and 

visibility online. Finally, we also developed a stakeholder engagement strategy for interacting 

with other Instagram accounts throughout the exhibition. Figure 1 is a QR code, which upon 

scanning with a cellphone camera, will take readers directly to our Photovoice Instagram 

Exhibition.  
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Figure 1. QR code for the EnRiCH Youth Research Team’s Photovoice Instagram Exhibition. 

 It is important to note that virtual exhibitions, while extending reach, are limited by the 

current state of technical advances, technical problems, and a lack of control over who attends 

and interacts with the posts. For the conference, we were unsure who would attend and the 

number of participants to expect. We had a plan to adjust our conference format for larger or 

smaller numbers. For the Instagram exhibition, while we could see how many people were 

interacting with our page, there were limited interactions on each individual post. However, the 

platform provides an accessible location for people to view the digital exhibition, which gives it 

exposure over a longer time period (for example, when we refer to it in our presentations).   

Reflections and Lessons Learned 

In this section, we reflect on important elements of our Photovoice protocol, such as 

emphasizing community voices, building capacity, and social capital. We also reflect on lessons 

learned, such as creating a safe space, and using Instagram as a tool.  

Emphasizing Community Voices 

Throughout our project, we emphasized and maintained a co-development and 

partnership process (Knowledge Institute for Child and Youth Mental Health Addictions, 2021). 

The high school students noted it was empowering to feel engaged as co-researchers. They 
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described their previous experiences with other organizations engaging youth, where it felt 

consultative —or tokenistic— and they did not enjoy this type of collaboration. Shared power in 

decision making for this Photovoice project was one of the most important and valued aspects 

highlighted by high school students; it was integral for their motivation to participate, sustained 

enjoyment of the collaboration, and feeling fulfilled, empowered, and meaningfully engaged.   

Building Capacity and Social Capital 

To support empowerment and engagement in Photovoice research (Carlson et al., 2006) 

and protect against power imbalance (Castleden et al., 2008), we emphasized equitable 

reciprocity through youth development and capacity building. The high school students 

benefitted from 1) equal opportunities for decision-making and control as co-researchers, 2) 

learning qualitative research skills; and 3) opportunities to build their resumes/CVs (i.e., co-

researcher on a Photovoice study, co-creators of an Instagram Photovoice Exhibition, co-authors 

on three peer-reviewed manuscripts, presenters at a conference, and guest lecture panelists). 

Much of the strength behind our Photovoice project stemmed from strong bonding social capital 

amongst our team, supporting bridging social capital with other youth-led community 

organizations on Instagram, and building linking social capital through sustained collaboration 

with the Canadian Red Cross.  

Creating a Safe Space 

 Photovoice has the potential for power imbalances in the research context (Castleden et 

al., 2008). Knowing this, our priority was to create a safe environment to support co-researchers 

working together effectively (Wang & Burris, 1997). We were careful to avoid the classic 

interviewer/interviewee power dichotomy. Our strategies to create a safe space included the 

following: 1) setting clear expectations and boundaries regarding equal collaboration, 2) 
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eliminating structural barriers to participation (e.g., geographical, monetary, and time barriers), 

3) transparency about informed consent, 4) selecting a familiar meeting space (i.e., our research 

lab in downtown Ottawa), and 5) providing time to socialize informally before and after 

meetings.  

Instagram as a Tool 

While Instagram worked well as a virtual venue for our Photovoice exhibition, it did not 

work well as a data collection tool. We offered the option of posting on our private account 

between sessions, to share photos and comments, but there was little co-researcher engagement 

on the account, and they explained it was cumbersome to switch between their personal accounts 

and the group account. In a future project, we would use Google Shared Folders as our data 

collection tool and use Instagram solely for a virtual Photovoice exhibition.  

Conclusion 

Photovoice is an engaging qualitative research method to include community members 

historically excluded from DRR (Wang & Burris, 1994). Important considerations for using this 

methodology for youth engagement includes dismantling power differentials, fostering 

engagement, and ensuring there is meaningful dissemination of results. The hybrid Photovoice 

protocol we described here was useful for addressing some barriers to traditional in-person 

implementation and maintaining momentum during the context of pandemic lockdown. For 

instance, the accessibility offered through a hybrid Photovoice protocol can be leveraged to 

support inclusion in DRR initiatives (e.g., for persons with disabilities or language barriers, 

neurodivergent individuals, geographic limitations, and caregivers). 

 Instagram provides a suitable exhibition space for knowledge mobilization, with its 

broad reach —but must be accompanied with engagement strategies to maximize impact. Future 
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research could build on this method by incorporating Instagram and other forms of social media 

(e.g., Tik Tok) into Photovoice research, or other virtual formats for exhibitions (e.g., online 

virtual art gallery space, YouTube, etc.). Further, using social media helps support a youth-

centric approach to participation in DRR and thus enables meaningful engagement.  

Our hybrid Photovoice model, with an emphasis on youth development, is a strong 

method to foster meaningful community engagement and stakeholder partnerships to reduce 

disaster risk and losses and mobilize the all-of-society approach set out by the Sendai 

Framework. Further implications for DRR include providing youth, and other groups historically 

excluded from DRR, with an environment that supports their agency and provides them with 

decision-making power to move local, national, regional, and global DRR agendas forward in a 

way that reflects the needs and assets of the community.   
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Abstract 

Over the last decade, youth have been acknowledged as agents of change in the fight against 

climate change, and more recently in disaster risk reduction. However, there is a need for 

improved opportunities for youth to participate and have their voices heard in both contexts. Our 

Photovoice study explores youth perceptions of the capability of youth to participate in disaster 

risk reduction and climate change action. We conducted six focus groups from February 2019 to 

June 2019 with the same four teenaged youth participants in Ottawa, Canada, hosting two virtual 

Photovoice exhibitions in 2021. Our results highlight 11 themes across a variety of topics 

including youth as assets, youth-adult partnerships, political action on consumerism, social 

media, education, accessibility, and art as knowledge translation. We provide four calls to action, 

centering youth participation and leadership across all of them, to guide stakeholders in how to 

improve disaster risk reduction and climate change initiatives by meaningfully including youth 

as stakeholders.  

 

Keywords: Disaster, disaster risk reduction, climate change, youth, youth participation, youth 

engagement, Photovoice, community-based participatory research, community resilience 
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Background 

Across the globe, humanity faces the growing challenge of extreme climate change and 

cascading disasters. Young leaders like Greta Thunberg, Autumn Peltier, Malala Yousafzai, Mari 

Copeny, and youth-led climate strikes are evidence that youth are passionate and vocal leaders in 

global efforts towards a more sustainable and equitable future. Beyond the individual level, there 

are youth-focused programs at the community, government, and international levels. For 

instance, a community-based program such as Preparing our Home (Preparing our Home, n.d.) – 

a project based in Canada to empower Indigenous youth as community leaders in emergency 

preparedness – designs projects with youth to build their capacity to lead disaster risk reduction 

(DRR). The majority of youth DRR programs in Canada are focused on education about 

preparedness and resilience, such as the school-based Master of Disaster Program from 

Emergency Management British Columbia (Cox et al., 2019).  

In the Philippines, school-based science clubs are a space in which youth spread disaster 

knowledge between their school, family, and community (Fernandez & Shaw, 2015). There are 

also examples of non-DRR community programs which became integral to DRR in the face of 

disasters, such as the Vietnamese American Young Leaders Association who became an 

important resource for the Vietnamese community during the response and recovery from 

Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans (e.g., translating information for non-English speaking 

relatives, and raising community morale) (Mitchell et al., 2008).  

Internationally, opportunities such as the United Nations Major Group for Children and 

Youth (UNMGCY) DRR Working Group – an international network of young people 

meaningfully engaged in United Nations (UN) processes – influence DRR at a policy level 

(United Nations Major Group for Children and Youth, n.d.). Despite some existing opportunities 
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and evidence of youth leadership, children and youth lack structured and sustained opportunities 

for meaningful participation in DRR and climate change decision-making and activities.  

In 2015, three major global UN agreements were adopted: The Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), The Paris Agreement on Climate Change, and the Sendai Framework for Disaster 

Risk Reduction. These UN agreements were designed to support action toward a more 

sustainable future, climate change adaptation, and reducing risks from disasters. The SDGs are a 

global agenda for action towards sustainable development (United Nations, 2015b); the Paris 

Agreement is an international treaty on climate change to combat climate change and invest in a 

sustainable low carbon future (United Nations, 2015a). The Sendai Framework for DRR is a 

global framework to reduce vulnerability to disasters; it emphasizes disaster preparedness and 

strategies to enable disaster recovery —and ultimately to foster resilience (UNDRR, 2015). 

There are synergies between these agendas, such as reducing risk across all hazards through a 

sustainable and equity-based approach to economic, social, and environmental development 

(Handmer et al., 2019). The global agendas focus on the need to enhance adaptive capacity, 

increase resilience, and limit vulnerability (Handmer et al., 2019).  

Importantly, each of the three UN agendas emphasizes inclusive approaches and 

community engagement. The Sendai Framework stresses the need for inclusive measures to 

strengthen disaster resilience and an all-of-society approach to reducing disaster risk (UNDRR, 

2015); the SDGs emphasize the need for participation across all stakeholders and people (United 

Nations, 2015b), and the Paris Agreement calls for the enhancement of public participation in 

climate change (United Nations, 2015a). The Sendai Framework takes these recommendations a 

step further by specifying how all-of-society partnership requires social empowerment through 

inclusive, accessible, and non-discriminatory engagement opportunities (UNDRR, 2015; 
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Witvorapong et al., 2015). Similarly, Shaw (2012) states that sustainable community-based DRR 

strategies are dependent on partnership, participation, and ownership of local communities. 

Children and youth are historically excluded from DRR and climate change decision-

making and opportunities for engagement in policy and practice. At the same time, they are also 

considered a high-risk population in disasters due to their increased risk of experiencing negative 

health outcomes (Bartlett, 2008; Peek, 2008; UNDRR, 2015). Over the last decade, youth have 

been acknowledged as agents of change (UNDRR, 2015) in the fight against climate change, and 

more recently in reducing disaster risks (Amri et al., 2018), by bridging the divide between youth 

and the UN system through international working groups (United Nations Major Group for 

Children and Youth [UNMGCY], 2016), or restoring mangrove ecosystems in the Philippines 

(Tanner, 2010). Aligning with Article 12 in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

which states that children have the right to participate in decisions that affect them and express 

their views freely (UN General Assembly, 1989), the Sendai Framework recommends the 

promotion of youth contributions and leadership opportunities in DRR (UNDRR, 2015). The 

difficulty lies in the implementation of these recommendations in practice at local, national, and 

international levels through programs that meaningfully engage youth in initiatives with real 

world implications.  

Such engagement requires exploration of the capabilities and assets of individuals, 

communities, and organizations. Thus, the theoretical underpinnings of our research stem from 

the asset-based approach (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007), which highlights capabilities, over needs, 

when addressing inequities. The asset approach draws from the Theory of Salutogenesis 

(Antonovsky, 1996), which highlights how health is formed, rather than how disease is produced 

(i.e., pathogenesis). In the context of disasters, this approach focuses on assets that support 
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resilience, and in the case of youth, how engagement can be facilitated by focusing on assets, 

resources, and capabilities. 

Given the global guidelines advocating for inclusive, all-of-society engagement in DRR 

and climate change efforts, the purpose of this Photovoice project was to provide an opportunity 

for youth to participate in disaster research, while exploring their perceptions of youth 

capabilities in DRR and climate change action. Our article concludes with four calls to action to 

support stakeholders in engaging youth in DRR and climate change initiatives to create social 

change.  

Methods 

Study Design 

We used Photovoice to engage and empower high school students and foster youth 

participation in action toward climate change and DRR. Photovoice is a community-based 

participatory research methodology intended to create space for community members to share 

their lived experiences and co-create knowledge with researchers (Wang, 1999; Wang & Burris, 

1994, 1997). Using this method, community members are viewed as both participants and co-

researchers with the understanding they are experts in their own lives (Latz, 2017). Co-

researchers are invited to take pictures from their personal experiences and express their ideas 

through photo elicitation discussions on a given topic (Latz, 2017), and they are actively 

involved throughout every step of the Photovoice project. Given the collaborative, arts-based 

nature of expression, Photovoice is particularly useful for populations whose voices have been 

historically excluded from social change policy and practice (Wang & Burris, 1994), such as 

youth.  
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Participants and Ethics 

 This study was approved for ethics by the University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board. 

Consent was obtained from participants 16 years of age and over and parents of participants 

under 16 years of age, while assent was obtained from participants under age 16 years. All 

researchers and participants are members of the EnRiCH Youth Research Team (EnRiCH YRT), 

which is a community-based youth-led program in which youth aged 13 – 30 years collaborate 

on DRR research and knowledge mobilization (Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021). The request for a 

Photovoice study came directly from the youth team members of the community group. For 

more context about the EnRiCH YRT, see (Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021). As a group of youth 

engaged in disaster preparedness and knowledge mobilization, they wanted their voices to be 

heard and to take part in a research study, where they have agency; this is one of the reasons we 

chose Photovoice as the methodology.  

All study participants were recruited from the EnRiCH YRT. In total, we recruited four 

participants out of a possible 24 youth team members. The four participants elected to participate 

because they had the time in their high school schedules to accommodate the project, and they 

were interested in learning more about Photovoice, while having their voices heard on DRR. The 

small sample size is an appropriate size for focus group research as it allows each participant 

sufficient time to speak and permits in-depth data collection on the subject. Participants and 

researchers already knew each other, given their collaboration on projects in the EnRiCH YRT. 

This helped facilitate rapport and in-depth conversation during the focus groups. All four 

participants were active members of the community group, with several years’ experience in 

DRR. They participated throughout the entirety of our project, located in Ottawa, Canada, from 

February 2019 to June 2021. 
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In classic qualitative research terms, the four high school students would be called 

‘participants’; however, given the collaborative nature of Photovoice the high school student 

participants are referred to as ‘youth co-researchers’ for the remainder of the article. In our study, 

co-researchers are akin to actively engaged participants —as opposed to researchers trained in 

ethics or methods. This means, in addition to their role as participants taking photographs and 

participating in focus group discussions, they helped design the project, selected photo 

assignments and topics for each focus group, provided member reflections (Braun & Clarke, 

2022; Smith & McGannon, 2018; Tracy, 2010)  on codes and themes, wrote bullet points for the 

outline of our methods paper about the Photovoice project (Pickering et al., 2022), were 

consulted on all manuscripts providing feedback and approval on every draft, and actively led, 

designed, and implemented both Photovoice exhibitions. Our feedback and approval process for 

each manuscript involved youth co-researchers making suggested edits via tracked changes in 

Word, and giving written approval/disapproval in their email reply. The youth co-researchers 

were 14 – 16 years of age when we started data collection; the University of Ottawa researchers 

included undergraduate and graduate students and a professor. Of the eight members of our team, 

four identify as non-white, three of whom are youth co-researchers.  

Data Collection 

 This study is part of a larger project through which we hosted nine focus groups from 

2019 to 2020 —six of them were in-person sessions in our research lab at the University of 

Ottawa from February to June 2019 (and are presented here). In 2020, we added three virtual 

sessions between June and August to discuss youth experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic – 

the data from those three virtual sessions is published separately.  
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Each two-hour focus group session was attended by the eight members of our team. The 

principal investigators (CJP and TO) led each focus group by asking the research questions and 

facilitating group discussions, while the two research assistants took notes. The four youth co-

researchers responded to the research questions and shared their photos. We did not use the 

SHOWeD method typically used for facilitating focus group discussions in Photovoice (Wang, 

1999) as the strategy was too formal and rigid to facilitate in-depth discussions for our group. 

Rather, we used more informal and naturally occurring probes such as “What else can you tell 

me about this image?” to maintain the natural flow of conversation. In this article, we present the 

results from the six in-person sessions, which focused on our views on youth engagement in 

DRR and climate change.  

Our research protocol was similar to traditional Photovoice approaches from Wang and 

Burris (1994) (e.g., using focus groups to collect data), while incorporating modern techniques of 

community engagement, taking inspiration from Yi-Frazier and colleagues (2015) who modified 

the Photovoice methodology using Instagram to collaborate with adolescents. Before we began 

data collection, we identified research objectives, received ethics approval, and hosted a parent 

information session with potential participants. Our first focus group was dedicated to selecting 

the inaugural Photovoice assignment and explaining the rules about what could —and could 

not— be photographed (i.e., no pictures of other people or themselves where a person is readily 

identifiable). Given their advanced understanding of Instagram and photography, no photography 

training or exercises were necessary for our study group.  

Between sessions, the youth co-researchers took pictures based on the assignment using 

their cell phones (with one participant opting to borrow a digital camera from the research lab) 

and posted their pictures to the private team Instagram account; the youth co-researchers were 
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encouraged to comment on the pictures from their own cell phones, to facilitate discussion. 

Youth co-researchers also elected to use multiple art forms including photography, interactive art 

displays, lino block art, Word Art, and water colour painting to express themselves. Meanwhile, 

the university researchers transcribed the audio-recordings from the focus group discussions and 

coded the data from previous sessions. The length between sessions ranged from two to four 

weeks, depending on everyone’s schedules, with the goal of completing data collection before 

the beginning of the upcoming school year. The decision to host six sessions was to enable the 

high school students to feasibly balance the project with their existing school and work 

schedules, while providing enough time to express themselves effectively.  

During the focus groups, the photographs were used to facilitate discussion. Each youth 

co-researcher took turns showing their photos to the group and explaining what the photo 

represented to them, and how they aligned with the photo assignment. The other youth co-

researchers were then invited to discuss the photos and the meanings presented. This format 

often led to long, in-depth and organic discussions, rarely requiring probing questions from the 

facilitators. Our meeting agenda included the following: 1) checking codes with the youth co-

researchers, 2) youth co-researchers sharing new pictures, 3) youth co-researcher group 

discussions about the pictures, and 4) selecting the next Photovoice assignment. We also allowed 

time for discussion related to planning the Photovoice exhibitions. Figure 1 summarizes our 

Photovoice research protocol.    
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Figure 1. Our Photovoice research protocol.  

Data Analysis 

We used reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) to code data and create themes, using Word and PowerPoint to 

facilitate remote collaborative analysis throughout the pandemic. Reflective of the community-based, collaborative nature of 

Photovoice research methods (Wang & Burris, 1997), after the university researchers created codes and themes, we refined them 

through member reflections (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Smith & McGannon, 2018; Tracy, 2010) during focus group sessions.

Host Photovoice exhibitions

Plan Photovoice exhibitions with community partners

Refine themes through member reflections

Identify themes

Focus groups #2-9: Member check codes from previous session, present pictures, group discussions, decide next assignment

Transcibe audio recordings and create initial codes between focus group meetings

Take pictures between focus group sessions 

Focus group #1: Facilitated discussion and explanation of first Photovoice assignment

Recruitment and information session

Submit application for ethics approval

Identify objectives and intended outcomes
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Throughout the analysis process, we protected confidentiality and anonymity by keeping 

transcripts and audio recordings separate, removing all identifying information from the 

transcripts (e.g., names), using password-protection on documents, and de-identifying quotations 

to enable youth co-authorship.  

Photovoice Exhibitions 

Consistent with traditional Photovoice protocols (Wang & Burris, 1994), but applying 

online engagement strategies, we hosted two virtual Photovoice exhibitions with our community 

partners at the Canadian Red Cross to connect with community stakeholders. Community 

stakeholders included researchers and clinicians from Public Health Ontario, graduate students, 

professors, and university administrators, knowledge users from Ministère de la Sécurité 

publique and Public Safety Canada, and members of the Canadian Red Cross. These 

stakeholders are relevant to our study as they are knowledge users in DRR and public health, and 

experts in education, government or community practice. Our first exhibition was a public 

Instagram exhibition, available at the Instagram handle @yrtphotovoiceproject, which showcases 

the themes from all nine focus groups from 2019 to 2020. Our second exhibition was held as a 

workshop over Zoom at the Disaster and Resilience Summit 2021; our eight-member team, in 

collaboration with members of the Canadian Red Cross, presented a selection of themes to 

attendees and fostered interactive discussions on how to implement youth engagement strategies 

in policy and practice. The Canadian Red Cross was our community partner for both exhibitions.  

Results 

 In this section, we present our results pertaining to the six focus groups held in 2019 and 

a selection of data related to discussions of social media from the 2020 sessions. The results are 

written from the perspectives of the youth co-researchers on our team – therefore the terms ‘we’ 
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and ‘our’ in this section represent solely the voices of the high school student participants. Our 

results are divided into four calls to action for DRR and climate change, based on 11 themes 

covering broad topics, including: the power of youth to create change, youth as assets, youth-

adult partnerships, political action on consumerism, social media, disaster education, accessible 

communication, and art as a tool for knowledge translation. Figure 2 is a conceptual model 

summarizing the themes as they relate to our four calls to action for social change in DRR and 

climate change.
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Figure 2. Overview of thematic results as they relate to four calls to action to create social change in DRR and climate change. 

Leveraging 
youth assets 
in disaster 

risk 
reduction

Call to Action #1: 
Include a diverse range of 

youth as key stakeholders in 
DRR and climate change 

strategies by harnessing their 
assets and building youth-

adult partnerships.

Call to Action #2: 
Use social media as a 
tool for social change 
with a direct impact in 

real life.

Call to Action #3: 
Improve education curricula 
using multifaceted strategies 
to teach disaster preparedness 

and support community 
resilience at the individual, 

familial, and community 
levels.

Call to Action #4: 
Improve accessibility of 

DRR and climate 
change communication 

and knowledge 
translation.

The power of youth to create 

change 

Youth are an “untapped 

resource” with many assets 
Youth-adult partnerships 

to collaborate with youth 

Political action on pre-consumer 

contributions to climate change 

Social media as a tool for 

social change 

Cultural shift from 

performative to 

informative social 

media activism 

Youth social media influence 

goes beyond the internet 

Better curricular content and extracurricular 

opportunities to learn about DRR and climate change 
The duality of youth as learners and educators and the need 

for institutional space for youth-led knowledge translation 

The need for accessible 

community emergency 

resources  

Art as a tool for 

knowledge translation 



 

 

86 

 

Call to Action #1: Youth as Key Stakeholders and the Importance of Youth-Adult 

Partnerships  

 Our first call to action is to include a diverse range of youth as key stakeholders in DRR 

and climate change strategies by harnessing their assets and building youth-adult partnerships. 

We discussed four themes that led to this call to action: 1) The power of youth to create change; 

2) youth are an “untapped resource” with many assets; 3) youth-adult partnerships to collaborate 

with youth; and 4) political action on pre-consumer contributions to climate change.  

The Power of Youth to Create Change 

Youth have a voice, but it feels “unplugged” (Image 1): “...it represents youth voices 

not being heard so even though youth are talking into the microphone, it is not plugged in so 

it is not going anywhere.” (Session 4, April 27th 2019). Adults are not listening to youth as we 

voice our concerns and the need for immediate action on climate change; this is problematic 

because words precede action. We feel it is important for adults to reflect on how and what 

youth are messaging:  

“The way I am portraying influence here is… we can convince people through words... like 

people say actions are stronger than words, but things that prompt actions are usually 

words. So it is a double-edged sword, and I [represented] that by having influence 

surrounded by words and influence being words.” (Session 4, April 27th 2019).  

 

Nothing will change unless we act. Everyone has some degree of influence, which we can 

leverage to take collective action at all levels on climate change:  

“...I did a little word art with this … we are influence, influence surrounds us and I just put 

words around influence that I feel are synonymous with them... you have got global 

influence in terms of politics and local influence… and then familial influence… you and 

your family in the way you guys act and behave, the influence of your siblings’ action[s] 

and your own… And then social [influence] is just like you and your group of friends and 

you guys influence what you guys do and there is peer pressure and influence and media is 

influencing how people think…” (Session 4, April 27th 2019). 
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Image 1. Word art created by a youth co-researcher representing the important influence youth 

have in their lives, which only accrues power through adult support. 

  

Youth are essential assets in the fight against climate change and reducing disaster risk. Given 

appropriate opportunities, youth have the power and drive to reduce disaster risks and fight 

climate change. We are passionate about the power our generation inherently possesses, but we 

need adult support to meaningfully contribute.  

“... I recently went to this conference for the Ottawa-Carleton District School Board 

[organized, planned, and led by students from different schools] and so it was just a bunch 

of youth. All students came together and there was also a bunch of representatives and 

people in the school board that were high up and they were all listening to us. So youth 

came up on the stage… and they were telling their stories and you could see – they were 

really passionate … They were telling [the school board representatives] the change they 

wanted… I feel like we should go for it and go to our school representatives, people who 

are high up in power.” (Session 2, March 2nd 2019). 

 

Youth are an “Untapped Resource” With Many Assets  

As Image 2 represents, youth feel the urgency and need for climate change action and 

DRR, given the impact both will have on our futures. While today’s adults might not live to see 

the effects of climate change, youth are acutely aware that is the uncertain future we face: “...this 

youth [is] looking out at disasters like ‘the disaster is there but only the youth can see it’...So this 
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is youth looking out and seeing what is happening and adults are kind of like ‘oh what’s up?’” 

(Session 6, June 1st 2019). 

 

 

Image 2. A young woman looks out the window, frightened by an impending disaster. The 

image represents the fear and urgency youth feel around the need to act on climate change and 

DRR.  

 

Despite this fear, youth are resilient and work together in the face of adversity. Image 3 

shows a picture of a lino block, created by a youth co-researcher for art class. The purpose of the 

print is to symbolically depict climate change, something that we view as affecting our day-to-

day lives. Despite the overwhelming emotions associated with the big tasks ahead, youth stand 

ready and resilient to face the problem head on: 

“... The print is of a boy (a youth) and around the boy’s neck there are leaves that are 

choking him. The symbolism behind it relates to climate change and the involvement and 

education about it. The boy represents the youth around the world and how rapidly the 

climate is changing and how that greatly affects our lives and how our future looks bleak. 

Although the leaves are choking him, he looks up and he is visibly resilient (not letting the 

leaves affect him). This represents how even though youth, and our future, is negatively 

affected by the rapidly changing climate and the consequences that stem from it (more 

natural disasters), we continue to raise awareness and work together in the face of 

adversity.” (Session 4, April 27th 2019). 
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Image 3. A piece of artwork created by a youth co-researcher. This carved out lino block 

represents the fear and anxiety youth feel around the effects of climate change and the need to 

engage in climate change action. However, youth are resilient —and we continue to collectively 

raise awareness and fight back despite these anxieties.  

 

Given our strong feelings of anxiety and fear, and urgency to act, youth are strong assets 

in climate change and DRR initiatives. Youth action has the potential to contribute to DRR and 

climate change initiatives, if only adults took our contributions and capabilities seriously. For 

instance, the impacts from youth actions are already noted in the form of student-led clubs and 

school events:   

“...my school runs these events called coffee houses and they are student run. Students do 

everything and we raise money for certain charities. In this case, it did not relate to 

disasters, but it can… We made lots of money for the charity and it shows that we can 

[make an impact].” (Session 2, March 2nd 2019). 

In addition to our thirst for knowledge, and skills with new and emerging 

technologies, youth are creative, passionate, and bring diverse perspectives to the table. We 

are not a homogenous population – we mirror the diversity in the general community. 
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Inclusion of diverse groups of youth in DRR and climate change awareness and education 

will reach high-risk, marginalized, and historically excluded populations in our community.  

Youth-Adult Partnerships to Collaborate with Youth 

 While youth have the power to create change, meaningful contributions will be possible 

by partnering with stakeholders in DRR and climate change – leveraging each other’s assets and 

strengths to create innovations, opportunities, and change. Youth and adults have complementary 

assets; youth-adult partnerships provide opportunities to highlight potential contributions from 

everyone. For instance, youth are proficient with technology and social media; we can teach 

adults how to effectively navigate social media to improve disaster and climate change 

awareness. We bring different skills to the table, and we are interested in being there; adults need 

to give us the opportunity for a place at the table, and take us seriously. 

“…even though youth are powerful and all, we do not have the same power as somebody 

that is a lot older and more experienced and also can really be politically involved without 

any restraint as to age or money so they are probably the most accessible, but the hardest 

audience to reach...” (Session 4, April 27th 2019).  

We believe specific efforts are needed to build youth-adult partnerships with politicians 

so we can contribute effectively to DRR and climate change. Politicians and people in power 

have control over laws, policies, and practice. These are the stakeholders that youth want 

opportunities to connect and consult with. Image 4 represents the need for youth-adult 

partnerships in DRR and climate change action. Our message to politicians is: “Listen and 

actually try and hear what we are saying – do not just brush us off” (Session 3, March 30th 

2019). Adults in power can listen and understand global problems from the perspectives of 

youth, while providing opportunities for youth to be politically active. 

“We always say that no one knows about us, we are an untapped resource and stuff, but a 

way to convey this is to go out to politicians and do activism and show how important 

disaster risk reduction and mitigation [is] and how it will influence us...” (Session 3, 

March 30th 2019). 
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Image 4. A youth co-researcher wearing a “Be the Difference” bracelet, representing the need 

for politicians to create youth-adult partnerships, to support DRR and climate change together.  

 

Political Action on Pre-consumer Contributions to Climate Change  

Image 5 represents our feelings on climate change: There is no Planet B. We are running 

out of time to act on climate change. We feel the stress and responsibility of time moving 

forward and nature continuing to deteriorate.  

“We have until 2030 or 2050 to change the world so it will not come down crashing and 

burning because of what we did to it... this just represents like nature fading a little bit 

because of how sparse it is.” (Session 2, March 2nd 2019). 

 

 
 

Image 5. A picture of a clock and sparse plants, representing how humanity is running 

out of time to protect our dying environment from the effects of climate change.  
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We discussed consumerism as an area in which politically-based youth-adult partnerships 

can be beneficial in tackling climate change. On an individual level, thrifting is an example of a 

trend that reflects a cultural shift to responsible consumerism. Thrift stores previously were 

stigmatized — associated with poverty and lack of funds to buy clothes from fast fashion 

stores— but today, thrift store clothing is a fashion statement: 

“A couple of years ago, maybe like 2012 or 2013, if you go into a thrift store, it is because, 

it was for people that could not afford fast fashion, but like now… people go to thrift stores 

as a hobby... it is a big thing. There is a verb for it.” (Session 6, June 1st 2019). 

The verb for thrift store shopping is “thrifting”; it is seen as “cool” in its ability to save 

the shopper money, while owning style, and being eco-conscious:  

“If you go shopping at Value Village, you are helping the environment because new 

clothes do not have to be made. It helps you, because it is super cheap clothes, it helps 

Diabetes Canada because part of the proceeds go towards that. It is just a win-win-win 

situation, you know?” (Session 6, June 1st 2019). 

 However, our biggest grievance with consumerism and climate change lies with fast-

fashion companies. While changes to individual consumerism (e.g., shopping at thrift stores) are 

important, the ecological changes with the biggest impact will occur when big companies 

practice responsible consumerism. “For a person throwing out one garbage can that day, a 

company throws out 70. So that is a really huge impact on the Earth considering that companies 

use a lot of the Earth’s resources.” (Session 6, June 1st 2019). 

We want to see political action getting big companies to cooperate and make a difference 

on climate change. Companies have the power to change the fast-fashion cycle, reduce 

emissions, and landfill waste. Through youth-adult partnerships, we can tackle climate change 

using the resources already at our fingertips, as represented by Image 6. We have the tools we 

need to make drastic changes to the way humans live and companies produce; we just need to 
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shift our priorities to apply our science and technology capabilities to climate change initiatives:  

“What I was trying to do with this hand is convey what we can do as humans, like our 

humanity to the world...we changed so much of the world in only a few hundred years, so if 

humans could do something for the better… humans could put that same energy from 

science and technology into giving a little bit more attention to the environment.” (Session 

6, June 1st 2019)  

 

 
 

Image 6. A hand covered in paint splatter represents how humanity already has the 

knowledge, resources, and tools at our fingertips to tackle climate change, we just need to apply 

them.  

Call to Action #2: Social Media as a Tool for Offline Social Change 

 Our second call to action is for stakeholders to use social media as a tool for social 

change with a direct impact in real life. Youth are an asset in harnessing the power of social 

media to effect change. We generated three themes from our discussions and photos on social 

media: 1) social media as a tool for social change; 2) cultural shift from performative to 

informative social media activism; and 3) youth social media influence goes beyond the internet. 

The themes relating to this call to action differ slightly from the others as the data span pre- and 

post-COVID-19 pandemic focus group sessions.  

Social Media as a Tool for Social Change  
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Image 7 depicts a social media apps folder on a cellular phone, representing the 

prominence of social media in our lives. Social media can make disaster preparedness and 

awareness “cool”, creating a cultural shift in which it is “uncool” to be unprepared for disasters. 

This can be done through the influence of individuals with a social platform:  

“This is super unrealistic, but if Kim Kardashian was like ‘oh just made my disaster 

preparedness kit using like Supreme’s disaster bag’ then everyone would be like ‘oh my 

god I need this.’ The whole culture of influencers can totally change the mainstream, what 

is cool, literally overnight...” (Session 3, March 30th 2019). 

 

Image 7. A screenshot of popular social media apps on a cellular phone, representing the reach 

of social media in our day-to-day lives. 

Social media is a strong resource to raise awareness of DRR and climate change because 

it is a fast channel for communication that youth are skilled at using: 

“A lot of people say this, and it is really true how social media is one of the biggest 

resources to spread awareness... For example, stuff spreads really fast, like the Kim K. 

drama that is going on right now... something could happen, and it is instant. I just want to 

say we should really be [using it], for disaster risk stuff and also for climate change, it is a 

really good resource, and also youth know a lot about it.” (Session 2, March 2nd 2019). 

 

Social media is also a strong communication platform given message framing and distribution of 

power. Social media platforms, such as TikTok, are an excellent source of information sharing 
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for youth because the model presents information in a digestible manner and uses humour to 

reach and relate to the audience; this framing is a contributing factor to its popularity.  

Additionally, social media applications like TikTok use an algorithm that more evenly 

distributes power in the hands of all users, as opposed to a select few. This allows for increased 

information sharing from non-celebrity youth to reach wide ranging audiences and effect change. 

“Plus, in what you mentioned about TikTok… it is an extremely good source for sharing 

information because, unlike YouTube, [which] just pushes things out based on how 

popular the content creator was before, [TikTok] pushes out anything possible. It is a 

genuinely good place to find content, especially content for activism. Plus, TikTok has a 

way of wrapping its message up in comedy so it makes it a little bit more like easily 

digestible.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

 

“And also something I have noticed is that a lot of the popular creators are made popular 

by actual people on the app and like youth. So I feel like that is another contributing 

factor” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

The more even distribution of power influences our trust in social media over news media 

for reliable information. People are becoming more conscious about where they get their sources 

of important information such as reports on BLM protests or COVID-19. We prefer social media 

over news media to access information because it feels more truthful, given the more equitable 

distribution of power, compared to news media. Information on social media feels less biased 

than news media.  

“... I have seen a lot of opinions going around saying like, ‘oh, I can only trust social 

media right now’ because the news they are not really showing what is happening, which 

is kind of true because, there are threads on Twitter about police inflicting violence on 

[BLM] protesters. But if you look at the [news] media they are talking about how rioters 

are the ones that are creating violence and burning down buildings. But if you look at 

social media, it is [produced] by the people – it is not really easy to skew it…” (Session 7, 

June 17th 2020). 

 

However, social media should be used with caution. Just because someone ‘shares’ a 

social media campaign, does not mean any real action occurs offline. Some social media users 

will interact genuinely with online campaigns, while others interact superficially to avoid being 
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judged negatively by their peers; it is difficult to distinguish between the two. For social media to 

work as an awareness tool, there needs to be a direct impact in reality:  

“...I wanted to critique a little bit how social media, although it is a really good resource 

to spread awareness… We should not think that we have done enough just because we 

have shared something...” (Session 2, March 2nd 2019). 

 

Cultural Shift from Performative to Informative Social Media Activism 

Social media shaped our upbringing – we are the digital generation: “...we grew up, all of 

us, with media. Especially millennials and Gen Z’s so I feel like, in a way, media has already 

shaped us from the beginning…” (Session 4, April 27th 2019). With this upbringing, what we 

saw happening with social justice campaigns on social media in 2019 was performative, static 

information, and lack of action. At the time, social media was being used to spread awareness, 

but there was no real action. Some campaigns existed only to follow the pressures of social 

media trends, without necessarily following up on the actions they pretend to promise for the 

publicity – they are simply performative: 

“As you can see there are static pictures at the front so it is… like people posting on 

Instagram like ‘oh if you like this post you will plant trees’ so you are trying to spread 

awareness, but there is no real action to it. More like static information that you pass on to 

other people because people keep posting them and then there is no real action taken. We 

do not know that they are actually going to plant trees [from this campaign]” (Session 4, 

April 27th 2019). 
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Image 8. Old tv boxes with static images in an art exhibit at the Ottawa Art Gallery, representing 

performative activism through static information sharing on social media platforms. (Art 

installation credit: Darsha Hewitt, Electrostatic Bell Choir, 2013, Electromechanical sound 

installation, cathode ray tube televisions, bells, pith balls, metal, electronic control system, 

Carbon + Light: Juan Geuer’s Luminous Precision at the Ottawa Art Gallery)   

Our overall perception about how people use social media changed in light of the context 

of COVID-19, BLM and the crisis in Yemen. Social media posts began trending away from 

performative activism to informative activism. A performative social media presence can be 

situated within performative allyship – it involves users passively sharing information with the 

intent to protect their social image, rather than to contribute meaningful action to a cause.  

An informative social media presence is genuine online engagement with a cause, as 

indicated by what a user is sharing and long-term sustainment with the cause. For instance, in 

2020, social media users leveraged online platforms to move beyond statements standing in 

solidarity with a cause:  

“...they are sharing more petitions and more impactful things other than, say [just] the 

‘standing in solidarity’ [post] – even though [those posts are] important too. I feel like 

social media has become a more important tool [during the pandemic].” (Session 7, June 

17th 2020). 

Thus, it is now considered “cool" to be overtly socially conscious by using your social 

media presence to call out non-compliance of pandemic guidelines (e.g., not wearing masks) and 

share impactful information (e.g., petitions against police brutality). We identified several 

reasons for this cultural shift. First, people were angry and scared because of the uncertainty 

around the pandemic, and second, the compounding effects of cascading disasters and global 

social movements made citizens emotionally responsive. Third, citizens relied on social media to 
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stay connected to rapidly changing news, and to their social networks during the pandemic. The 

outcome is that emotionally charged citizens were regularly exposed to emotionally charged 

social issues, resulting in more active online community engagement and pressure to take action. 

“People are actually starting to get more angry, and they are starting to see it more as 

being a flex to be woke. People are genuinely starting to step up and be like ‘yo, something 

is wrong’ and trying to educate people. People are not taking any crap anymore, sort of 

because it is the BLM [movement] and the [COVID-19 pandemic] coming so soon 

together. People are just starting to get more pissed that nothing is happening. People are 

starting to notice... this is an important issue... because it is really taxing to be around that 

environment for a really long time.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

 

“But what I have noticed the past couple of weeks is that people share a lot on their… 

Instagram stories, or through TikTok, video after video about what is happening right now. 

… what I think it helps to do is to create pressure. If you are bombarded with all these 

posts, and all these opinions and statistics all the time, you are pressured to look at it and 

you are pressured to care … So you cannot, especially [with] COVID-19, you cannot 

really turn off your phone and be oblivious because you use social media now to 

communicate because you cannot really go outside and talk to people. And you cannot go 

to school. So seeing that all the time, like bombarding your face or pressure to look into it, 

and read about it, and take action.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

Youth Social Media Influence Goes Beyond the Internet  

Being ‘woke’ (aware of social justice issues, especially racism) can take place on social 

media and in day-to-day practices and conversations offline. Youth are taking conversations 

beyond social media and trying to incite changes in their lives. They are taking actionable steps 

by addressing social justice issues —by educating those around them about the information they 

learned online. In this way, youth are acting as knowledge brokers, transmitting and explaining 

what they see on social media to family members who do not have an online presence.  

“… sometimes it is not only what you see on social media that is creating an impact but 

what people take away from [it] and what they say to their family members or what they 

educate them [on]. There is more impact being done beyond social media.” (Session 7, 

June 17th 2020). 

 

“Like when my parents [and grandma] asked why they were protesting, I explained to 

[them] how George Floyd was killed and what was going on. At first, my grandma took the 

side that the rioters are bad because of the violence, which by the way was started by 
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police officers. So, I told her and she started to be more empathetic about the protestors. 

So, I felt like that was a good change.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

Call to Action #3: Disaster Preparedness Education to Support Community Resilience 

 Our third call to action is to improve education curricula using multifaceted strategies to 

teach disaster preparedness and support community resilience at individual, familial, and 

community levels. Education is an important area in which youth can affect change on DRR and 

climate change. We constructed two themes from our discussions on how to leverage the 

education system in DRR and climate change: 1) Better curricular content and extracurricular 

opportunities to learn about DRR and climate change; and 2) the duality of youth as learners and 

educators and the need for institutional space for youth-led knowledge translation.  

Better Curricular Content and Extracurricular Opportunities to Learn about DRR and 

Climate Change 

Existing content in educational curricula is insufficient to teach practical preparedness 

skills and DRR knowledge. Image 9 shows an interactive art installation at one of the youth co-

researcher’s schools. They were asked about their thoughts on climate change – an example of a 

fun school-based initiative to discuss climate change. DRR content needs improvement and 

expansion for students to gain these skills through a combination of interactive and exciting 

strategies. 

“... Because we know what to do during fires, and we know what to do during other stuff 

like that, but we do not know what to do during an earthquake or like a hurricane. So if 

schools were to dedicate a week or maybe a few days of a certain month [to disaster 

education]... I was a little bit disappointed with the lack of how they talked about 

preparedness for disasters because we only did a project about disasters, but not what to 

do after a disaster.” (Session 5, May 11th 2019). 

 

“...and make it fun. Because often times when [it is fun], students tend to talk about it. Like 

a fun trip or a fun little event, or something unique, students remember it and they talk 

about it and it stays in their mind. Because day to day classes, you take that information 

and you use it on the test, and then you dump it out.” (Session 5, May 11th 2019). 
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Image 9. An interactive art installation in which students added their own thoughts on climate 

change. 

Through improved curricular content and greater extracurricular DRR and climate change 

opportunities, the education system can reach hard-to-reach populations on these topics. There is 

a need to address the knowledge gap most individuals have regarding disaster preparedness, 

especially for youth who might be hard-to-reach. The education system infrastructure is an asset 

that can be mobilized to reach this population: “...we can have a bit of an emphasis on disaster 

relief [in schools to reach students living in low-income neighbourhoods].” (Session 5, May 11th 

2019). 

The Duality of Youth as Learners and Educators and the Need for Institutional Space for 

Youth-led Knowledge Translation 

Youth can and do exist in dual roles as learners and educators. The artwork in Image 10 

depicts a young woman sharing her DRR and climate change knowledge. Proper DRR and 

climate change education in schools can provide youth with a strong foundation to stand on our 
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own as community leaders, thus raising awareness in our communities. The next step is to 

provide youth with platforms to apply and disseminate this knowledge: “This is a youth 

researcher … I decided to go through the knowledge route. [She is holding] papers... doing 

research and presenting the information, hence the speech bubble in the background. [She is] 

passing her knowledge on” (Session 4, April 27th 2019). 

 

Image 10. Artwork by a youth co-researcher depicting a young woman passing her DRR and 

climate change knowledge on to others, representing youth as community educators. 

 

One way to support youth as educators in the community is to provide the institutional 

space for youth-led knowledge translation opportunities, such as youth-led conferences. Youth-

led conferences could involve peer mentorship and learning amongst youth, supported by 

professionals. Learning could occur through hands-on workshops that allow youth to actively 

interact with disaster risk science and climate change. When youth have opportunities to attend 

and lead conferences, they gain new skills that they can then share with their friends, family, and 

community: “You do not have to be necessarily taught by professors, you know? You can learn 

through your peers, and you [are] still gaining knowledge” (Session 3, March 30th 2019).  
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Call to Action #4: Accessible Communication and Creative Knowledge Translation 

 Our final call to action is about improving accessibility of DRR and climate change 

communication and knowledge translation, with a focus on equality and equity. Accessibility of 

preparedness resources and communication strategies and inclusive services are all important to 

consider when enacting policy and practice changes. We generated two themes from our 

discussions on communication in DRR and climate change: 1) The need for accessible 

community emergency resources; and 2) art as a tool for knowledge translation.  

The Need for Accessible Community Emergency Resources 

Existing strategies to reduce disaster risks include using signs, posters, advertisements, 

and media campaigns to translate knowledge to citizens about what to do in disasters. While this 

is a good strategy, it should be done intentionally and communicated effectively to create 

behaviour change. Content, audience, layout, and placement are all important factors to consider 

when creating accessible and useful informational posters, such as the one depicted in Image 11. 

Content needs to be easily understood and comprehensive without overwhelming the audience 

with information. Posters should be placed in a location with a clear view, unencumbered by 

objects blocking visual or physical access to the poster, such as telephone cords. The following 

quotations stem from our discussion about Image 11:  

“[The writing is] very tiny. Like you cannot take the time during an earthquake to [read 

what is on the poster]” (Session 2, March 2nd 2019). 

 

“They do not even go through these drills in the first place, so how would you know what to 

do? Like would you just be standing there [reading the poster like,] ‘oh no an earthquake. 

No.’ and something topples on your head and you pass out?” (Session 2, March 2nd 2019). 
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Image 11. An emergency response poster in a high school classroom. The content is difficult to 

read due to the telephone cord hanging in front. The list of categories on the poster included the 

following: Shelter in place, responding to emergencies, serious critical injuries, fire, bomb 

threats, secure school, and lockdown.  

Communication services such as news broadcasts, social media posts, pamphlets, and 

websites need to be universally accessible. Some examples of inclusive services are voice-to-

text, T9-1-1, sign language interpreters, subtitles, and Braille. Unfortunately, these services are 

not always available. Before, during, or after a disaster, lack of such services, and poor quality of 

these services, can be fatal.  
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Image 12. A youth co-researcher signing ‘disaster’.  

“...it is so easy to get people to interpret properly like that is not a hard thing to do – there 

are so many interpreters. Then everything about disasters, a lot of it is just so hearing 

reliant.” (Session 5, May 11th 2019).   

“It is not like people who are hard of hearing are rare either. There [are] a lot of Deaf 

people out there, there [are] a lot of blind people… even though people that can see and 

hear are the majority, you need to think of the minority, because maybe that deaf person 

knows something you do not, maybe that blind person can do something that you …” 

(Session 5, May 11th 2019).   

Resources directing citizens about disaster risks and response procedures need to be 

accessible to the public. This means making citizens aware of the resources, while also educating 

them on how to use said resources. Access to community emergency and education resources 

contributes to improved preparedness, which leads to better adaptive capacity for the entire 

community. 

There are many facets that should be considered when discussing accessibility and DRR 

awareness. First, the accessibility of spaces and services for people in the community to access 

education around DRR. When discussing an art exhibit about earthquakes, one co-researcher had 

this to say about accessibility: “...This gallery is in the middle of downtown, and it is very 

accessible to see because the entire gallery is free... ” (Session 4, April 27th 2019). Here, we 

highlight geographic and monetary barriers in society to access DRR education. Money can also 
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be a social barrier for citizens in creating grab bags, a suggested step from stakeholders for 

citizens to prepare for disasters: “Everything disaster risk is expensive. Even something as simple 

as a grab bag takes money and effort to make.” (Session 4, April 27th 2019).  

Art as a Tool for Knowledge Translation 

 We believe that art is a powerful tool to connect with citizens and stakeholders; educate 

and create change in DRR and climate change; create cross cultural awareness; and promote 

inclusive collaboration. Image 13 shows an art piece that represents how art can cross multi-

cultural boundaries to effect change.  

Cultural constraints can make it difficult to have conversations on topics such as climate 

change. However, art is a tool that can cross cultural boundaries and effectively transmit “hard 

truths” about climate change. Every culture has different forms of artistic expression which can 

be harnessed to discuss difficult topics, facilitate inter- and intracultural communication, and 

relate to others on these issues.   

“There [are] a lot of cultures out there that kind of ignore the fact that our Earth is dying. 

If we talk about [it] with our parents about like, ‘hey the earth is kind of dying,’ they are 

like, ‘oh no it is not. Stop being hooligans.’ Because they just choose to ignore it… The fact 

that you know the Earth is dying is not something that you want to think about. It is 

scary…” (Session 6, June 1st 2019). 

 

“For hard-to-reach populations and for a lot of people, especially like Muslim culture, you 

will find a lot of paintings. In Iraq, you will find a lot of artists and people who generally 

enjoy art and putting message through art … you [could] probably do something [DRR or 

climate change related] into art and make it pleasing to look at. Maybe people will start 

doing something about [climate change].” (Session 6, June 1st 2019). 
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Image 13. A youth co-researcher’s painting depicting diverse members of society in celebration 

of Eid. This picture represents the capability of art to cross cultural boundaries as an education 

and collaboration tool in DRR and climate change.  

 

Art is an accessible medium to share information. DRR and climate change science can 

be combined with art, such is the case in Image 14, to spread awareness about disaster risk, 

disaster preparedness, and actions to combat climate change to a broad audience. 

“[This art piece] is from an art exhibit that I went to at the Ottawa Art Gallery. The 

artist[‘s] name is Juan Geuer and he uses both art and science to show emotion and 

spread information... He talks about sustainability in his artworks and [then there is this 

piece which is] really interactive about earthquakes as well. What I wanted to talk about 

was how art is a really good medium to share insight and information … it is really easy to 

show emotion and in turn because of this, people are more drawn to it.” (Session 4, April 

27th 2019). 
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Image 14. An art piece by Juan Geuer on display at the Ottawa Art Gallery representing how art 

and science can be combined to create exciting educational opportunities around DRR and 

climate change. (Art installation credit: Juan Geuer, Loom Drum, 1986-1992, Steel frame, 

Plexiglas, various materials, motor, lights, Twelve volt circuits, map, lens system, Carbon + 

Light: Juan Geuer’s Luminous Precision at the Ottawa Art Gallery).   

 

Finally, we interpreted art as a collective and collaborative process enabling stakeholders 

to hear from the community and for citizens to communicate with each other, thereby promoting 

inclusive opportunities in DRR and climate change. Interactive art can enable social learning and 

create influence in DRR and climate change through opportunities for participation. This can 

help share knowledge and educate society using a fun, learn-by-doing, strategy.  

Discussion 

 The purpose of our Photovoice project was to explore youth perspectives on youth 

engagement in DRR and climate change, while connecting with stakeholders in the field. Our 

four calls to action can support DRR and climate change decision-making, policy, and practice.  
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Our first call to action is to include a diverse range of youth as key stakeholders in DRR 

and climate change strategies by harnessing their assets and building youth-adult partnerships. 

Youth are not a homogeneous population; stakeholders should strive to create opportunities for a 

diverse group of youth to engage and collaborate on DRR and climate change decision-making, 

policy, and practice. These opportunities should be meaningful and avoid using the often applied 

top-down, patronizing, or tokenistic youth engagement strategies by adults, by asking youth how 

they want to participate (Bessant, 2004; Vromen, 2003). Additionally, these opportunities should 

use a youth development approach in which youth contribute to their communities and practice, 

while learning and growing in return (Cox et al., 2019; Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021).  

To support stakeholders in creating opportunities, and thus support the Sendai 

Framework, Paris Agreement, and SDGs in engaging in inclusive practices, stakeholders can 

also apply an asset-based approach. Morgan and Ziglio (2007) developed the asset model as a 

way to systematically apply an asset-based approach to population health issues and challenge 

the dominant deficit model. Asset models highlight capabilities and needs of people, 

environments, and contexts to tackle social inequities. Given that all three global agreements 

emphasize the importance of an equity lens, an asset-based approach would have stakeholders 

ask what capabilities youth have to support DRR and climate change —rather than focusing on 

their needs. In this way, and in consultation with youth, stakeholders can apply a bottom-up, 

youth-centred strategy to harness the power of youth to create change in these fields.   

Youth engagement through volunteerism or work in DRR and climate change benefits 

society by contributing to social integration and cohesion (Reynolds, 2010), thus building social 

capital (Aldrich, 2015). The act of participation is also protective to the individual. There are 

many benefits to youth engagement in DRR, for instance, youth engagement in the creation and 
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implementation of DRR initiatives can help youth learn about disaster preparedness while 

fostering teamwork, leadership, and social skills (Mahoney et al., 2003). In turn, youth represent 

a potential resource to help improve disaster preparedness in households and communities —and 

minimize the impacts when a disaster occurs.  

Opportunities for youth participation should include learning opportunities, as the 

learning process builds confidence and skills, with long-term payout (Head, 2011). An example 

of a good practice supporting the SDGs and youth participation in DRR and climate change 

using learning processes is the Enhanced Rural Resilience in Yemen (ERRY) project (United 

Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2020). This project helped women and 

youth establish their own solar-powered micro-businesses by providing them with learning 

experiences on sustainable energy and entrepreneurship, as well as providing a stable income. In 

turn, the women and youth businesses supported the community and the environment by 

investing in local, self-reliant, sustainable energy sources to power their communities. 

It is important to set deliberate and achievable goals to engage with hard-to-reach youth, 

for example youth living in poverty, or refugees. Youth who already have knowledge, 

communication and organizational skills are more likely to engage in opportunities; this is an 

ongoing challenge for stakeholders in DRR and climate change, policy, and practice (Head, 

2011). As a population historically excluded from participation in policy and practice, youth are 

valuable assets to reach hard-to-reach youth and other populations. The Student Volunteer Army 

is an example of a DRR initiative engaging hard-to-read youth. This initiative created 

opportunities for youth volunteers who are refugees to help with post-earthquake clean up after 

the earthquakes in Canterbury, New Zealand (Carlton, 2015).  
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 A common thread across our calls to action is the importance of youth engagement in 

these improvements. Youth want opportunities for engagement; however, there is a gap in what 

we can do, what resources we have access to, and what we want to do – this is called a civic 

empowerment gap (Levinson, 2010). To reduce this gap, the power and resources of adults must 

be leveraged using youth-adult partnerships. Youth-adult partnership (Y-AP) is both a 

developmental process and a community practice, in which multiple generations collaborate to 

address common issues (Camino, 2000; Zeldin et al., 2012). Y-AP is a fundamental strategy to 

engage youth in DRR and climate change initiatives, mobilize assets, and promote positive youth 

development. Zeldin and colleagues (2012) identified authentic decision making, mentorship, 

reciprocity, and community connectedness as central to Y-AP.  

Youth are perceived as having weak political influence — not enough to make a 

difference in government decision-making (Frank, 2006). In the context of DRR and climate 

change, we want to see more Y-AP between politicians and youth. We would like to use the 

power that politicians have over policies, laws, and practice to create change that reflects diverse 

voices, including those of youth.  

 Y-AP between youth and politicians would be beneficial in reducing the ecological 

footprint of the fashion industry. Pre- and post-consumer, the fashion industry has a large 

ecological footprint (Dhir, 2021; Peters et al., 2021). Peters et al. (2021) found that most of the 

impacts on climate change stemming from the fashion industry occurred pre-consumer, in the 

clothing production and dissemination stages. We want to work with politicians to address SDG 

number 12, “responsible consumption and production,” by reducing the fashion industry’s 

ecological footprint and switching to renewable energy (United Nations, 2015b).  
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Our second call to action is to use social media as a tool for social change with a direct 

impact in real life. Social media is a strong tool to complement or initiate community 

engagement in disaster preparedness initiatives, thereby supporting an all-of-society approach to 

DRR (UNDRR, 2015). It is an effective tool for DRR and climate change education, awareness, 

and social change —but only if there is a direct impact offline. Youth are an important 

stakeholder with widespread expertise on social media, as well as trust in social media for news 

and informative learning compared to news media. Gatekeeping theory (Shoemaker, 2009) views 

people who decide what information gets messaged to society as gatekeepers. We view the select 

few with gatekeeping power in news media as biased and holding too much power for such a 

small number of people. Social media helps to distribute the gatekeeping power more evenly, 

allowing our social networks to become additional gatekeepers (Bro & Wallberg, 2014).  

Social media use needs to be informative, not performative, or risk losing societal trust. 

Performative activism, also known as performative allyship, occurs when members of 

nonmarginalized populations say they stand in solidarity with a marginalized population, but 

without follow through (Kalina, 2020). To dismantle oppressive societal power structures in 

DRR and climate change activism, antiracist and decolonial allies must avoid performative 

allyship. Performative allyship includes empty gestures (i.e., saying something with limited to no 

effect) (Blair, 2021). To support informative activism and solidarity, Blair (2021) suggests the 

following ethical approaches to solidarity and empty gestures: 1) Actions, defined by persons 

oppressed by societal power systems, are meant to dismantle oppressive power structures; 2) do 

research and learning prior to taking action; and 3) attention is on the act of disruption and not 

the person taking action. These meaningful actions can look like research, critical thinking, 
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reflection, learning and unlearning, donating, and following Black, Indigenous, and People of 

Colour (BIPOC) and Indigenous leadership. 

Our third call to action is to improve education curricula using multifaceted strategies to 

teach disaster preparedness and support community resilience at the individual, familial, and 

community levels. Current education on DRR is insufficient in Canada. In Ontario, we currently 

do not have a curriculum focused on DRR and community resilience. In the Ontario curriculum, 

grade nine geography has a dedicated disaster unit (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018). 

Despite sections B1.1 to B1.5 being dedicated to the physical environment and human activities, 

most of the focus is on risk, with minimal reference to the need for minimizing disaster impacts 

and disaster preparedness. We would like to see the following multifaceted curricular and 

extracurricular changes to improve disaster education in Ontario: 1) Curricular content on 

disaster preparedness and risk reduction; 2) more integration of DRR and climate change across 

different disciplines (e.g., math questions, English assignments, disaster management as a 

potential career path in Civics and Careers courses, etc.); 3) disaster and climate change course 

electives with student presentations and class projects on local disaster risks and preparedness, 

hands-on learning, and high quality teaching; and 4) extracurricular events, such as guest 

speakers, half-day school assemblies, disaster preparedness week, seminars and workshops, field 

trips, and clubs. This education is important to improve resilience to disasters, while reducing 

disaster risks.  

Education and disaster awareness is yet another area in which youth can participate and 

lead. By engaging youth in knowledge creation and creating opportunities for participation in the 

field of DRR, we can become effective teachers and share our knowledge with those around us, 

including our parents (Ronan & Johnston, 2001). The literature shows that this knowledge 
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exchange benefits us and supports DRR in our families and the wider community (Haynes & 

Tanner, 2015; T. Mitchell et al., 2008; Ronan et al., 2015; Tanner, 2010; UNICEF, 2012). This 

makes youth prime candidates for community leaders on disaster prevention/mitigation, 

preparedness, response, and recovery. 

Youth-led conferences are an example of an institutional space where youth can lead 

knowledge translation activities with confidence and gain leadership experience, and thus 

positive youth development (Larson, 2006; Lerner et al., 2011; Maton, 2008). For example, in 

2015, 200 young professionals and students from across the world collaborated in the Children 

and Youth Forum at the Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction (WCDRR) 

(Cumiskey et al., 2015). Youth were brought together by a youth-led organizing committee to 

exchange ideas on reducing disaster risks, building resilient communities, and advocating for the 

inclusion of youth priorities within the Sendai Framework. The participants said the conference 

was an excellent way to network with other young people and experts, build knowledge, and 

contribute to change (Cumiskey et al., 2015). Attendees emphasized the need for youth 

mentoring programs to continue post-conference, which emphasizes our own recommendation 

for Y-AP. These former participants, or any young person, could organize similar forums and 

conferences at local, provincial/territorial or national levels for youth.  

 Our fourth call to action is to improve accessibility of DRR and climate change 

communication and knowledge translation. Inclusive and universally accessible communication 

and language is a human right (United Nations, 2006), this includes disaster information sharing. 

Article 11 in the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) stipulates that 

states take all necessary steps to ensure the safety of persons with disabilities in situations of risk, 

such as disasters (United Nations, 2006). 
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 Inclusion is a guiding principle of DRR through promotion of empowerment and 

accessible and non-discriminatory all-of-society participation to achieve widespread engagement 

(UNDRR, 2015). In addition to accessible communication, stakeholders should also work to 

provide accessible DRR strategies. For example, not everyone has access to the resources (e.g., 

time, money, education) to create a 72-hour preparedness kit (Pickering et al., 2018). Populations 

also have the right to accessible emergency services through voice to text and T9-1-1. To create 

accessible DRR strategies, and inclusive communication campaigns, persons with disabilities, 

persons experiencing homelessness, persons living in poverty, youth, and other populations 

historically excluded from decision-making need opportunities to contribute to decision-making, 

policy, practice, and research.  

 The arts have the power to address issues upstream and make public health programs 

more accessible and equitable for diverse populations (Sonke et al., 2021). Not only should 

messaging be accessible, it should also be digestible and palatable for citizens. Art can foster 

emotional responses to messaging (Lafrenière et al., 2014) and be a venue for meaningful and 

engaging dialogue which can influence behaviours, assumptions, and catalyze social change 

(Sonke et al., 2021). When combining arts and science as a strategy for knowledge translation it 

is important to collaborate with stakeholder groups to identify the need for an arts-based strategy, 

as well as what art form is most appropriate to convey the messaging (Archibald et al., 2018). 

Community art, art freely available in community spaces, can promote health, social cohesion, 

and community resilience post disasters (Baumann et al., 2021). For instance, Baumann and 

Burke (2021) created a virtual art gallery for community members to submit artwork 

representing connecting during the COVID-19 pandemic and found that the act of creating art 

itself had mental health and social benefits.  
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CBPR, such as Photovoice, is an effective tool to engage populations historically 

excluded from decision-making in deep, meaningful conversation, and contributions (Israel et 

al., 2012). As our Photovoice study demonstrated, we combined a variety of art mediums (i.e., 

photography, interactive art displays, lino block art, Word Art, and water colour painting) to 

express ourselves on emotional and complex topics in DRR and climate change. Though we 

intended to only use photography, early in the project we began expressing ourselves using 

multiple art forms, triggering powerful engagement, and thus inspiring our theme ‘art as a tool 

for knowledge translation.’ This freedom of self-expression enabled strong social connection 

internally (between our research team) and externally (with community partners and 

stakeholders), thereby promoting passionate dialogue and creative problem-solving, and 

sustainable opportunities for an all-of-society approach to DRR and climate change.   

Limitations 

 It is important to consider the findings of this study within the context of its limitations. 

While diverse in ethnicity, the small group all identified as female, were from the same city, and 

do well in academics. All participants had previous experience participating in a youth program 

focused on DRR; they were familiar with the researchers through this program. This recruitment 

limited the breadth of opinions captured in this study, but it provided a strong foundation for 

rapport and engagement from the beginning of the project. Future studies are needed to include a 

diverse collection of youth voices on youth participation in DRR and reinforce further calls to 

action.  

Next Steps 

 Strong partnerships were formed between researchers, participants, and community 

partners during this study. We continue to collaborate through the EnRiCH Youth Research 
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Team with the Canadian Red Cross to translate the knowledge gleaned from our study into 

action in DRR.  

Conclusion 

 Our study highlights the power of youth to design and implement inclusive, holistic, and 

multifaceted DRR and climate change strategies. Our Photovoice project provided an 

opportunity for high school and university students to collaborate and add our voices to DRR and 

climate change research. Youth are important stakeholders for inclusive, all-of-society 

participation – an integral pillar of the SDGs, Paris Agreement, and Sendai Framework – to 

reduce disaster risks and the effects of climate change. Building youth-adult partnerships and 

protecting inclusive policies and practice, youth, adults, and society can work together to change 

the current climate and disaster profile —and promote community resilience.  
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Abstract  

Youth engagement in disaster risk reduction is a growing area of research, practice and policy. 

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need for improved opportunities for youth to 

participate and have their voices heard. Our Photovoice study explores experiences, perceptions, 

and insights of youth regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, while providing an opportunity for 

youth to participate in disaster risk reduction and contribute to resilient communities. We 

conducted nine focus groups from February 2019 to August 2020 with four teenaged youth; we 

analyzed the data using reflexive thematic analysis and hosted two virtual Photovoice 

exhibitions. Our results explore youth experiences of public health measures, impacts of the 

pandemic, pandemic magnification of social inequities, and the power of youth to create change. 

We provide six calls to action, focusing on a holistic, upstream, all-of-society approach for 

stakeholders to collaborate with youth in creating change on complex social justice issues to 

support COVID-19 recovery.  

 

Keywords: COVID-19, disaster, youth, youth participation, Photovoice, community resilience 
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1.  Introduction 

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015) is a global framework to 

reduce vulnerability to disasters; it emphasizes preparedness and strategies to enable disaster 

recovery and foster resilience (UNDRR, 2015). One recommendation from the Sendai 

Framework is to strengthen disaster preparedness among high-risk populations, through all-of-

society engagement and partnership (UNDRR, 2015). This requires empowerment through 

inclusive, non-discriminatory participation and community engagement (UNDRR, 2015; 

Witvorapong et al., 2015). Sustainability of disaster risk reduction (DRR) strategies depends on 

partnership and ownership of local communities (Shaw, 2012); this can be facilitated through 

action research that enables co-creation of knowledge by individuals who are experts on their 

own lived experiences.  

Similarly, the United Nations (UN) Research Roadmap for the COVID-19 Recovery 

emphasizes inclusive solutions and a human rights lens for transformative societal change, for an 

equitable, resilient, and sustainable future (United Nations, 2020b). Amongst the 25 research 

priorities, the Roadmap emphasizes the need to scale up knowledge mobilization, improve social 

cohesion and community resilience, and engage marginalized populations; these are essential for 

pandemic recovery.  

In 2011, the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) estimated over 

100 million young people are affected by disasters every year (UNDRR, 2011). Research has 

shown that youth are at heightened risk of experiencing disaster-related negative health outcomes 

(e.g., injury, psychological trauma, loss, death, etc.) (Bartlett, 2008; Peek, 2008; UNDRR, 2015). 

The Sendai Framework recognizes children and youth as agents of change, with 

recommendations to promote youth leadership, and create opportunities for youth to contribute 
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to DRR (UNDRR, 2015). These principles align with Article 12 in the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, which states children have the right to participate in decisions that affect 

them and have the right to express their views freely in everything, in any form (UN General 

Assembly, 1989).  

Over the last decade more research and initiatives placed children at the center of DRR 

(Amri et al., 2018). However, given the ongoing nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, more 

research is needed to explore the youth experience of the pandemic —in real time— and the 

unique challenges stemming from this transitional life stage (Rogers et al., 2021). Hence, the 

purpose of this article is to present findings from a Photovoice project focused on youth 

engagement in the context of disasters and COVID-19. The full project spans 2019 to 2021; this 

timeframe includes knowledge mobilization. The purpose was the same pre-pandemic and during 

the pandemic (to explore youth participation in DRR), with the additional objective to explore 

youth experiences of the pandemic. In this article we present results related to youth experiences 

and perceptions of the social contexts of the COVID-19 pandemic.   

2. Methods 

2.1 Study Design 

We used Photovoice methodology (Wang & Burris, 1994) to foster participation and co-

creation of knowledge on youth experiences and insights on the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Photovoice is a form of community-based participatory research (CBPR) that uses pictures and 

descriptions to explore topics of importance to participants and their communities (Latz, 2017; 

Wang & Burris, 1994). Consistent with traditional approaches to Photovoice, participants are 

considered experts of their own lives, and the research approach empowers critical thinking and 

problem solving (Budig et al., 2018; Graham et al., 2013). As such, participants are considered 
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co-researchers and are involved in every aspect of the research project —from project design to 

implementation (Latz, 2017).  

2.2 Student Context and Participants 

The co-researchers in our study are members of the EnRiCH Youth Research Team 

(EnRiCH YRT); a youth-led, community-based initiative in which youth aged 13 – 30 years 

collaborate on DRR research, knowledge mobilization, and community-based projects 

(Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021). The request for the Photovoice study came directly from the youth 

members of the EnRiCH YRT. Of the 24 youth members of the team, four elected to participate. 

We (the co-researchers) participated in the conception of the research, chose the research topic 

(i.e., youth engagement in DRR), designed Photovoice assignments for each session, contributed 

to data analysis, designed and assembled the exhibitions.  

This study was approved by the University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board and consent 

to participate in the study was obtained from youth co-researchers and parents prior to the first 

session. Our study took place in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. Ottawa is the capital of Canada with a 

population of approximately 1.4 million people (City of Ottawa, 2022). English and French are 

both widely spoken languages, given the close geographic and economic ties with Gatineau, 

Quebec. Our team lives in various neighbourhoods scattered across the city, and into Quebec. 

Our Photovoice group was created from the EnRiCH YRT, a youth mentoring program focused 

on DRR (Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021).  

From February 2019 to June 2021, four of us participated as youth co-researchers in this 

study; at the start of the project we were between the ages of 14 – 16 years. The remaining four 

members of our team include undergraduate and graduate students and a professor. Of the eight 
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members of our Photovoice research team, four identify as non-white, three of whom are youth 

co-researchers.    

At the time of the COVID-19 focus groups from June to August 2020, pandemic 

measures in our region were slowly being relaxed with declining cases leading out of the first 

wave of the pandemic. On June 12th 2020, Ottawa went into “Stage 2 Reopening” with re-

opening of malls and stores inside buildings; outdoor sports fields, ball diamonds, and splash 

pads; and barber shops and salons (CTV News Ottawa, 2021). By July 17th 2020, Ottawa entered 

“Stage 3 Reopening” with the return of dine-in options at restaurants, indoor gyms, and indoor 

movies. Mitigation measures included plexiglass barriers in businesses, mandatory masks in 

public indoor spaces (which became a bylaw on July 15th 2020), limited gathering capacities, 

strict social bubbles, social distancing of six feet or more, community testing sites, travel 

restrictions, and COVID-19 isolation periods. By the end of August, cases started to rise again, 

eventually leading to more shutdowns and restrictions, with Ottawa entering the second wave of 

the pandemic in mid-September that year. 

2.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

Over a 16-month period, our team hosted nine focus group sessions: six in-person 

sessions (from February to June 2019) and three virtual sessions in 2020 (between June and 

August). Each session lasted two hours and was audio recorded. Every session was attended by 

four youth co-researchers, three research assistants, and the lab director. In this article we present 

the results from the three virtual sessions, which focused on the COVID-19 pandemic. Data from 

the 2019 focus group sessions is published separately.  

Our Photovoice protocol was similar to Wang and Burris (1994), and we used Instagram 

inspired by the work of Yi-Frazier and colleagues (Yi-Frazier et al., 2015). The youth co-
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researchers used cell phones to take pictures, with the option of borrowing a digital camera from 

our lab (one participant used the digital camera).  

Our Photovoice Research Protocol: 

1) Identify objectives and intended outcomes; 

2) Submit application for ethics approval; 

3) Recruitment and information session; 

4) Focus group #1: Facilitated discussion and explanation of first Photovoice assignment; 

5) Take pictures between focus group sessions; 

6) Transcribe audio recordings and create initial codes between focus group meetings; 

7) Focus groups #2 – 9: Member check codes from previous session, present pictures, 

group discussions, decide next assignment; 

8) Identify themes; 

9) Refine themes through member reflections; 

10) Plan Photovoice exhibitions with community partners; and 

11) Host Photovoice exhibitions. 

 

We used reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) to analyze the data. After 

transcribing all focus group sessions, the undergraduate and graduate students read through all 

transcripts and created a set of initial codes using the comment box in Microsoft Word to select a 

section of text and tag it with a code label. We also used PowerPoint to facilitate remote 

collaborative analysis throughout the pandemic while transforming codes into themes. Consistent 

with Braun and Clarke’s (2022) work on reflexive thematic analysis, the purpose of our use of 

multiple coders was not to reach consensus on every code. Rather, it was to collaboratively gain 
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richer and more refined insights into the data. Consistent with Wang and Burris (1997), we 

further refined these codes allowing space for member reflections (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Smith 

& McGannon, 2018; Tracy, 2010) with the youth co-researchers, turned the codes into themes 

and confirmed them with the team.  

2.4 Photovoice Exhibitions 

We hosted two Photovoice exhibitions in 2021 to showcase our work and connect with 

community stakeholders. The first exhibition was an online gallery on Instagram. This exhibition 

includes themes from all our focus group sessions and is available at the following Instagram 

handle: @yrtphotovoiceproject. The second exhibition occurred at the The Disaster and 

Resilience Summit 2021 in a virtual workshop format; our full team, along with community 

partners from The Canadian Red Cross, presented a selection of results to attendees. Our 

workshop included discussions with attendees about how to implement youth engagement in 

their respective organizations.  

3. Results 

In this section, we present our results pertaining to the COVID-19 pandemic; written 

from the perspectives of the high school students on our team —therefore the terms ‘we’ and 

‘our’ represent the voices of the high school students. Our results are divided into four 

categories: 1) experiences with COVID-19 measures during the first wave; 2) impacts of 

COVID-19 public health measures; 3) pandemic magnification of social inequities; and 4) the 

power of youth. Figure 1 is a conceptual model summarizing the pandemic themes from our 

discussions.  
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Figure 1. COVID-19 themes from the first wave of the pandemic. 
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3.1 Experiences with COVID-19 Measures  

We generated four themes with regards to youth perceptions and observations of COVID-

19 response measures: 1) citizens’ decision-making: from apathy to hoarding; 2) the role of 

social determinants of health; 3) rationalizing public health measures; and 4) pandemic fatigue. 

We talked about our perceptions of the pandemic and decision-making around public health 

measures; we expressed concern about lack of public compliance with the restrictions and how 

this reflects different attitudes toward the pandemic, social justice, and governmental regulation.  

3.1.1. Citizens’ Decision-making: From Apathy to Hoarding  

We believe many people are apathetic about social justice issues, climate change, and 

disasters until they are personally affected by them:  

“...I saw this Tik Tok about a girl not caring about COVID and staying quarantined and 

[she] had gone out despite the warning, and accidentally ended up passing COVID to her 

grandma ... she sent out that warning to a lot of people … there were a lot more people 

that started to actually care and realize it as an actual risk…” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

 

Apathy and lack of awareness of risk were apparent during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Despite continuous public health messaging, some citizens continued to flout COVID-19 

measures, posting social gatherings or mask-less interactions on social media. To combat apathy 

and ill-informed decision-making in a crisis, we believe there is a need for better education on 

disaster preparedness: “That whole hoarding craze was harmful because groups of people that 

were actually at risk of COVID-19 were not able to access resources — the food that they 

needed.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

For instance, better education and messaging about disaster preparedness could have 

prevented the panic buying and toilet paper hoarding that occurred at the start of the pandemic:  

“... you cannot prepare completely for a pandemic, but I feel like a lot of people at the start 

went about it in a totally wrong way, like the whole toilet paper thing... Educating people 

on how to properly prepare themselves [is very important]...” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 
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3.1.2. The Role of Social Determinants of Health 

We recognize the impacts of COVID-19 disproportionately affect certain populations:  

“...COVID-19 is obviously hitting certain populations harder than others, for example in 

the U.S., there are Indigenous groups, [like the] Navaho Nation, and they are getting hit 

the worst, even though they are a small population. When we are talking about COVID-19, 

we should be looking at it from a diverse lens” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

When discussing how to respond and recover from the pandemic, it is important to 

include populations at heightened risk and consider the social determinants of health using a 

public health lens. We understand how socioeconomic status and social location influence the 

way a person experiences and navigates this pandemic. For example, one team member reflected 

on how she can stay safe at home, while many others do not have that option: “... I live in a 

single home, and I do not have to go to work… We have to look at economic differences and how 

they affect different people and how [some] are more vulnerable” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

3.1.3. Rationalizing Public Health Measures  

Many of us juggle part time jobs and school. For us, social distancing was hard to 

rationalize because, in our roles as essential workers we were forced to be around countless 

strangers throughout the workday; yet during the same time period we could not see friends or 

family members outside of our households:  

“I find it so hard to force myself to social distance working in a service job. Because it 

feels like I am exposed to so many people and like why not make it another and hang out 

with my friend? And I know that I cannot because that would mean exposing my friend to 

all of the people too… it feels wrong being like, I can talk to probably a thousand people a 

day [at my service jobs], but not one more.” (Session 8, June 24th 2020).  

 

While we are aware public health measures stop the transmission of the virus, we feel our 

lived experience as essential workers contradicts the messaging:  

“I have three jobs right now, and so, I am seeing so many people. Like I am genuinely 

probably seeing so many more people than I have ever seen before, and we are in a 

pandemic and it feels so weird.” (Session 8, June 24th 2020).  
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3.1.4. Pandemic Fatigue 

In June 2020, Ottawa emerged from its first lockdown. Citizens were experiencing 

pandemic fatigue and they were desensitized to public health messaging —feeling less anxious 

about the virus and eager to move forward with their lives: 

“…I read an article saying people are starting to become less anxious about COVID…  

Basically, they are forgetting to bring masks, forgetting about two meter distance rules, so 

once that [end of lockdown] hits, everyone is just like ‘oh let’s forget about PPE.’’ 

(Session 8, June 24th 2020).  

We thought of many factors that contribute to pandemic fatigue: heightened focus and 

emotional energy redirected towards the Black Lives Matter Movement; fewer COVID cases in 

Ottawa compared to bigger cities like Toronto; and the transition into summer:  

“I think one of the dilemmas, is [COVID-19] is not the top priority in people’s minds at the 

moment. People are more focusing on the Black Lives Matter movement, which is equally, 

if not more, important, but then I feel like for a lot of people, there is only space to focus on 

one thing at a time so [COVID-19] does not take priority.”  (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 

We noticed how pandemic fatigue emerged so early in the pandemic. Outdoor spaces 

were packed with people not wearing masks:  

“...This [picture was] taken at Andrew Haydon Park. I went there today. It was super 

empty. But unlike the day I took this photo, it was literally filled and bustling with people, 

and that kind of contradicts every other picture I took… people are kind of clumping up in 

parks and it is a bit concerning because a lot of these people are not wearing masks or 

taking proper social distancing measures…” (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 

 

Image 1. Semi-empty parking lot at a park where outdoor spaces were usually packed. 
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Despite public health measures, we observed large groups of people entering small 

businesses, customers not wearing masks in food service locations, and food servers not always 

wearing masks either. We believe some public health measures, like plexiglass covering food 

service areas, are useless:  

“There is a bit of entitlement going on, mostly from the customers. I say entitlement as in 

‘we do not need to wear [a mask]. It is not going to hurt us.’ And then, I do not know why 

we [employees in my workplace] do not wear masks. Honestly, it is dumb.” (Session 8, 

June 24th 2020). 

“...We have shields above the counter, but they do not do anything. It is basically two 

plexiglass squares and then everywhere else there is nothing. So they are totally useless, 

they just kind of hit us in the face when we are trying to [serve customers].” (Session 8, 

June 24th 2020). 

We assume inconvenience, itchiness, discomfort, and difficulty breathing are reasons 

people might be struggling to follow public health masking rules. We found public health 

violations sparked feelings of fear around the virus: “...when I was hanging out with my friends 

the other day [outdoors], we saw this group of like 50 people gathered in one place… it was kind 

of terrifying to see that many people not caring about the restrictions.” (Session 8, June 24th 

2020). 

3.2. Impacts of COVID-19 Public Health Measures  

The impacts of the pandemic span social networks, family, school, and work. While some 

impacts were positive, other impacts —such as adverse effects on mental health— were 

detrimental to our well-being. We constructed four themes from our discussions and photos 

about the impacts of COVID-19 measures: 1) positive impacts, 2) social impacts, 3) scholarly 

impacts, and 4) impacts on mental health. 

3.2.1. Positive Impacts of the Pandemic 

The positive impacts from the pandemic were calmness and stillness during the first 

lockdown and acts of pandemic kindness. One of the silver linings of the pandemic is that it 
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allowed everyone to slow down; people were able to enjoy outdoor spaces, like in Image 2, and 

physical activities more with fewer vehicles on the road: “[The parking lot] is quiet. You can 

walk through it and nobody is going to run you over. Or you can practice how to drive… It has 

been really nice having empty parking lots to skate in...” (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 

 

Image 2. An empty movie theatre parking lot provides new space for leisure. 

 

During the pandemic we did wholesome acts of kindness we would normally not 

consider doing, such as delivering care packages to our friends. We were creative in the ways we 

connected with family and friends, and how we showed them love and support:  

“...There are three boxes, those are for my best friends, and then in the front, those bags 

have little cookies I made that I delivered to a whole bunch of my friends. In the back there 

is a book I gave to my kids that I nanny. So, these are just a little bit different – something I 

do not think I ever would have considered doing. Like dropping off a care package for my 

friends… because I would have just been like ‘hey let’s hang out’. We all gave each other 

stuff [during the pandemic].” (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 

 

 

Image 3. Care packages assembled and delivered to friends during the pandemic.  
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3.2.2. Social Impacts of the Pandemic 

 The social impacts of the pandemic were interesting, and we had five themes on this 

topic: 1) youth as essential workers; 2) major life transitions cloaked by the pandemic; 3) 

feelings of boredom; and 4) changes to socialization: together, but apart.  

3.2.2.1. Youth as Essential Workers. During the first lockdown in 2020, some of us 

continued to work as essential workers in several jobs. One youth co-researcher supported a local 

surgeon by working as their nanny, Image 4. She explained that despite everything happening in 

the world —and the constant news about COVID— the children were blissfully unaware:  

“... these are the kids I have been nannying. They are one and three, and their mother is a 

surgeon, so she has been at work… So I have been looking after them… that has been 

definitely an important part of my quarantine personally because it has been a totally 

different experience working with kids… because they have no idea of anything that is 

happening right now. All that they know is that they get to stay home and have fun and 

play all day... Which is totally weird to be around people who like do not know that there is 

a pandemic going on. They are completely unaware of it.” (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 

 

 

Image 4. A child goes for a walk with his younger sibling and nanny during the pandemic. 

 

For our team member, time with the kids was refreshing since she was able to ‘forget’ 

about the uncertainty and chaos of the pandemic for a few hours. She was able to create a fun 

environment for the kids and maintain a sense of normalcy, and she found activities to pay the 

positivity forward, such as colouring a colouring page that says, “not all heroes wear capes” 
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(Image 5) and gifting it to their local mail carrier. While working with children was protective, 

she stated that it was a lot of work to take on, when the rest of the world was staying home and 

slowing down:  

“Definitely [nannying has contributed] positively [to my mental health and coping]. It has 

been a total relief to interact with people [who] are not my family. And also babies are just 

fun to hang out with. The only thing has been that it is a lot of work. Knowing every day 

that people are like ‘oh whatever I will sleep in and do a bit of my school work and 

whatever.’ And it is like, no, I have to get up at eight AM, go to work for four hours, come 

home, do school work for two hours, go back to work for two hours, sometimes go to a 

different job, and then come home and do more school work… that was definitely really 

difficult for a while to do.” (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 

 

 

Image 5. A colouring craft “Not all heroes wear capes” done by the nanny with the children. 

 

Our team member’s commitment to her job during the pandemic is an important example 

of the active societal roles youth played as essential workers throughout the pandemic. We 

believe the government needs to promote greater awareness of the contributions youth essential 

workers made during the COVID-19 pandemic: “I feel like if the government came out and 

somehow talked about it —talked about the youth as essential workers or about compensating 

them in whatever way— then people would be aware of it.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). Many 

jobs deemed essential during the pandemic are low seniority roles filled by youth. We feel 

society either does not recognize youth fill these roles or does not care. It is especially important 

to acknowledge these roles and the compounding effects of young age, low seniority in the 
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workplace, and the pandemic context:  

“… I was going to talk about being appreciative... I have heard a lot of horror stories, of 

how customers treat youth workers or young people working… the whole ‘the customer is 

always right’ and that whole power dynamic. They push that to the breaking point a lot.” 

(Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

Youth workers in essential service jobs faced added stress of being relatively new in the 

workplace and/or having low seniority positions. Additional challenges came from adapting to 

changes in workplace policies as the pandemic context changed. The visibly young age of youth 

essential workers —combined with low seniority positions in customer service roles— places 

these workers in precarious positions where they may be disrespected by customers:  

“…I saw a picture of a sign at the McDonalds drive-thru that is like ‘keep in mind that 

these kids are young, this is their first job, be nice.’ And it is kind of sad that people need 

that reminder...” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

3.2.2.2. Major Life Transitions Cloaked by the Pandemic. During the pandemic, some 

of us experienced typical high school transitions, such as graduation and moving out on our own 

for the first time; this was a big deal for us, and we watched friends experience transitions in 

different ways. Some official celebrations, like graduation ceremonies and high school proms, 

were cancelled. Many students were not able to celebrate important milestones and achievements 

with friends and family:  

“I feel for all of the graduates. I really do feel for [name] a little bit because all she got 

was a little name on a screen and that is it. Four years [of school] and not to have it be 

properly recognized…”(Session 8, June 24th 2020).  

3.2.2.3. Feelings of Boredom. The pandemic cancelled many events such as concerts, 

vacations, and other forms of socialization. As such, COVID-19 enabled people to enjoy more 

family time, spend time with pets, and do puzzles and activities that would normally not fit into 

busy schedules. While some of us enjoyed the stillness from the first lockdown, others equated 

this time with feelings of boredom:  
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“...I had a totally different quarantine experience than most people who were at home 24/7 

because I have been working. But there was about three weeks I was not working or doing 

anything and this picture is from those three weeks. This is one of the only pictures I have 

of quote unquote “normal”. It is just me doing a puzzle with my cat. And I feel like that 

represents a lot of people’s time at home, as doing mundane activities, hanging out with 

your pets because there is not really anyone to hang out with...” (Session 8, June 24th 

2020).  

 

Image 6. A puzzle in progress —completed over two and a half months during lockdown. 

 

3.2.2.4. Changes to Socialization: Together, but Apart. The way humans socialize 

changed drastically during the pandemic. For example, ‘going out with friends’ came to mean 

going online and chatting using applications like Facetime. This temporary transition to 

socializing solely online meant skipping yearly traditions (e.g., holidays, graduations, birthdays) 

or adapting traditions to online. In many cases, traditions and events were simplified to fit the 

minimal options provided by virtual gatherings. We found adapted traditions and events were 

often disappointing because they were ‘just not the same’; we also fear some traditions may 

never return:  

“At the Mayfair every month, they do a showing with a shadow cast and call backs and me 

and my friends go every single month without fail... And we tried so hard to host one online 

where we all got dressed up and tried to do the call backs and it just would not work. We 

got maybe 20 minutes into the movie and it was so disappointing. It is a tradition that we 

just had to let go of because we could not do it.” (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 

Throughout the pandemic, people relied on technology to stay connected, through social 

media, email, video conferencing, or text messages. With public health measures advising people 
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to stay at home, reduce in-person contacts and eliminate non-essential travel, people found other 

ways to connect. Replacing in-person traditions with virtual substitutions was disappointing for 

many; but technology was also an unexpected opportunity. Technology allowed people to attend 

events that would otherwise not be as accessible or affordable if the events were in person (e.g., 

conferences):  

“I got invited to a conference for youth online… I do feel without having online stuff, I do 

not think the conference itself would have happened. And it is interesting how we can 

network through Zoom or online even though we are so many kilometres apart. And it is 

actually very interesting to do that,” (Session 8, June 24th 2020).  

This permitted new networking opportunities, with many people making new friends 

online during the pandemic:  

“… the relevance to Zoom right now is definitely going to change how [we] interact in 

society and who we feel we can interact with. Because I know before it was super taboo to 

have internet friends and have people you have only met online, but now… everyone is 

only interacting online more or less. So, I think it is a different culture that we will come 

back into,” (Session 8, June 24th 2020).  

3.2.3. Scholarly Impacts of the Pandemic 

 At the beginning of the pandemic, schools closed abruptly; there was a scramble to adapt 

schooling online. Given the uncertainty around COVID-19, public health guidelines were 

released in two-week intervals. Schools went from being closed for two weeks, to being closed 

for the rest of the school year. For most of us, school was a burden, given the expectation placed 

on us to focus on school work while being worried about the future of our schooling, and the 

virus itself: “At the start, [school] was in the back of my head. Like [with] the pandemic, it was 

like, what? You want me to think of school while people are dying?” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

We experienced different levels of motivation and ability to focus in school. One of our 

team members said they were motivated at first to self-learn, but then slowly lost that motivation 

the longer we were told that schools would stay closed: “... for me in the beginning, it gave me 
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motivation to actually learn by myself, but as it went on, I have lost all of my motivation...” 

(Session 7, June 17th 2020). Other team members had no motivation to begin with.  

3.2.4. Mental Health Impacts of the Pandemic 

 We discussed ways in which COVID-19 negatively affected our mental health in 2020, 

and ways to improve mental health for youth. We generated six themes from these discussions 

and photos: 1) uncertainty around the repercussions of the pandemic on youth; 2) pressure to be 

productive; 3) social media overload and mental health; 4) mental health literacy; 5) social 

isolation and access to mental health resources; and 6) protecting the mental health of essential 

workers.  

3.2.4.1. Uncertainty Around the Repercussions of the Pandemic on Youth. We felt 

increased stress, anxiety and uncertainty about our future given the pandemic. We felt uneasy 

about our near futures (i.e., post-secondary and jobs):  

“I am applying to university in a couple of months. Like would I even be able to go to 

school, you know? So there is the whole uncertainty about the future that hits youth more 

than adults… I think that is a different pressure on youth.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

We saw adults as having more stable lives throughout the pandemic, and having more 

stability post-pandemic, due to their stage of life:  

“It is already hard to navigate university decisions or job decisions and what you want to 

do in the future, but adding a whole pandemic on it, and the repercussions of a pandemic 

afterwards? It is like a whole different level...” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

We acknowledge adults were also impacted by the pandemic; however, our perspective is 

contextualized within the unique pressures COVID-19 placed on youth. Especially in high 

school, youth are in a unique transition stage in life and the pandemic will significantly influence 

our future life trajectories:  

“... It is a whole wave of uncertainty for a year or two...And that year or two for people 

from ages 16 to 19 can really mess things up. Whereas, if you are in your 30s or your 40s, 

it is just another year sort of....” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 
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3.2.4.2. The Pressure to be Productive. We felt we were not doing enough productive 

work during the early stages of the pandemic, especially around school work, or using our new 

found downtime to learn new skills (e.g., learning a new language). When talking about 

motivation to accomplish schoolwork once we moved to the online format, one team member 

said: “... for me, I never had any motivation in the first place but I did feel guilty for not doing as 

much as I could have. But I am like oh well. I’ll probably learn this later.” (Session 7, June 17th 

2020). We assumed online learning would not last through the end of the school year and we 

would have an opportunity to learn at a later date in a traditional environment. We reflected on 

how society places value on productivity, measuring self-worth by levels of productivity:  

“...a big problem school teaches subconsciously, I even have this problem… placing your 

self worth in your productivity… if you are not productive, you are like ‘oh my god I hate 

myself’... And honestly it got worse during COVID-19, when you are bombarded with 

everything. You are forced to be productive, there is [still] that push to be productive,” 

(Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

This emphasis on productivity is true in our day-to-day lives, but it was emphasized 

during the pandemic because of the perception of having more free time to reach ahead, rather 

than use that time for self-care. This pressure for constant productivity has negative 

consequences on mental health:  

“Even my own mom said at the beginning of the pandemic, ‘You have extra time so you 

should build on skills while you are in the pandemic. Your friends are going to come out of 

the pandemic with a skill’ but I knew for myself, not everything needs to be accomplished, 

even though you have extra time because the pandemic itself is already taxing for people, 

even for myself. So, I was focusing on myself first and then, if I have the time and energy, I 

move on to building new skills.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

3.2.4.3. Social Media Overload and Mental Health. We talked at length about how 

social media was saturated with heavy, energy draining content during the pandemic; people 

relied heavily on social media to connect with others and keep updated on current events. Under 

the lens of the pandemic, social media felt saturated with constant change and uncertainty around 
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COVID-19, the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter Movement, and global disasters (e.g., 

hurricanes, wildfires, the explosion in Beirut, the crisis in Yemen, etc.). We needed to step away 

from social media because our mental health was suffering from constant bombardment of 

uncertainty and worrying about what the next crisis might be. We experienced compassion 

fatigue and news fatigue; but we acknowledge our privilege in being able to take a break from 

issues of social justice, despite caring passionately about them.  

“I kind of have been avoiding [social media] to be honest. I was not in the first week or so 

[of the Black Lives Matter protests]. I was posting things on my stories. But then I was like 

this is really taxing and I am already like panicking about the virus and everything else 

going on, so for my mental health I decided to back off...” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

3.2.4.4. The Need for Mental Health Literacy. Improved access to mental health 

resources is needed —especially mental health curriculum in schools. Some students feel shame 

when asking for help as a result of there being no discussion about mental health in schools:  

“… I think [resources are] a really important thing. Because a lot of people go around 

with bad mental health and keep it to themselves because they cannot turn to anyone. They 

do not know they have resources around them to help.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

“… some people feel ashamed going to guidance counsellors and reaching out for help, 

because nobody has really talked to them about it in school. [Teachers talking about 

mental health in] schools, where teachers are considered authority by students, I think they 

[would] feel much better going to guidance counsellors or seeking support.” (Session 7, 

June 17th 2020).  

Shame and stigma are major barriers in talking about mental health and accessing support 

services. We feel the education system should be a safe place for conversations about mental 

health; this can be done by having more discussions in school between teachers and students to 

normalize discussions about mental health and accessing supports.  

The school system is an important resource meant to prepare students for the future. Lack 

of mental health literacy in schools is a major gap in our education. We want to see the same 
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emphasis on mental health as physical health in schools. Mental health literacy in school is a 

strong prevention tool:   

“I think especially surrounding COVID right now, it would be really important for the 

school to consider their mental health literacy because I do not think there is really any 

point in time where schools have taught us about our mental well-being… they have an 

emphasis in health class for how to take care of your physical body but no one has really 

taught us how to take care of our mental health…” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

“…prevention would make it a lot better. Because you would have learned all of the tools 

you need to make your mental health on the better side of the scale, and I think then the 

provincial governments would not have to spend [as much on] accessible services if we 

would start with education and making sure that people know how to maintain their own 

good mental health.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

As image 7 illustrates, mental health matters. We want to see school systems value the 

mental health of their students over pressure to get good grades: “A lot of people and parents put 

school over their mental health just to get good grades and treat it like it is the end of the world. 

That is a lot pressure...” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). We envision mental health literacy 

curriculum that not only teaches self-care, but how to manage stress, and how to identify 

symptoms of poor mental health versus mental illness:  

“I guess there is this whole self-care thing. But I also think we should delve deeper into…  

understanding what mental illnesses are and the difference between bad mental health and 

good mental health. And how you can have bad mental health without having a mental 

illness.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

 

Image 7. A page from a bullet journal that states “your mental health matters.”  
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We would like to see discussions about how trivializing the seriousness of mental health 

through dismissive or diminishing remarks can be a barrier to helpful discussions around mental 

health:  

“... a lot of people trivialize mental health, turn it into a joke. Especially ironically enough, 

people that suffer from it themselves… There is a lot of things school does not teach you, 

like 1) mental health and 2) your grades do not equal how good of an adult you will 

become. … how to do things that nobody else will teach you, like taxes or how to manage 

your mental health and how to manage your stress. Those are two very real problems you 

will face as an adult and I feel like school is one of the few places that will prepare you for 

the future, other than your parents. But not everybody has parents that actually could talk 

to them, so school is your second line of defence for stuff like that.” (Session 7, June 17th 

2020). 

Finally, we would like to see discussions about how there is no one-size-fits-all solution 

to mental health. For instance, self-care has limited effectiveness for youth living in poverty. To 

holistically understand and address youth mental health, perspectives that consider the impacts of 

systemic inequities and the social determinants of health must be understood and acted on: 

“… I feel as though people are like ‘do not forget about self-care’ but self-care is not 

going to help [youth living in poverty], and we need to dismantle this one lens look at 

mental health, or problems that arise from the pandemic.” (Session 9, August 11th 2020). 

Strategies such as talking to a therapist might not be feasible for youth living in poverty 

because of lingering trauma and struggles. While therapy, if accessible, is a good solution to 

learn coping mechanisms, it should be paired with practices that target the ‘causes of the causes’ 

of the trauma to support youth in managing their vulnerable circumstances. One example is 

helping families with food and living expenses. A multipronged approach is needed to address 

the complex root causes of inequities, which lead to disproportionate impacts of disasters.  
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Image 8. A sticky note reminder “Don’t forget about self-care! #mentalhealthhelp” on a mask. 

 

  3.2.4.5. Social Isolation and Access to Mental Health Resources. Social isolation was 

a pertinent and universal challenge during the pandemic. Quarantine and lockdowns reduced 

opportunities for social interaction and people felt cut off from their social circles —an important 

mental health resource:  

“… being cut off from everyone and being stuck inside, and not communicating with 

people, that takes a toll on your mental health. And if you do not have the tools to navigate 

that and if you are not taught mental health literacy, it is hard to get back up from that...” 

(Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

We worry isolation can be harmful for mental health when people do not have access to 

necessary resources and tools to cope. To ensure people can manage their mental health, 

adequate supports and resources need to be in place prior to future disasters. Some people do not 

have access to mental health resources, such as counsellors or therapists —due to financial 

barriers, long waitlists, lack of access to online services, lack of awareness about resources, and 

how to access them. There is a need for action to raise awareness about mental health and how to 

access mental health resources. Current efforts by the provincial government are insufficient; 

more needs to be done to increase access to in-person therapy sessions and reduce wait times. 
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When people get access to these services, more sessions should be provided, as well as 

alternatives to online services for those who might have financial/technological barriers: 

“...a lot of Ontarians do not have access to mental health [services] because it is actually 

really hard to access mental health counsellors or therapists … if you do not have the 

money, you will need to go on a really long waitlist, through your family health team, or 

through community organizations, like Family Services Ottawa... I heard from the 

provincial government that they have added more money to increase mental health but that 

it is not enough. It is only online, and it is self-help. You know some people might take self-

help seriously, but some people might not have access to online services and there has to 

be a pathway for people to have access to services like this and also make the services 

longer. Because when I was researching that… the family health team, they can only go for 

12 sessions and that is it. I think there needs to be more.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

We mentioned examples of how to fill this gap at individual and community levels by 

creating easily accessible mental health coping guides and social support communities. For 

instance, one team member manages an Instagram account for their high school’s mental health 

club that is solely dedicated to talking about mental health and highlighting important 

community resources:  

“...sometimes people do not really know that they have opportunities to access services 

such as the Youth Services Bureau, so I think for my own part, what I have been doing 

during the pandemic with my friend is managing our school’s mental health club 

[Instagram] account, for which we created resources and brought that awareness to light. 

I think that is another good thing we can do. And also some practical advice when you are 

feeling low and need a ‘pick me up’ kind of day. There should be a guide or a way to kick 

start that.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

3.2.4.6. Protecting the Mental Health of Essential Workers. During the pandemic, 

essential workers are a large group whose mental health is at risk. Doctors and nurses were 

dealing with the pandemic on the frontlines and with this responsibility comes emotional and 

psychological stressors. Other essential workers, like grocery store clerks, were also at increased 

risk of exposure in their workplaces. We recommend the government take action to improve 

accessible mental health resources, particularly to protect essential workers during pandemic: 

“… A really big group that I feel their mental health is especially going to be very affected 

are the essential workers, like the doctors and nurses, seeing death every day, that takes a 
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toll on you... As well as people working in essential work. So, I feel like getting them very 

accessible mental health help is also something the government should be looking into” 

(Session 7, June 17th 2020). 

It is important to move beyond words of appreciation to tangible and improved 

protections for essential workers. Essential workers —many of whom are youth— risked their 

health by working in jobs deemed essential during the pandemic. While words of appreciation in 

the form of ‘thank you essential workers’ signs are nice gestures, they lack meaningful action 

and respect towards essential workers:  

“I have seen this sign at the gas station: ‘Thank you essential workers.’ And I am just like 

‘you are literally not doing anything with that’… What is the thank you going to do? Give 

them more money? Give them safety?… Because it is nice, but it is not doing anything 

really.” (Session 7, June 17th 2020).  

We feel essential workers are not getting the compensation, recognition and appreciation 

they deserve. More meaningful expressions of gratitude to essential workers would be to donate 

money to increase their earnings, and improve safety measures.  

3.3. Pandemic Magnification of Social Inequities 

While the pandemic was top of mind in 2020, the issues of social injustice and racism 

took a front seat after the murder of George Floyd. Protests broke out in major cities in the 

United States and Canada to highlight injustice and systemic racism inherent in North American 

society. Our themes reflect our passion about the Black Lives Matter movement, combatting 

racism and addressing social inequities. 

3.3.1. Racism: A Public Health Issue 

For people who are Asian, the discrimination, threat of violence, and violence stemming 

from anti-Asian racism adds a layer of mental health strain and complexity to the impacts from 

the pandemic. For example, some basic acts, such as sneezing or coughing, became anxiety-

provoking:  
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“With this picture, it was during an afternoon where I could not go out because there was 

really bad pollen – I suffer with allergies. My friend and I, we sometimes talk about 

allergies and how she went out on an evening run [during the pandemic] and accidentally 

coughed in public and sneezed. People looked at and judged her in a really weird way. So I 

think for me, as a South Asian person, I have fear that if I sneeze or cough in public 

because of my allergies, that I cannot go out just because of that” (Session 8, June 24th 

2020). 

 

Image 9. Sunlight in a bedroom window represents feeling trapped indoors during allergy season 

for fear of sneezing in public as a person of South Asian descent.  

 

Our team talked about the importance of attending the BLM protests, see Image 10, and 

the need to show support and solidarity: “…I definitely felt it was more important [to attend] - 

the benefits outweighed the risks, for the protests. And there [were] so many safety measures 

taken. There [were] people handing out masks and hand sanitizer everywhere.” (Session 8, June 

24th 2020). 
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Image 10. People attend a Black Lives Matter protest in Ottawa, Canada in 2020. 

 

3.3.2. Youth are Leaders of the Current Black Lives Matter Movement 

One of our team members, who attended BLM protests in Ottawa in 2020, noticed most 

protesters were young and they wondered if reduced risk of COVID-19 transmission might have 

influenced people’s decisions to attend. They felt there might be generational differences in 

opinions about what solutions are needed to address systemic racism. The protests themselves 

were organized and led by youth who wanted to see drastic changes in their community around 

policing. This is yet another example of the capability of youth to take action and make a 

difference:  

“I would say like 98% were youth, people below 25 or 30… It was all organized by youth. 

All the volunteers were youth, and it is just very telling of how, more often than not, adults 

will kind of go ‘oh youth cannot do anything.’ They are like ‘Just wait! It is going to be 

your turn eventually.’ Like no, we can do a lot of stuff, we can organize protests with 

thousands of people, we can make changes. The protests were very much youth run, youth-

led ... I mean, also it could be a matter of older people being more at risk [of COVID-19] 

and so not wanting to show up.” (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 
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Image 11. People attend a Black Lives Matter protest in Ottawa, Canada in 2020. 

 

3.3.3. Teaching and Dismantling Systemic Racism in the Canadian Education System 

We believe education must include the history of racism in Canada. We are frustrated 

how school curricula gloss over major events in Canadian history, such as Residential Schools, 

or the 60’s Scoop; we worry that even when courses do discuss historical events, they may be 

tainted by bias:  

“In my grade 10 history class, I purposefully asked my teacher ‘are we going to be talking 

about residential schools, the history of the Indigenous people, anything of the form?’ and 

she goes, ‘No. We do not have time. We only can cover things from the curriculum.’ Which 

first of all, on a teacher level: “we do not have time” to cover one of the most important 

crises that happened in Canada’s history?! And then from a curriculum, or board, or 

Ontario-wide level, there is nothing about it in the curriculum. There is nothing about 

Residential schools in the curriculum, there is nothing about the 60’s Scoop, ... you do not 

learn anything about the culture, or the way the culture was stripped away at all.” (Session 

8, June 24th 2020).  

We need to dismantle systemic racism within the education system. For instance, there is 

a link between systemic racism and DRR education. Some schools, in more affluent 

neighbourhoods have more resources to provide opportunities to learn about DRR. Not every 

student can afford to pay to attend conferences or field trips to learn more about disasters outside 

of school. Due to systemic racism, many people living on or just above the poverty line in more 

impoverished neighbourhoods are black, Indigenous, or new immigrants:  
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“... I used to live in an area where it was predominantly Black and people who were on or 

just above the poverty line. And I think they might not have the same resources we do. Or 

also the same opportunities to learn about disaster risk reduction. Because I attend [school 

name] and...people consider it the crème de la crème, and I think… even though it is the 

same curriculum, for Ontario kids, the thing is we do not have the same opportunities... 

especially with schools… Because I know [some people]… do not have the same 

opportunities as me to go, for example, to a health conference like HOSA [Health 

Occupations Students of America], DECA [Distributive Education Clubs of America], any 

of those experiences, because money is a big issue for them, because they cannot have 

these enrichment experiences that they can go on and learn more about these kinds of 

things…” (Session 8, June 24th 2020).  

Similarly, many of the disaster preparedness guidelines from experts involve buying and 

stocking up on supplies to be prepared for 72 hours without emergency services. This may not be 

possible for people living paycheck to paycheck; it creates unfair disadvantage. Inequities need 

to be addressed and factored into community disaster preparedness planning:  

“…there is a higher level of people of color living in poverty and living in more 

impoverished neighbourhoods due to systemic racism… When you are living paycheck to 

paycheck, it is not possible to have this two week store [of supplies] that they 

recommended for COVID... And then, if disaster did happen, rebuilding is so incredibly 

costly. That leads to homelessness... If you can only afford your food and your rent for the 

month and just about nothing else, how are you going to rebuild? You cannot reduce the 

risk or like mitigate any future risks when you cannot get rid of the current crisis that they 

are in” (Session 8, June 24th 2020).  

3.3.4. How to Begin Addressing Systemic Inequities in DRR Education and Ability to Prepare 

for Disasters 

In terms of solutions, we suggest youth create organizations and social media accounts to 

educate citizens on opportunities to get involved in DRR, spread information about DRR, and 

educate society on how systemic inequities are barriers to preparedness and participation:  

“… There has been an uprise where youth have actually taken up opportunities to make an 

organization or like an awareness page, especially on Instagram. So, there has been a few 

that have been related to COVID. There has also been just generally letting youth know 

about opportunities, especially in their communities, and I think one way we can start is if 

we create some sort of organization, like our Youth Research Team, that can go beyond 

uOttawa itself, I do feel if we reach out to other schools and let ourselves be known more 

in the daylight, I do feel like the education will come across better, especially throughout 

the rest of Ottawa.” (Session 8, June 24th 2020).  
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We believe it is important to value different types of expertise —such as expertise that 

comes from formal education, work experience, and lived experiences. In this way, the term 

“expert” becomes more inclusive to a variety of people who can be included at the decision-

making table. It is important for those currently in power to reframe this term to learn to value 

people who would usually not be deemed “experts” on big societal issues like DRR, climate 

change, the pandemic, and systemic racism:  

“A lot of it is education, I would say [that makes somebody an expert]… a lot of people 

would consider a PhD [or a master’s] would make somebody an expert… But I feel like 

there is more to it than that. You can get education from different ways… an expert [on 

racism] could be someone who is black, because they have lived experience. So I think it is 

a lot of the education aspect, either through formal education, or through lived 

experiences.” (Session 8, June 24th 2020). 

3.3.5. The Need for Targeted Solutions and Support for Youth Living in Poverty 

A subpopulation overlooked in discussions about youth engagement, equitable access to 

mental health support, disaster preparedness, and the pandemic are youth living in poverty. We 

discussed how this group is often hit the worst during disasters, like the current pandemic. This is 

a unique population that needs specific targeted practices, policies, and support. We believe there 

is a need to dismantle the classist lens through which we look at these issues and related 

solutions by breaking down problems to their root causes. Image 12 represents the absence of the 

voices of youth living in poverty from important discussions: 

“I wanted to represent a group of people. I noticed when we talk about youth engagement 

and involvement, equitable access to mental health, or disasters and preparing for them, 

we tend to overlook a certain group of people and we always look at it through a certain 

lens or we look at it through the average youth, like a 14- to 18-year-old person in school. 

But we do not tend to talk about youth living in poverty or [who are] homeless. These 

people are especially hit the worst in all aspects in this pandemic, or through 

environmental disasters. We need to look at ways to directly provide them with help rather 

than rely on other solutions… We have to be careful when we talk about this because we 

do not want to look at it through a classist lens either.” (Session 9, August 11th 2020).  
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Image 12. Items left outside in the rain representing how youth living in poverty are often 

forgotten in important discussions. 

 

One way to begin to dismantle the classist lens is to provide more opportunities for 

people who are often overlooked, like youth living in poverty. Opportunities like grassroot 

volunteer organizations focused on including diverse voices in disaster education and 

preparedness, partnering with big organizations, like the Canadian Red Cross, who can provide 

resources and vertical communication channels:  

“… For example, having diversity not only age, but gender and also class differences as 

well. So, we can have all of these different perspectives instead of just one perspective. 

Ethnicity, religion as well. Because it is not just one kind of youth. We cannot really box 

everyone into one category, so diversity is very important, not only listening to them, but 

also providing more opportunities to them as well.” (Session 9, August 11th 2020).  

3.4. Power of Youth and Calls to Action  

 Youth have a desire and willingness to contribute to DRR and create organizations that 

help make a difference in awareness and advocacy. However, we worry our advocacy might not 

have a noticeable impact at higher levels (e.g., government) or even at the community level. We 

have opinions and ideas on how to improve major social justice issues and barriers we observed 

and experienced personally during the pandemic, as represented by Image 13:  

“So this picture, I did a really quick sketch today… I thought of things happening 

throughout our community and issues that surround for example, Black Lives Matter, 

[gender] equity, LGBTQ+, mental health, etc. There are tons and tons out there. What is 
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really interesting, I have seen this phenomenon on Instagram during the pandemic, teens 

are creating organizations, like youth, and all of us are wanting to make a difference, but 

at the end of the day, there is no real change. Even though there is change in awareness, 

advocacy, etc., but there is no real change in terms of the government level or… real 

change that you can see in the community.” (Session 9, August 11th 2020). 

 

Image 13. Sketch representing the desire of youth to be included in matters that affect them and 

to be taken seriously as potential contributors. 

 

4. Discussion 

Strategies are needed to create opportunities for youth participation. Below, we outline 

six calls to action to support stakeholders in creating opportunities. Recommended actions focus 

on the impacts of COVID-19 measures, pandemic magnification of social inequities, and the 

power of youth to create change (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Six calls to action to create social change in DRR and COVID-19 recovery. 

4.1. Call to Action #1: Use a Population Health Lens 

Apply a population health lens to COVID-19 recovery to ensure those disproportionately 

affected by disasters are prioritized and included in discussions. 

 

We approached our discussions with a critical population health lens – the study of health 

status and determinants of health of populations (Young, 2005), placing the role of social and 

moral determinants of health at the center (Berwick, 2020). This lens addresses the underlying 

social, economic, and environmental conditions upstream of the issue, to shift the distribution of 

health risk (Hawe & Potvin, 2009), reduce health inequalities and inequities (Public Health 

Agency of Canada, 2012), and prevent disease and promote health (Young, 2005). The COVID-

19 pandemic exacerbated existing inequities, while revealing and creating new social, economic, 
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and environmental vulnerabilities (United Nations, 2020b). We emphasize the importance of 

reducing inequities in COVID-19 recovery through preventative policies and actions addressing 

mental health and systemic racism through education, and applying an all-of-society approach to 

DRR.  

4.2. Call to Action #2: Improve School Curricula 

Improve school curricula by including educational materials and open discussions about DRR, 

systemic racism in Canada, and mental health literacy in schools. 

 

DRR education can improve disaster preparedness for the next pandemic or disaster. As 

Ronan and colleagues note, creating disaster education programs with interconnected curricula, 

teaching real world scenarios, and applying a variety of teaching methods can not only improve 

youth disaster preparedness, but community resilience (Ronan, 2005; Ronan et al., 2015; Ronan 

& Johnston, 2001; Ronan & Towers, 2014). Disaster education improves disaster risk 

perceptions and can improve uptake of public health measures in future disasters and pandemics 

(Ronan et al., 2015).   

 There is an urgency to teach the history of racism in Canada in our education system by 

embracing anti-racist teachings (such as the use of reflexive storytelling) (Alderman et al., 2021). 

This can be done by incorporating learning resources with contributions from Indigenous 

authors, such as Greenwood et al. (2018), and teaching students about the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) 94 calls to action, in school curricula. These 

resources, among many others, explore determinants of health of Indigenous peoples 

(Greenwood et al., 2018) and promote evidence-based, strategies for social change (Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015).   
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Mental health literacy is defined as knowledge and beliefs about mental disorders (Jorm, 

2012). It is an important skill to recognize, manage, and prevent mental illness, and a gap in the 

Ontario education system. Improving mental health literacy can contribute to increased use of 

mental health services (Bonabi et al., 2016). Useful strategies for teaching healthy mental health 

literacy include whole-of-community campaigns, interventions in education settings, Mental 

Health First Aid training, and informative websites (Jorm, 2012). Applying a social and moral 

determinants of health lens (Berwick, 2020) to improvements within the education system will 

ensure populations at higher risk receive access to opportunities for DRR learning, and high-

quality education (United Nations, 2020b). Curricular and extracurricular opportunities can be 

implemented to improve education on DRR, racism, and mental health literacy.  

4.3. Call to Action #3: Research Youth Experiences of COVID-19 

More research on youth experiences and insights on the COVID-19 pandemic and DRR. 

 

The experiences of youth during COVID-19 —and implications for our well-being— 

remain relatively unknown (Rogers et al., 2021). Our study explored our experiences and unique 

challenges as adolescents during the pandemic. Youth, specifically during adolescence, is 

characterized by major shifts in personal relationships, physiological changes, increased need for 

social belonging and independence (Rogers et al., 2021). The multi-year pandemic will continue 

to have social and mental health impacts on our lives. Included under research priority 2.3, the 

UN (2020b) Roadmap emphasizes the need for research on the long-term impacts of pandemic 

school closures, and how to reduce educational disruptions in future emergencies. Future studies 

should explore potential delays in post-secondary schooling, detrimental effects on learning, 

postponement of our workforce trajectory (United Nations, 2020b), and the economic, mental, 

and social impacts of the pandemic on a diverse range of youth, using an asset-based and critical 
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population health lens. It is critical the youth perspective, especially youth from lower 

socioeconomic conditions (Marques de Miranda et al., 2020), be included in pandemic recovery 

to support safe environments and our wellbeing (Rogers et al., 2021).  

4.4. Call to Action #4: Include Youth as Stakeholders  

Include youth as stakeholders in DRR and pandemic recovery by creating opportunities for 

engagement and collaboration. 

 

 Youth are important stakeholders in DRR and pandemic recovery; we would like to be 

taken seriously as stakeholders with opportunities to participate in decision-making activities, 

assume leadership roles in DRR and climate change action, as well as pandemic response and 

recovery initiatives. Youth are not a homogenous population; it is critical to dismantle the 

dominant classist lens through which major issues like DRR and the COVID-19 pandemic are 

viewed.  

Stakeholders should meaningfully include youth as active stakeholders in pandemic 

response and recovery planning and implementation (Cox et al., 2019; Haynes & Tanner, 2015; 

Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021; Tanner, 2010). To support an equity lens in pandemic recovery, 

research priority 5.1 of the UN (2020b) Roadmap emphasizes the importance of identifying 

mechanisms that ensure marginalized populations are included in decision-making, to improve 

social cohesion and community resilience. Opportunities for high-risk youth (e.g., youth living in 

poverty) to participate and contribute to DRR are essential to ensure diverse youth voices are 

included; it will increase the likelihood of successful implementation of recovery solutions 

(Aldrich, 2015). Safe and meaningful youth-adult partnerships are integral for effective 

intergenerational collaboration (Camino, 2000). 

Youth engagement in DRR is a relatively new field of study, and an upstream, asset-
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based approach to including all-of-society in DRR. Benefits of youth engagement include a sense 

of empowerment and agency (Haynes & Tanner, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2008; Peek, 2008; Tanner, 

2010). With the pandemic, we felt an acute sense of lack of agency and control, lack of self-

determination and bleak prospects for the future. Opportunities such as coordinating with 

informal volunteer activities (Whittaker et al., 2015), engaging in DRR and pandemic research 

(Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021), creating opportunities for youth-led initiatives and organizations, 

and having a seat at policy and decision-making tables (Heritage, 2018) are examples of how 

adults can partner with youth to collaborate on DRR. 

The youth engagement lens requires stakeholders to challenge their current understanding 

of who qualifies as an ‘expert’ —and to include those with lived experiences (Budig et al., 2018; 

Graham et al., 2013; Witvorapong et al., 2015). Youth have the power to create social change 

either by partnering with adults, or starting their own initiatives; also the desire to be included in 

matters that affect them (Haynes & Tanner, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2008; Peek, 2008; Tanner, 

2010).  

4.5. Call to Action #5: Improve Mental Health Services 

Governmental action to create more accessible mental health services, and raise awareness 

about mental health literacy and how to access resources. 

 

In addition to teaching mental health literacy in schools, there should be greater action 

from government (at all levels) to raise awareness about mental health literacy and how to access 

mental health resources. We call on the provincial government to improve the accessibility of 

mental health services by increasing access to in-person services, reducing wait times, providing 

access to more therapy sessions per person, and offering alternatives to online services for those 

who might have barriers (e.g., lack of technology or technological expertise). In preparation for 
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the next pandemic or disaster, governments must prioritize the wellbeing of essential workers —

increase accessibility to mental health services, increase pay, mandate fair paid sick leave, and 

improve occupational safety measures. 

Our results are consistent with literature on pandemic fatigue (MacIntyre et al., 2021), 

compassion fatigue (Lang & Micah Hester, 2021; Ledoux, 2015; Ruiz‐Fernández et al., 2020), 

and news media fatigue (Buneviciene et al., 2021; Song et al., 2017). Future studies should 

explore these experiences through youth engagement, to help improve public compliance with 

public health measures and protect the mental health of citizens; youth have unique social 

networks adults often do not have access to, as well as strong social media presence. 

 Mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic was an important topic, not only for our 

team, but for society in general. Feelings of loneliness, fear, uncertainty, and less social 

connectedness, contributed to negative mental health during the pandemic (Galea et al., 2020; 

Liang et al., 2020; Ornell et al., 2020; Rogers et al., 2021). For youth making big life decisions 

(e.g., post-secondary education, moving out, building independent and romantic relationships, 

competing for entry-level jobs, etc.) the pandemic exacerbated an already stressful transitional 

life stage. Future studies should explore the feelings of uncertainty for youth during the 

pandemic given the unique challenges faced in this delicate stage of development. Strategies to 

address the mental health impacts of the pandemic should include marginalized populations, 

including youth, and essential workers (United Nations, 2020b). 

4.6. Call to Action #6: Apply an All-of-Society Approach 

Apply an all-of-society approach to DRR and pandemic recovery by placing value on different 

types of expertise, such as lived experiences, and bringing diverse groups to the table. 
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We emphasized the need for supports for youth, essential workers, and other high-risk 

populations. We reflected on our privileges, experiences as women, and for some team members 

experiences as women of colour, and how to create social change for the wider community. The 

Sendai Framework highlights the need for all-of-society engagement and partnership to reduce 

risks and improve community resilience to disasters (UNDRR, 2015). This requires 

empowerment through inclusive, accessible, and non-discriminatory participation and 

community engagement (UNDRR, 2015; Witvorapong et al., 2015). Sustainable strategies are 

dependent on partnership, participation and ownership by local communities (Shaw, 2012). 

 An all-of-society approach to DRR and COVID-19 would have individuals and 

communities collaborate with organizations, government and experts to reduce risks (UNDRR, 

2015); recommendations for this type of approach are well-established in the literature from 

previous disasters. Throughout the pandemic, examples of local community engagement in DRR 

shone through, such as “Cooking for a Cause Ottawa” organized by the Parkdale Food Centre in 

which the community helped respond to the food insecurity exacerbated by the pandemic 

(Secord, 2020). Given the global interdependence amongst people, systems, and generations, and 

the need for transformative change for an equitable, resilient, and sustainable future (United 

Nations, 2020b), an all-of-society approach to DRR and COVID-19 recovery is an inclusive and 

human rights centred strategy to address and harness our shared risks and responsibilities.  

4.7 Limitations 

 Our study has several limitations which are important to consider. Our group is small, 

and we live in the same city. While we have racial diversity in our group, we all do well 

academically, and we all identify as female. Because of our involvement in the EnRiCH YRT, all 

members of our group were familiar with the university researchers prior to starting the 
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Photovoice project. While our prior experiences with the team limited broader recruitment for 

participation in this study, it provided a strong foundation for rapport and engagement. We 

recommend future studies recruit a diverse array of youth voices to expand on the findings from 

this study.  

5. Conclusion 

 Our community-based participatory approach to data collection provided an opportunity 

for high school students and university students to collaborate and add our voices to research on 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Youth are important stakeholders in DRR and building back better 

during pandemic recovery. An upstream, asset-based approach is needed to complement and 

promote an all-of-society approach to DRR, and post-pandemic recovery. Inclusive engagement 

of diverse youth will support public health and DRR practitioners in reducing disaster risks and 

improve community resilience. The tapestry of disasters is changing – so too should the faces of 

those working to reduce risk and improve community resilience.   
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Abstract 

 

Disasters are becoming increasingly complex; disaster prevention, mitigation, response, and 

recovery must continue to transform to meet that complexity. Global guidelines stipulate using 

an “all-of-society” approach to disaster risk reduction (DRR) and disaster risk management 

(DRM) as a strategy to include those disproportionately negatively affected by disasters (e.g., 

youth). Youth participation in DRR and DRM is one way to apply this approach, but 

implementation of it can be challenging. As the COVID-19 pandemic and other disasters have 

shown, youth are volunteering and working before, during, and after disasters. In this study, we 

interviewed 12 youth between 12 and 24 years of age who have experience volunteering or 

working in local disasters in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, to explore perceived barriers and 

facilitators to meaningful youth participation in DRR and DRM. We used reflexive thematic 

analysis to analyze the interviews and found that institutional and age-based discrimination are 

central barriers to effective youth participation. Intergenerational collaboration is integral to 

dismantling systemic social barriers, like ageism, to implement meaningful youth participation 

and promote inclusive institutional cultures across disciplines. Provided youth-specific supports 

such as strong communication, mentorship, training, advocacy, and recognition, 

intergenerational collaboration can create sustainable opportunities to integrate youth in DRR 

decision-making and DRM activities. These strategies support community resilience and 

adaptive capacity for future disasters, including pandemics.  

Keywords: COVID-19, essential worker, disaster, youth, ageism, Sendai Framework 
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1. Introduction 

The frequency and severity of disasters have increased around the globe, with 

magnification of the climate crisis. Global guiding documents across disciplines encourage an 

“all-of-society” approach to disaster risk reduction (DRR) and disaster risk management (DRM) 

to increase resilience and create adaptive capacity (UNDRR, 2015; United Nations, 2015a, 

2015b). DRR is the policy objective of DRM and DRM is the application of DRR policies and 

strategies to prevent, remove, reduce, or manage risks (UNDRR & UN General Assembly, 

2016). Throughout this article, we use the term DRR; rather than both DRR and DRM. When we 

use DRR, we insinuate both the policy/strategy of DRR and the implementation/practice of 

DRM, and the need for youth participation in both.  

An all-of-society approach differs from traditional top-down DRR strategies (Laverack & 

Labonte, 2000); here, communities, especially those disproportionately affected by disasters, are 

“in the driving seat” (World Health Organization, 2019, p. v). Effective Health Emergency and 

Disaster Risk Management (Health EDRM) policy and practice are guided by several core 

principles, including the need for an inclusive, people- and community-centred approach. 

Stakeholders often underrepresented in disaster management spaces —such as women, persons 

living with chronic illnesses or living in poverty, migrants, older adults, and youth— must have 

opportunities to have their voices heard (UNDRR, 2015; World Health Organization, 2019). 

 More disasters means more response; more complex disasters mean more complex 

responses. The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the importance of essential workers (e.g., 

hospital administrators, grocery workers) as part of the response. The pandemic also revealed the 

importance of many jobs occupied by youth. These jobs are essential for societal functioning, 

and working youths take similar risks as adults in food services, health, and education services. 
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Prior to the pandemic, other disasters highlighted the important contributions of youth. Greta 

Thunberg, for instance, is immediately recognizable as a climate justice activist, leading one of 

the largest global climate strikes in history in 2019 at age 16 (Barclay & Amaria, 2019). With 4.9 

million followers on Twitter (Thunberg, n.d.) and 14.6 million followers on Instagram 

(Thunberg, n.d.), her global influence on climate action is undeniable.  

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction is an international document adopted 

by United Nations (UN) member states in 2015 providing action recommendations to reduce 

disaster risks (UNDRR, 2015). The document includes four priorities for action:  

Priority 1: Understanding disaster risk.  

Priority 2: Strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk.  

Priority 3: Investing in disaster reduction for resilience.  

Priority 4: Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response and to “Build Back 

Better” in recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction. (UNDRR, 2015, p. 14).  

Accompanying documents such as Words into Action provide guidance on how children and 

youth can support these DRR priorities (UNDRR, 2020). Despite this guidance, uncertainty 

remains about how to implement youth engagement in policy and practice. 

Over the last two decades, published literature and priorities in global guiding documents 

have cited the importance of youth participation in DRR, nevertheless, the literature remains 

limited, and there has been minimal action from institutions and governments in practice 

(Higuera Roa, 2020; Rodriguez-Giralt et al., 2020). Underscoring the need for more research and 

guidelines on youth participation in DRR is the knowledge that ageism is the most prevalent 

form of discrimination (Abrams et al., 2011) with the WHO (2021) reporting that one in two 

people across the globe hold ageist attitudes. 
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It is important to hear youth voices and learn from their experiences with COVID-19 and 

disaster volunteerism. As more marginalized voices, like those of youth, are included in DRR, 

knowledge on factors that contribute to and reduce risk will improve (Anderson, 2005). Youth 

participation in DRR will also contribute to an all-of-society approach and reduce age-based 

systemic barriers to inclusivity in disaster risk management. In this article, we explore perceived 

barriers and facilitators to youth participation in DRR from the perspectives of youth volunteers 

and essential workers in disasters in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. We focused on two research 

questions: 1) What are the experiences of youth volunteers and essential workers contributing to 

DRR and the COVID-19 pandemic? and 2) What are their perceptions of barriers and facilitators 

to youth participation in DRR?  

2. Methods 

2.1 Study Design  

We view an all-of-society approach to DRR through the lens of social justice, which 

requires an asset-oriented approach to support population health. Thus, the theoretical 

underpinnings of this study stem from Antonovsky’s (1996) Theory of Salutogenesis, which 

focuses on the formation of health as opposed to the production of disease. We applied this 

theory using an asset-based approach (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007) to explore barriers and facilitators 

to youth participation to facilitate an all-of-society approach to DRR.  

We used an instrumental single case study research design (Merriam, 1988) to gain in-

depth understanding of youth participation in DRR through description and analysis of cases 

(Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1988). The case was bounded by limiting participation to youth in 

Ottawa, Ontario, Canada who contributed time to local disaster preparedness, response, or 

recovery between 2017 and 2021.  
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2.2 Disaster Contexts 

Over five years, Ottawa experienced four disasters requiring substantial multi-level 

response. In spring 2017, the region experienced extensive flooding (CBC News, 2017); in 

September 2018 two tornados (an EF-2 and EF-3) caused widespread damage and power-outages 

(Nease, 2018); in spring 2019, the region again experienced substantial flooding (CBC News, 

2019); and beginning in 2020, the global COVID-19 pandemic (CTV News Ottawa, 2021). 

Youth volunteerism and contributions as essential workers became apparent during these 

recent disasters in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. Our study took place in Ottawa with data collection 

spanning from November 2020 to July 2021. Youth essential workers and volunteers discussed 

their experiences throughout the pandemic up to the time of their interview. At the onset of the 

interviews, the city had an “orange restrict level,” which allowed restaurants, gyms, and other 

indoor businesses to open, with limited capacity. COVID-19 public testing centres were open, 

physical distancing was encouraged and mandatory mask mandates continued. Mid-December 

2020, healthcare workers began receiving COVID-19 vaccines. At the end of December 2020 

through January 2021, Ottawa was in a provincewide lockdown. Also in January, vaccines were 

rolled out for residents in long term care (LTC) homes as case counts continued to rise. Students 

began the school year with in-person classes, went back to online schooling during the 

lockdowns, and returned to in-person learning at staggered rates the following month (CTV 

News Ottawa, 2021). From March to July 2021, COVID-19 cases fluctuated, with daily case 

counts decreasing into the summer months. Through spring/summer 2021, COVID-19 vaccines 

were rolled out to the broader community. 

 

 



 

 

184 

 

2.3 Participants and Ethics 

The participants in our case study were youth volunteers or essential workers during the 

disaster events described in section 2.2. Some participants had multiple experiences across 

different disasters. They ranged in age from 12 to 24 years, with a median age of 18.5 years. We 

recruited 12 participants, several of whom volunteered or performed essential work within and 

beyond the disasters selected for this study. The final sample included six volunteers, five 

essential workers, and one participant with both essential work and volunteer experience. For 

inclusion in the study, participants had to be between the ages of 12 and 24 years; have 

experience volunteering before, during or after the flooding or tornado events and/or have 

experience volunteering or working in Ottawa during the COVID-19 pandemic; and be able to 

speak English or French.  

This study was approved by the University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board. We 

employed snowball, purposeful and intensity sampling to recruit youth with rich volunteer or 

work experiences in DRR (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018). At the beginning of each 

interview, we obtained verbal consent from participants over 16 years of age; we obtained verbal 

assent and consent from participants under age 16 and their parents, respectively. A list of mental 

health resources and contact information were provided in the consent forms in the event that 

participants were upset by the discussion of disasters.  

2.4 Data Collection 

From November 2020 to July 2021, the lead author (CJP) conducted 12 one-on-one, 

semi-structured qualitative interviews, ranging in length from one to four hours. Interviews 

varied in length given several factors: 1) high volume of volunteer/work experiences of the 

participants; 2) technical difficulties with Wi-Fi and Zoom; and 3) personal anecdotes about the 
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effect of the pandemic on their lives. All three factors were present during the four-hour 

interview with a participant who had recently lost a family member to COVID-19 and needed 

space to discuss the recent event. From a moral and ethical perspective, it was important not to 

interrupt and to be sensitive to their need to express their intense experience. Given pandemic 

restrictions, interviews were conducted over Zoom using video. Some interviews were 

transferred to telephone calls when internet signals were intermittent. All interviews were audio 

recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

We stopped collecting data after the interview with the 12th participant for the following 

reasons: 1) We had a sample with participants representing all four disasters bounding the case; 

2) each of the 12 interviews were rich and complex providing ample data to explore; 3) 

pragmatic constraints of the project; and 4) the final sample size of 12 participants falls within 

the acceptable sample size range (i.e., four to 10 participants per case) of foundational authors on 

qualitative research methods (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). These criteria were chosen based 

on Braun and Clarke’s (2021) guide on how to determine when to stop data collection in 

reflexive thematic analysis.  

During the interviews, we used photo-elicitation (Harper, 2002) to prompt deep reflection 

and recollection from participants using visual images. To protect participant anonymity, images 

and videos were not collected as data, rather they were used for what Wagner (1979) referred to 

as ‘interview stimuli’ to elicit responses from participants. Photo-elicitation helps stimulate 

reflection about a topic by actively engaging participants in remembering details of their 

experience (Barrington et al., 2017).  
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2.5 Data Analysis 

We used reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2022) to code and interpret 

findings using an inductive (data-driven) and deductive (theory-driven) coding approach. We 

generated codes and themes through deep immersion in the data, reflection, and thoughtfulness 

(Braun & Clarke, 2019). Reflexive thematic analysis provided a rigorous approach, while 

remaining fluid and recursive. The lead author (CJP) familiarized herself with the data through 

interview transcription, actively reading and re-reading the data, and taking notes on initial ideas, 

interpretations, and assumptions about the data through reflexive memoing. She wrote memos in 

a dedicated memo journal at the conclusion of each interview, throughout coding and generation 

of themes, and the manuscript writing process. Using NVivo software, she generated initial 

codes through open coding across the entire data set, then explored potential themes by 

organizing and reorganizing codes into patterns and ideas. After naming and defining themes to 

tell the overall story of the analysis, she refined themes by selecting exemplar participant quotes. 

These steps were recursive, moving back and forth through this process over a prolonged period 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Throughout the process, the co-authors held meetings to practice reflexivity by discussing 

their assumptions on the topic, the direction of storytelling, and troubleshoot themes in need of 

further thought. We presented rough themes to colleagues in the field to provide space for critical 

reflection on the balance between the authors’ voices, participant voices, and areas in need of 

further refinement. Throughout this reflexive practice, we mapped and re-mapped the themes to 

mirror our changing thinking on the data and research topic.   
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3. Results 

In this study, we explored 12 participants’ perceptions on barriers and facilitators to 

youth participation in DRR, and their experiences working and volunteering in this context. Of 

the six volunteers, three were paramedic students volunteering at local COVID-19 testing drives 

and vaccine clinics to support the pandemic response; two participants volunteered with 

sandbagging, community cleanup, and fundraising before and after the flooding events and 

tornadoes in Ottawa. Another volunteered with a grassroots volunteer initiative to procure and 

distribute personal protective equipment (PPE) supplies to frontline workers during the 

pandemic. Of the five essential workers, three participants worked in LTC or retirement homes, 

one worked in a hospital, and one held several essential non-healthcare related jobs throughout 

the pandemic. Finally, one participant was both a volunteer and essential worker during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, volunteering at a COVID-19 vaccine clinic and working in LTC. Table 1 

summarizes the participant characteristics.
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Table 1. Participant characteristics and DRR experience 

PARTICIPANT 

NUMBER 

AGE GENDER 

IDENTITYa 

ETHNIC 

IDENTITYb 

BORN IN 

CANADA 

EDUCATION 

LEVEL 

ROLE DISASTER JOB 

1 17 Female Latina 

(Brazilian) 

Yes In grade 12 Essential 

Worker 

COVID-19 

pandemic 

Receptionist at a 

retirement home 

2 22 Not 

specified 

Not specified Not 

specified 

In college Volunteer COVID-19 

pandemic; 

tornados 

Paramedic student at 

COVID-19 PPE drives 

and testing clinics; 

donated items, picked 

up donations, and drove 

residents to community 

centre to look for lost 

items after tornadoes 

3 24 Female European 

(White) 

Yes Undergraduate 

university 

degree 

Essential 

Worker 

COVID-19 

pandemic 

Hospital clerk 

4 19 Male Brazilian 

(White) 

No In college Volunteer COVID-19 

pandemic 

Paramedic student at 

COVID-19 testing 

clinics 

5 22 Not 

specified 

Not specified Not 

specified 

Undergraduate 

university 

degree 

Essential 

Worker 

COVID-19 

pandemic 

COVID-19 screener 

and activities 

coordinator in long 

term care home 

6 22 Female Italian/French 

Canadian 

(Caucasian) 

Yes In college Volunteer COVID-19 

pandemic 

Paramedic student 

COVID-19 testing and 

vaccine clinics 

7 17 Female African 

(Black) 

No In grade 12 Essential 

Worker 

COVID-19 

pandemic 

Resident assistant in 

long term care 

8 18 Female Southeast 

Asian 

No In grade 12 Both COVID-19 

pandemic 

Resident assistant in 

long term care and 

volunteer at COVID-19 

vaccine clinic 
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9 18 Female White Yes First year 

university 

Essential 

Worker 

COVID-19 

pandemic 

Several non-healthcare 

related roles in food 

services, childcare, 

tutoring and grocery  

 

10 12 Male European/ 

Russian/ 

Canadian 

(White) 

Yes In grade six Volunteer Floods; 

tornados 

Fundraising, 

sandbagging, tornado 

clean up 

11 14 Male European/ 

Russian/ 

Canadian 

(White) 

Yes In grade eight Volunteer Floods; 

tornados 

Fundraising, 

sandbagging, tornado 

clean up 

12 24 Male Persian 

(Iranian) 

No In medical 

school 

Volunteer COVID-19 

pandemic 

Fundraising, 

procurement, and 

delivery of medical 

supplies to health 

services 

a The participants’ self-reported gender. The question we asked in the interview was “What is your gender?” 

b The participants’ self-reported ethnic identities demonstrate some ambiguity in the way such terms are interpreted and applied to 

themselves. The question we asked in the interview was “What is your ethnic background?” 
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Given the volume of data generated in this study, here we present results related to youth 

experiences as essential workers/volunteers and perceived barriers and facilitators to 

implementing meaningful youth participation in DRR. See Table 2 for a summary of the themes 

and recommendations presented in this article. We begin this section by exploring themes on 

perceived barriers to youth participation in DRR. We conclude our results with a summary of 

action recommendations for intergenerational collaboration as a strategy to dismantle barriers, 

facilitate youth participation in DRR, and foster inclusive institutional cultures. 

Table 2. Summary of themes and action recommendations. 

 Overarching 

Themes 

Subthemes Level 1 Subthemes Level 2 

Themes: Barriers Feeling 

undervalued is a 

potent barrier to 

participation. 

Institutional limitations to youth 

participation in DRR. 

 

Ageist stereotypes, prejudices, 

and discrimination. 

The paradox of feeling 

discriminated through 

ageism and holding 

ageist views. 

Limiting views of other 

ages devalue their 

potential contributions. 

Action 

Recommendations 

Fostering 

inclusive 

institutional 

cultures and 

intergenerational 

collaboration 

Communicate opportunities for 

participation. 

 

Provide mentorship and training 

for intergenerational 

collaboration.  

Advocate for diverse voices. 

Overt recognition of youth 

contributions.  

 

3.1 Feeling Undervalued is a Potent Barrier to Participation 

The youth we spoke to have a strong desire to contribute to DRR, but they feel 

undervalued by professionals in the field. The areas in which participants felt undervalued varied 
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depending on their experiences. Either they felt valued in smaller social scenarios or not at all. A 

common perception was that their voice had weight at an individual and organizational level, but 

was unheard at a national level or on a political stage. They emphasized the importance of 

having advocates in the field who provide space for youth voices to be heard within these 

institutions.   

“…I think we do have voices as long as people are willing to listen. I do not think I have a voice 

at a national level. Or a governmental level. But at an individual, or an organizational level, yes. 

You need someone to advocate for your voice as well. I had the [volunteer] organization … that 

whole organization advocating for our voice to be heard, but not everyone has that. There is no 

way my voice would be heard if I tried to go at it alone.” (P12, Male, 24). 

 

 Other participants never felt valued. “A lot of stuff that I do it is very indirect in terms of 

improving disasters... there is no avenue for me to give feedback, you know nationally or 

provincially, or even locally at this point.” (P8, Female, 18). This participant perceived she had 

no power to affect direct change at any level because there was no system to provide feedback on 

how DRR and healthcare was provided in LTC and at the COVID-19 vaccine clinics.  

 Feeling unheard is problematic as youth are important contributors to inform decision-

making and disaster activities. One participant who has a background in healthcare felt she could 

not speak up within the institutional spaces she was volunteering.  

“…My least favorite part so far is that I am a healthcare professional and where I am 

volunteering the protocols of cleaning have not been kept up… it is not my role as a volunteer to 

say anything… sometimes I feel like you just have to bite your tongue... I have that healthcare 

knowledge and then coming into a position where you do not really think you can say something, 

and it is a valid opinion… but is it going to get implemented? Meh.” (P6, Female, 22) 

 

The youth in this study aspired to be integrated into existing DRR institutional spaces 

classically dominated by adults. They want intergenerational collaboration to become 

mainstream within these formal spaces. However, they discussed practical institutional 

limitations, and ageism as barriers to youth integration into DRR spaces.  
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3.1.1. Institutional Limitations to Youth Participation in DRR  

 

In this section we present participant reflections on institutional barriers to youth 

participation in adult-centric DRR spaces. These reflections point to their awareness of the 

complexity of disaster response and integration into professional workspaces. The participants 

highlighted the following barriers that could limit adults’ desire and ability to include youth: 

perceptions of youth as too busy, safety regulations and insurance liabilities, job hierarchies 

within the system, and how the DRR workforce is overworked and overwhelmed.   

One participant reflected that perhaps adult assumptions are less negatively laden than 

youth think. While it may be tempting to jump to ageist assumptions, it is possible professionals 

in DRR assume youth are uninterested, or too busy with school and extracurriculars, to have time 

to volunteer in DRR, or that adults assume youth are incapable of contributing the quantity of 

time needed. These are assumptions that can result in adults overlooking youth as potential 

collaborators in DRR. One participant, in reflecting on why older adults are asked to volunteer 

rather than youth, expressed:  

“…They are looking for the retired people [to volunteer] because they have the time, and they 

think that we are too busy. So, let us ask the 60-year-old to volunteer 30 hours a week, because 

we need the commitment so high that the young students, the kids and the teenagers are not 

capable of volunteering.” (P6, Female, 22) 

 

In some cases, participants acknowledged there may be safety regulations that prevent 

professionals from engaging youth in all aspects of DRR.  

“...there were some people who had to walk across water and some people had to use kayaks so I 

do not think youth would be able to do that because some areas [of flooding] were taller than an 

average 13-year-old... I do not think an adult would trust a kid to kayak across the water with 

sandbags.” (P10, Male, 12). 

 

 Some participants highlighted insurance and liability as another potential barrier. Barriers 

around insurance and liability are not necessarily barriers that should be surmounted as they are 
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in place to protect people from unnecessary risk or harm. Despite aspiring to fulfill larger roles in 

DRR, the participants understood their vision of involvement had some practical barriers. 

“…It would have been nice if there were a lot more opportunities… I would have liked to have 

been on the front lines a little bit more. But of course, it is very difficult in a volunteer 

organization… you have people to worry about, you have insurance responsibilities. You cannot 

just be throwing your volunteers at deadly diseases… I know that it was not feasible for the 

organization...” (P2, Undisclosed, 22) 

 

Another barrier highlighted by participants were workplace hierarchies. Youth tend to 

occupy entrance level positions – low ranking positions with less interaction with upper 

management. The youth in this study wondered if professionals with established careers might 

dismiss new, lower ranking employees.  

“Given what happened with this pandemic, it is kind of hard to have a voice in a disaster. I think 

there is probably like 1000 voices shouting at upper management and the people in control, and 

they are probably only going to actually listen to the 10 voices that are nearest to them, right? It 

is really hard to have a voice that gets through all of that noise...” (P3, Female, 24). 

 

“…You can tell [adults] are not going to fully listen to you. They have an air of like ‘Oh. You are 

just an RA [Resident Assistant]. “You are just…’ maybe they are thinking this, but they have 

never said it out loud like, ‘You are an RA. You are young. I am not going to listen to you, I have 

been here so long, and you have been here for a couple of months.’ (P7, Female, 17) 

 

 Finally, the participants acknowledged that the DRR workforce is stressed and 

overloaded, and as such may not have the resources to support youth participation. They 

suggested, however, that youth could help by bringing in fresh energy. For instance, in LTC 

support from youths during the pandemic helped employees through the worst of the pandemic. 

“…‘Anything that I can help with, I am down.’ That kind of attitude is super helpful because then 

you can put [youth] in any position, and they will just do the best with what they have... They are 

just like, ‘I am helping by just following the instructions.’…if you already are working in 

healthcare and then there is a pandemic on top of that, it is just so overwhelming…you are 

already burnt out and exhausted… except for youth who have never experienced this before. It is 

kind of like an excitement of like ‘Oh this is so intense. Like woohoo. Exciting!’ Instead of it 

being like, ‘Oh my gosh I cannot take it anymore. My back is breaking already’… In my 

experience… [LTC workers] are super overworked – they will take anyone. Like even me with no 

experience…”  (P5, Undisclosed, 22) 
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3.1.2. Ageist Stereotypes, Prejudices, and Discrimination  

We observed ageist stereotypes and prejudices as pervasive discourse in the interviews. 

This was an unexpected finding and salient barrier to the implementation of youth participation 

and an all-of-society approach in DRR. Ageism was discussed openly by participants and 

appeared as subtext throughout the interviews. We identified the following themes in the 

discourse: 1) the paradox of feeling discriminated through ageism, but also holding ageist views 

that discriminate against others; and 2) limiting views of other ages devalue their potential 

contributions. 

3.1.2.1. The Paradox of Feeling Discriminated Through Ageism and Holding Ageist 

Views. Most examples of ageist discourse revealed a paradox in which youth felt stereotyped for 

their age yet participated in stereotyping. These findings point to ageism as a bidirectional barrier 

to youth participation in DRR. Ageism was bidirectional as participants believed adults 

discriminated against youth capabilities, while also expressing their own reductive assumptions 

about adult capabilities. This paradox demonstrates a dialogue in which participants perceived 

themselves as less or more capable than adults depending on the skill set. Interestingly, it appears 

the self-ageism of adults, in the form of self-deprecating jokes, influenced some youth 

perceptions about adults’ capabilities.  

“…it is usually in a joking manner, but older people sometimes say like, ‘Oh, you are young and 

spry. Why don't you go do that for me?’ Or you know, like ‘Get the youngins to pick up the heavy 

stuff.’… I think that is how they see youth abilities is that they are young, so… they have more 

energy, they have younger muscles that could be utilized… that is a perception that I have seen.” 

(P2, Undisclosed, 22). 

 

The participants’ assumptions about adults also stem from observations in their volunteer 

roles. Again, the participants perceived adults as less energetic and slower learners compared to 
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youth. “When you are younger you have a lot more energy than some older folks… [Youth] 

could sandbag for a little bit longer… probably fill more bags faster...” (P11, Male, 14). 

“… But I think youth are in an opportunistic role to do more than someone in an older age 

category. I would put emphasis on training the younger people to higher levels before the older 

individuals, because… it is more difficult in some cases to teach older age groups the material… 

they just seem more lost than someone who is younger who picks up on the information quicker 

and is a lot easier to teach…” (P2, Undisclosed, 22). 

 

While the participants perceived themselves as more capable above, they also believed 

that adults’ view youths as less skilled and thus less capable than adults. This perceived bias 

illuminated stereotypes of younger generations as incapable, self-centred, and lazy.  

“I think there is a lot of stigma around youth being capable of helping. Our abilities are 

underestimated... you know how people when they are old suffer with ageism? I think it is like 

that, but for young people. We are defined as incapable, self-centred, non-motivated, lazy, non-

hardworking, people.” (P6, Female, 22) 

 

Intriguingly, the participants also held biases against younger generations. One 

participant confessed to holding these same biases and noted how these assumptions about 

younger people might be held across all ages, and this may stem from viewing younger 

generations as a reflection of personal development of older generations since their youth.  

“I think there is definitely, just in general, a bias towards looking at younger people and thinking 

that they are unskilled… and it is something everybody is guilty of, including me. You know, I 

look at my little brother … and I think of an earlier version of myself, right? And now you think 

of yourself as someone, something, better than you were before, right? It is just natural to look at 

younger people and think you know, maybe they are not as knowledgeable as I am at this 

point...” (P4, Male, 19) 

 

This bias of youth as less capable than adults made some participants feel infantilized by 

adults. Though examining the cultural differences around concepts of ageism is beyond the scope 

of this study, it is important to note that views on ageism and infantilization might differ for 

youth with lived experience in cultures which emphasize hierarchy and respect for elders. 
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However, for some participants, they felt this infantilization and stated that it trivializes their 

potential strengths and contributions.  

“I feel like it is the same thing … You do not know anything about the world so like why should 

we include you?’… I feel like a lot of adults think high schoolers do not know anything. They 

infantilize us a lot...” (P7, Female, 17) 

 

3.1.2.2. Limiting Views of Other Ages Devalue their Potential Contributions. The 

assumptions within the discussions were that people see other ages as a limiting factor. For the 

participants, adults appear close-minded to the possibility of youth possessing useful skills for 

DRR. They described how this devalues and disregards their potential contributions.  

“I think there is this preconception that because youth are young, they are perhaps less capable 

than adults… there is that idea that because adults have more experience with life… there is this 

preconception that youth perhaps do not belong… that teenagers are rowdy, loud, rebellious and 

that they do not have a place in environments where people’s lives or well-being is at stake. 

There definitely are individuals that fit that role…but I think that there is a bit of ignorance to 

the power and the impact that youth could have in disasters. That stereotype may be a barrier 

that could be overcome to benefit disaster relief.” (P1, Female, 17) 

 

Unequal power dynamics in workplaces and sectors that are historically “adult-centred” 

can result in youth voices going unheard and youth feeling undervalued. The youngest 

participant believed adults would have this to say about his sandbagging contributions before the 

flooding: “Thanks for helping out. You really did not do that much, but it still helped us.’ And 

that adults would view the youth contribution as: “Overall I think the youth did 10%. We [the 

adults] did 90%.” (P10, Male, 12). 

The participants believed adults lack respect for youth knowledge, experiences, and 

skills. They assumed this disrespect also extends to tools valued by youth, such as social media. 

While social media is a valued tool and skillset possessed by younger generations, participants 

expressed this may be the reason adults consider it unworthy of importance in DRR.  

“…I feel like a lot of adults have this old way of thinking like ‘Oh social media. There is 
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nothing good about it.’ They do not see how important it is, and because this is a strength of 

youth, they relate it to the way youth contribute as not important…But I feel like adults they see 

social media as a waste of time… they infantilize it and they do not see the point of it...” (P7, 

Female, 17) 

   

The participants highlighted how age-based discrimination is a barrier to youth 

participation in DRR. They explained that youth feel the discrimination and thus disregard DRR 

as a potential venue for their own participation: “A lot of people do not think of youth when they 

think of disaster risk management and that is translated onto us. So, we are like, ‘They are not 

going to listen to us. Why should we bother?’” (P7, Female, 17). The youth assumptions of age-

based weaknesses identified in section 3.1.2.1. similarly devalues the potential contributions of 

adults, creating intergenerational tension. Thus, bidirectional ageism is an obstacle that limits 

innovation and capacity in DRR. 

3.2 Fostering Inclusive Institutional Cultures and Intergenerational Collaboration 

 The participants want to be included within disaster risk management institutional 

systems and structures; however, they identified institutional limitations and ageism as barriers 

which make youth feel devalued within adult-centric DRR spaces. The question remains —how 

does one implement youth participation in DRR with a workplace that is already overloaded? 

How do we balance the dichotomy of youth as a catalyst to revitalize an overworked workforce 

that, by definition, may not have the resources to support youth engagement?  

To tackle the inherent complexity in integrating youth participation in DRR, the 

participants identified intergenerational collaboration as a solution to dismantle deficit-oriented 

assumptions and promote inclusive institutional culture to support innovation in DRR. 

“…it takes the experience and exposure of working with younger people for the stigma to end. 

Because right now the stigma of my parents’ generation is that we are lazy, we want big money 

and we want little job responsibility, but we want the $400,000 a year. We want the big titles, but 

we have no motivation to get them. That is how that generation views us...” (P6, Female, 22) 
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To promote institutional cultures where inclusion is at the forefront, participants 

suggested that systemic changes must start at the top. In other words, effective, non-

discriminatory, and safe participation for youth requires support from leaders within the 

institution. In turn, this promotes more broadly an all-of-society approach to DRR. They 

identified several action recommendations to facilitate intergenerational collaboration, and thus 

improve inclusivity in institutional spaces. We present a summary of their recommendations in 

the sections that follow. Figure 1 lists their recommended actions for professionals in DRR to 

build capacity for intergenerational collaboration.  

 

Figure 1. Action recommendations to foster intergenerational collaboration. 

3.2.1. Communicate Opportunities for Participation 

Participants emphasized the importance of improving communication about opportunities 

for youth to participate in DRR to increase accessibility. They advised doing outreach through 

youth-centric environments, such as online, in community organizations, and through schools. 

This is an important way to bridge the gap between youth- and adult-centric spaces to promote 

intergenerational collaboration.  

“…How would I reach out to [youth]? Well, you have to connect with them. How do they 

connect? They connect via social media. They do not use the newspaper... They probably would 

not even use email… you have to communicate with the people at their level of communication… 
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you want that 12-year-old to come volunteer? Yeah, put it on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Tik 

Tok. Whatever they use at that time…So you have to communicate in the way that that 

generation uses the world… or into different communities, like put it into different churches, or 

community organizations where people go, or different workplaces.” (P6, Female, 22) 

 

3.2.2. Provide Mentorship and Training for Intergenerational Collaboration 

Participants believed that intergenerational collaboration is not only feasible, but 

effective, provided youth have access to proper mentorship and training: “Mentorship and 

having someone available to provide them guidance and support is very important...” (P12, 

Male, 24). For participants, the role of leaders is to know who they are working with, what their 

capabilities are, and where they need guidance. They acknowledged that DRR and health related 

fields can be highly specialized and result in real world consequences on livelihoods. They 

unanimously envisioned a mentorship model to foster intergenerational collaboration in which 

youth learn by doing, in a low risk, low stress, training capacity.  

“…I think there was something called like ‘Be Mayor for a Day’. Maybe incentives like that 

where people can have short term, but immersive experiences in disaster prevention or disaster 

response. It would be really beneficial because that gives them that immersive experience that I 

am personally fond of and have had good experiences with… but also having opportunities that 

are not necessarily long term or high stress that it would not be so important or so weighted that 

it would decentivize youth from becoming involved.” (P1, Female, 17) 

 

This strategy protects youth and maintains DRR practice standards, while allowing youth 

to gain the necessary skills to contribute to DRR. Every participant identified comprehensive 

training and directed delegation as essential elements of mentorship to support youth integration 

within intergenerational collaboration.  

“…having roles assigned to them and then getting maybe like a 3:1, or a 2:1 ratio of youth to 

adults. Having them mentor the youth on what roles they play, what they need to do, and then 

delegating some tasks to provide them with a sense of responsibility so they can also contribute 

to whatever degree they are able.” (P12, Male, 24) 
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3.2.3. Advocate for Diverse Voices  

Within disaster risk management institutional spaces, the voices of practitioners and 

experts are prioritized; conscious room must be made for the voices of youth within and outside 

these spaces. Professionals can intentionally create space for youth by listening to, advocating 

for, and amplifying youth voices. Advocating for youth voices provides youth a sense of 

belonging within adult-centric spaces. This in turn can alter the narrative that youth contributions 

are not valued by professionals, facilitating intergenerational collaboration.  

“…I know what a good program looks like. I am part of one… I think a big part of [what makes 

it a good community program] is the ability to have a conversation where you are equals with 

people of different experience levels and different ages… if you somehow make it clear that 

everyone’s ideas and contributions are super important – you are not going to dismiss people’s 

ideas for being younger or for not knowing as much or for being wrong sometimes. Everyone’s 

ideas are valued and that is like the most important thing to getting youth involved. Especially 

because teenagers, they are friggin sensitive… if a 15-year-old walks into a room and they feel 

like they are not cared about or that their ideas do not matter, then they are going to not come 

back. More so than a 30-year-old who is well adjusted…” (P9, Female, 18) 

 

3.2.4. Overt Recognition of Youth Contributions 

Finally, professionals can overtly recognize youth contributions by demonstrating 

gratitude for youth efforts and showing how youth contributions impact other DRR efforts. This 

recognition from older generations helps boost morale, contribute to personal fulfilment, bolster 

confidence, and reaffirm that youth contributions are both recognized and valued. Positive 

recognition helps motivate youth, buffering against perceived ageism and creating sustainable 

intergenerational collaboration. 

“…There was definitely a lot of support, a lot of praise from the [paramedic] school for the 

people that did volunteer. It is not something that we expected for sure… I definitely did not 

expect all of the praise…getting awards and stuff. I mean, it feels a little wrong and it feels like 

overkill, but you know, I am sure a lot of people appreciate that. There was also definitely a 

good amount of support from family members and people thanking us for volunteering… they 

were thankful and that is definitely a motivational boost.” (P4, Male, 19) 
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“…any adult who saw any kid sandbagging would say ‘Really good job! Keep it up!’ to give you 

that extra encouragement… I would have been Grade 5 in the first flood. Even if it was just like a 

role model to me, like a Grade 8, and he said, ‘Good job!’, I would think so much of it because I 

would think, ‘Woah, what a leader!’… it would really boost my confidence and then you would 

get more work done… every time I was going to volunteer, [my parents] would always be very 

happy and would support me… a couple of times my dad’s friends were walking past me and 

they would say, ‘Hey good job. Go do it!’ That really encouraged me.” (P11, Male, 14) 

 

Highlighting the larger impact of their contributions was another form of overt 

recognition of youth efforts. For many participants, their favourite part of volunteering was 

knowing how their contribution was significant – beyond their self-described “mundane” and 

“small” actions. These reminders helped create a sense of belonging for volunteers and essential 

workers, which contributed to their sense of self-worth and agency.  

“When I was emptying boxes of masks into bags… it was a good two or three hours that we were 

doing that … and I was just thinking like ‘Man. This is what I would imagine women working in 

factories during the Second World War would have felt.’ [Doing] a mundane task, but [knowing] 

it had so much weight behind it, even though it seemed so insignificant. So, getting to feel that 

the world is in crisis, but I am helping. And it might seem like I am not doing a lot, but the 

clinics, the doctors, they are going to get their PPE and they are going to be able to open back 

up, accept patients again, help people...” (P2, Undisclosed, 22) 

 

Figure 2 summarizes how the recommended strategies to foster intergenerational 

collaboration can promote an inclusive institutional culture. In turn, an inclusive institutional 

culture promotes an all-of-society approach to DRR, integrates youth participation in DRR, and 

begins to dismantle ageist assumptions. Finally, this contributes to building community capacity 

and resilience to disasters.  
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Figure 2. Promoting inclusive institutional culture through intergenerational collaboration. 

4.0 Discussion 

Global guidelines call for more inclusive, bottom-up approaches to DRR in which the 

community plays an active role (UNDRR, 2015). Including youth in decision-making and 

disaster activities is one such holistic approach (Fernandez & Shaw, 2015; Haynes & Tanner, 

2015). Youth-led DRR provides opportunities for active participation, reducing disaster risks, 

and contributing to community resilience (Higuera Roa, 2020). These opportunities must be 

meaningful, inclusive, accessible, non-discriminatory, collaborative and effective (UNDRR, 

2020; World Health Organization, 2019). Implementing feasible strategies that meet these 

qualifications for youth engagement is a challenge. Implementation requires institutional change 

and flexibility from the community.  

Youth desire agency over decisions that affect them and want to make a difference in 

society (Fleming, 2013; Pfefferbaum et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2010) – so do our youth 
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participants. Specifically, youth desire integration within adult-centric DRR institutional spaces 

through intergenerational collaboration. The Children’s Charter for DRR, an action plan 

developed with over 600 children and youth, calls for governments and institutions to engage 

youth in DRR and climate change adaptation (Plan International et al., 2011). However, to meet 

an all-of-society approach to DRR, Rodriguez-Giralt et al. (2020) argue this requires a reimaging 

of the place of youth in the classic “adultist” culture of disaster risk management. Within these 

institutional spaces, the voices of practitioners and experts are prioritized, thus conscious room 

must be made for the voices of youth. 

One of the most salient observations stemming from our study is that youth want to 

participate in DRR but perceive ageism as a barrier to collaboration. Ageism research often 

focuses on discrimination experienced by older adults; however, younger populations also 

experience discrimination. In their European study, Bratt et al. (2017) found that younger people 

reported the highest levels of age-based discrimination. Ageism can be explicit or implicit, and it 

occurs when how people think (stereotypes) and how people feel (prejudices) about others, 

influences how they act, resulting in discrimination (World Health Organization, 2021). Like 

other forms of prejudice, age discrimination is a form of social exclusion that can hinder 

accessibility in shared spaces and social cohesion across populations (Levy & Macdonald, 2016). 

This poses a complex challenge for institutions looking to implement an all-of-society approach 

to DRR. 

Children and youth under 30 years represent over 50% of the world’s population 

(UNDRR, 2020; United Nations Population Fund, 2014). They experience disproportionate 

impacts from disaster, such as interruptions to education, physical and mental health. Not only is 

it a right for youth to have their needs met in these contexts, but it is also their right to contribute 
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to DRR efforts (UN General Assembly, 1989). Despite this right, the World Economic Forum 

Global Shapers Survey found that 55.9% of young people believe their views are ignored in 

decision-making (Brodie, 2017). The results from our study align with these beliefs.  

Discussions of ageism are even more salient when compared to guidance from the United 

Nations (UN) Research Roadmap for the COVID-19 Recovery (United Nations, 2020b), which 

emphasizes inclusive solutions for pandemic recovery by improving social cohesion, community 

resilience and engaging marginalized populations. The Roadmap highlights how interdependence 

across systems and generations results in shared risks and responsibilities, requiring solutions 

based in equity, resilience, and sustainability. The challenge facing DRR practitioners and 

policymakers is in learning how to harness these interdependencies. We argue the need for 

inclusive institutional cultures which actively work to dismantle systemic social barriers, such as 

ageism, by supporting an all-of-society approach to DRR through intergenerational collaboration 

across disciplines.  

4.1. Limitations 

There is no one way to engage youth - the amount and form depends on many different 

factors (Shier, 2001). Our participants’ action recommendations do not consider the preferences 

and capacity of the institutions and communities within which the participants wish to be 

included. These recommendations are from the perspective of youth sharing an ideal vision of 

their integration within DRR institutional spaces. While their action recommendations for 

intergenerational collaboration provide suggestions for supporting youth in an adult-centric 

system, it might not be feasible for all professionals or organizations to implement. We recognize 

that many employees and volunteers in disaster risk management and health are often dealing 

with extraordinary workloads. Our study captured rich, nuanced perspectives on youth 
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participation in DRR from youth in one city in a high-income country – one perspective of a 

multifaceted issue. Future studies should explore the perspectives of DRR and health 

professionals, other societal groups considered marginalized, as well as youth in low- and 

middle-income countries. Future studies should strive to bridge the intergenerational gaps within 

their research by hosting focus groups in partnership with youth and professionals in DRR to 

discuss strategies to implement intergenerational collaboration in DRR.  

4.2. Implications 

There are many barriers to youth participation in DRR including, but not limited to, a 

lack of knowledge, lack of community support and lack of resources (Fernandez & Shaw, 2015). 

Our study revealed institutional barriers and bidirectional ageism as further barriers. In reflecting 

on the bidirectional ageism revealed in our study, it is helpful to consider how participants’ 

perceptions of age-based limitations can result in self-limiting behaviours (World Health 

Organization, 2021). These perceptions can impact how youths see themselves and cause divides 

between generations. Age-based discrimination prevents society from benefiting from the ideas 

and skillsets of diverse populations to improve adaptive capacity and community resilience to 

disasters. This results in inequity in terms of who accesses opportunities.  

As Rodriguez-Giralt et al. (2020) highlighted, disaster risk management culture values 

the voices of professionals and experts over all others. There is a need for a cultural shift towards 

inclusivity within DRR institutions to open the door to an all-of-society approach to DRR. 

Fostering intergenerational collaboration within these institutions can reduce age-based 

inequities, create accessible spaces, and foster youth participation in DRR.  

Opportunities are needed for all of society, and more specifically youth, to participate in 

DRR, but implementation is complex. There is a knowledge gap in research and practice about 
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how to implement meaningful participation of marginalized populations in institutions (United 

Nations, 2020b). Future studies on this topic can help determine innovative implementation 

strategies that are both ideal and feasible for diverse stakeholders to integrate all-of-society 

meaningfully and sustainably in DRR.  

5. Conclusion 
 

All our participants agreed that youth are important assets in DRR but felt that potential 

contributions from youth are not valued by professionals. They desire more opportunities for 

youth integration within adult-centric institutional spaces. Innovation and shifts in institutional 

culture can help create opportunities for youth that are sustainable, meaningful, and mutually 

beneficial for all stakeholders. Strategies that foster intergenerational collaboration allow youth 

and professionals to remove institutional and age-based barriers to promote an inclusive 

institutional culture. Intergenerational collaboration is not possible, however, if different 

generations only see deficits. Thus, it is important to have open discussions to break down 

barriers, while highlighting generational assets, and providing youth-specific supports. 

Intergenerational collaboration, like DRR, is complex. Nevertheless, it is an inclusive strategy to 

improve community resilience and adaptive capacity, with a vision to build future capacity 

through an all-of-society approach to DRR. 
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Chapter 9: Discussion 

 This dissertation contributes to the fast-growing, emerging subfield of youth participation 

in DRR (Amri et al., 2018; Peek et al., 2018). Promoting youth participation within DRR is an 

inclusive strategy to engage populations disproportionately affected by disasters. Given that 

children under 18 years of age make up a third of the world’s population (United Nations 

International Children’s Emergency Fund [UNICEF], 2014) and 16% of the world’s population 

was between the ages of 15-25 years in 2019 (United Nations, 2020a), youth are a large 

population base with potential assets to contribute. Despite international agendas calling for 

youth engagement in DRR (UNDRR, 2015) and growth in literature over the last decade, 

implementation in policy and practice remains scattered and more information is needed on 

youth participation in this field. To overcome these hurdles, it is important to explore youth 

participation in DRR and DRM, from the perspectives of youth (Head, 2011).   

In this chapter, we present the major findings and contributions of this dissertation. 

Presenting each article in turn, we briefly summarize salient findings. Then, we discuss how this 

research contributes to literature and practice. This chapter ends with reflections on the strengths, 

limitations, and implications of the research findings on youth participation in DRR.  

Summary of Major Findings  

In this dissertation, we discussed barriers and facilitators to youth participation in DRR, 

climate change, and the COVID-19 pandemic. The two studies explored youth experiences 

contributing to DRR in volunteer and essential work, and they provide action recommendations 

to operationalize youth participation in practice. We explored the experiences of youth during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and their perceptions of pandemic public health measures in partnership 

with youth. In the first article, we presented a detailed account of our Photovoice methodology, 
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describing our hybrid model of consultation that provided a youth-centric opportunity for youth 

to contribute to resilience building in their communities through Photovoice. Our study applied 

CBPR and arts-based research methodologies to support youth agency throughout the research 

process, promoted the voices of youth above those of adults (Peek et al., 2020; Trejo-Rangel et 

al., 2021), and connected youth with professionals in the field of DRR to facilitate action-based 

outcomes (Trejo-Rangel et al., 2021) in the form of Photovoice exhibitions. 

In the second article, we explored how youth view youth capabilities in DRR and climate 

action. Drawing on their experiences contributing to DRR and other lived experiences, the youth 

co-researchers highlighted diverse topics, emphasizing the power of youth to implement 

inclusive DRR and climate action strategies. The most pertinent findings from this study were an 

exploration of youth assets, identifying how youth can contribute, and what supports youth 

participation (e.g., nurturing youth-adult partnerships) to promote community resilience. They 

developed four calls to action for professionals in DRR and climate change research, policy, and 

practices (See Table 6 in Appendix F for a summary of action recommendations across the three 

empirical articles). The focus groups for article #2 occurred prior to the COVID-19 pandemic; 

thus, the findings from article #2 contribute to literature on youth participation in DRR from the 

perspectives of youth who were not directly affected by disasters (Peek et al., 2020).  

In article #3, we captured the perspectives of disaster-affected youth (Peek et al., 2020) 

on their experiences of the pandemic, and their contributions to COVID-19 recovery. The youth 

co-researchers discussed public health impacts of disasters, climate action, and pandemics on 

complex social justice issues like racism and mental health, and the role youth have in supporting 

COVID-19 recovery. The salient findings include insights on their perceptions of COVID-19 

public health measures, expressing concerns over pandemic fatigue and public compliance with 



 

 

216 

 

restrictions. The youth co-researchers also provided valuable insight into the impacts of public 

health measures on their lives, highlighting social, educational, and mental health impacts. They 

discussed how the pandemic magnified existing social inequities – providing a lens into youth 

perceptions of racism as a public health issue in which youth can, and do, lead. This article 

provides six calls to action (See Table 6 in Appendix F), centred around the idea of supporting a 

holistic, upstream population health strategy to promote an all-of-society approach to DRR and 

COVID-19 recovery. Both the Photovoice and case study provide further evidence identifying 

roles and action youth take in disaster contexts (Peek, 2008; Peek et al., 2020). 

Finally, in the fourth article, we explored perceived barriers and facilitators to youth 

participation in DRR from the perspectives of youth volunteers and essential workers. This study 

extends the literature beyond the evidence of youth participation in disasters within a limited 

number of large-scale events (Peek et al., 2018) by exploring youth contributions in local 

disasters in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. The main findings of this article suggest institutional and 

age-based discrimination are central barriers to effective youth participation in DRR. The 

participants highlighted how they feel undervalued in DRR and COVID-19 response and 

recovery. They acknowledged this sometimes stems from institutional limitations (e.g., liability 

issues), but that the most harmful barrier was ageist stereotypes, prejudices and discrimination 

towards other generations. This article explores the implicit and explicit ageist biases that limit 

views of other generations and devalues their potential contributions. Like the empirical articles 

from the Photovoice study, the case study article provides action recommendations to dismantle 

these barriers, based on facilitating factors participants highlighted in their volunteer and work 

experiences (See Table 6 in Appendix F). Unlike the Photovoice findings that highlighted a need 

for more youth-centric institutional space in DRR and climate action, the participants in study 2 
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showed a desire to provide support for stakeholders to incorporate youth into adult-centric 

institutional spaces, by fostering opportunities for intergenerational collaboration and youth 

training. Their suggestions align with literature outlining the need for more institutionalization of 

opportunities for youth participation in DRR (Shidiq et al., 2021). 

Across both studies, all participants agreed youth are important assets in DRR, climate 

action, and COVID-19 response and recovery, but the power of youth has not been harnessed to 

its full potential for social change. This dissertation contributes to literature and practice by 

reinforcing and extending the use of current youth participation theories towards DRR, while 

challenging current needs-based approaches to DRR in practice.  

Methodological Contributions 

Our Photovoice protocol article (article #1) contributes to the methodological 

advancement of youth participation in DRR through research. Scholars emphasize the need for 

participatory and arts-based research methodologies as a strategy to promote youth voices in a 

field dominated by adults (Peek et al., 2020; Trejo-Rangel et al., 2021). Photovoice, like other 

forms of CBPR, is meant to amplify marginalized voices by dismantling existing inequities in 

power between researchers and participants (Wang & Burris, 1994). The youth co-researchers 

noted our efforts to dismantle power differentials as key to their fulfilment collaborating on our 

study. For instance, we disseminated our findings through youth-centric social media channels in 

which the youth co-researchers were skilled at navigating. As our project was a collaboration 

between youth, the EnRiCH Research Lab, and members of The Canadian Red Cross, our study 

also aligned with extant knowledge which emphasizes the importance of documenting 

collaboration between practitioners and academia (Bessaha et al., 2022; Shidiq et al., 2021; 

Trejo-Rangel et al., 2021). This collaboration was intentional to incorporate action-based 
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outcomes into our research, thereby contributing to fill another gap in the literature and changes 

in practice.  

In study #2, we contribute to literature on youth participation in DRR within adult-centric 

spaces, using case study methodology. Thus, the methodological implications differ from those 

of study #1. In implementing our Photovoice study (study #1), we prioritized creation of an 

accessible and safe institutional space for youth to contribute. We created a youth-centric space 

in which they had agency and decision-making power over the research agenda. The findings 

from this study have implications for youth participation within youth-centric institutional 

spaces. Differing from these findings, the case study explores youth engagement within adult-

centric institutional spaces (Trejo-Rangel et al., 2021). Anderson (2005) listed case study 

methodology as an important form of research to explore youth participation in DRR, while 

Carlton et al. (2022), identified the need for more systematic analysis of the role of youth 

volunteers in disaster response. Through study 2, we contribute to these areas in the literature in 

need of further development. 

An Asset-based Approach to Youth Participation in DRR 

Youth are considered a ‘vulnerable group’ in disasters (P. Mitchell & Borchard, 2014; 

Peek, 2008). This is an important distinction which allows them to receive necessary supports in 

disasters. However, the reductive language fails to capture the heterogeneity of youth as a 

population and the breadth of their capabilities. The participants in both our studies emphasized 

the power of youth to create this change and the need for recognition of their capabilities by 

professionals in the field. Given that disasters thrive on and worsen existing inequities in society 

(IFRC, 2022), it is also important to include youth with diverse demographic characteristics (e.g., 

girls, youth living in poverty, youth of ethnicities who have been marginalized), backgrounds, 
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and experiences as they are at risk of experiencing disproportional impacts from disasters 

compared to other youth (Cutter et al., 2003; Lopez et al., 2012; Peek, 2008). Diversity and 

equity-focused inclusion was important to our co-researchers and participants across both 

studies.   

From an asset lens, these same youth also have a unique and diverse range of capabilities 

and skills to create change and promote resilience in the face of hazardous events. The literature 

suggests using an asset-oriented label, such as ‘dynamic agents of change’ (Anderson, 2005), to 

ensure youth are treated as capable contributors to DRR by professionals. This is an important 

asset-oriented step to move forward the all-of-society agenda, especially youth participation in 

DRR. Equitable inclusion has the potential to reduce youth morbidity and mortality in disasters 

while improving community resilience and adaptive capacity.  

Participants across both our studies agreed youth are undervalued and more action is 

needed to promote youth as dynamic agents of change in DRR. This aligns with extant literature 

that clearly states that promoting youth participation in DRR requires a mindset shift to consider 

youth as strategic partners who are adept at solving social problems (Anderson, 2005; Cox et al., 

2019; Peek et al., 2020; Pfefferbaum et al., 2018; Shidiq et al., 2021). Less understood is how to 

best incorporate this partnership into current policy and practice (Bessaha et al., 2022; Peek et 

al., 2018, 2020). This dissertation expands on this assertion and provides action 

recommendations for how to operationalize this in practice.   

An asset-oriented lens (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007), and accompanying asset-based activities 

(such as asset mapping to improve asset literacy), is a necessary paradigm shift away from the 

pervasive emphasis on vulnerability, needs, and gaps in the traditional top-down model of DRR 

(Peek et al., 2018). Based on the findings from our studies and our experience in community-
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based DRR programming, this is one of the biggest barriers currently undermining the translation 

of youth participation knowledge into practice. Creating DRR strategies and implementing them 

through DRM programming is complex. Youth participation within policy and practice is one of 

many all-of-society approaches, which can improve community resilience within DRR and 

DRM. An all-of-society approach to DRR is an important strategy touted by international 

agendas to support innovative actions to combat climate change, reduce disaster risks, and 

promote resilience (UNDRR, 2015; United Nations, 2015a, 2015b). To implement this approach, 

a mindset shift is necessary to promote asset-oriented knowledge creation.  

The knowledge base on youth participation, whether or not explicitly defined by scholars, 

inherently aligns with an asset-oriented world view. The complexity is in applying the lessons 

from scholars into the top-down, traditionally needs-based orientation of DRR policy and 

practice. Asset-based activities, such as inclusive participation and asset mapping, support asset 

literacy —and complement other types of DRR activities (O’Sullivan et al., 2014, 2018). This is 

one of the recommendations put forth by the co-researchers in our Photovoice study. An 

upstream asset-oriented approach not only supports DRR and improves resilience, but it can also 

be used to address underlying social inequities.  

As an institutional exercise, asset mapping can help build collective asset literacy, and 

support a paradigm shift to see value in individuals and community groups typically labelled by 

their needs (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007). Asset mapping is the process of establishing a catalog 

connecting individual, community, and organizational strengths and how to access them 

(Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993; Morgan & Ziglio, 2007). As a strategy, asset mapping enables 

individuals to think positively about the people and resources in their lived environments and 

build on existing strengths in the community (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007). Asset mapping is an 
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inclusive approach to building community capabilities to improve health (Fuller et al., 2002). 

Similarly, it is a necessary paradigm shift for organizations, institutions, and governments 

seeking to implement, or improve DRR efforts, and include youth participation in their work.  

Strategies for DRR are slowly moving away from traditional deficit-based approaches 

toward asset-oriented, upstream approaches to building disaster resilience and adaptive capacity. 

We applied an asset-based lens to this dissertation because it aligns with the asset-oriented 

worldview we observed across the literature on youth participation in DRR. Though scholars 

rarely indicate that an asset-based lens was used, an asset lens is still evident in the tenants of 

youth participation. For instance, within youth participation all forms of knowledge are seen as 

valuable (Fothergill & Peek, 2015; Hore et al., 2018) and youth are viewed as experts in their 

environments who are capable of unique contributions (Peek et al., 2020). In this way, youth are 

seen as assets within DRR and DRM in youth participation literature. We challenge scholars and 

practitioners to take this a step further by intentionally applying an asset-based approach in their 

work and advocating for this approach to extend to practice.  

Applying an asset-lens to data collection and analysis enabled us to explore different 

forms of expertise and discuss how to harness them to promote youth participation in DRR. This 

idea is echoed in asset-based literature with Morgan and Ziglio (2007) explaining that asset 

mapping is an important step in operationalizing policies tackling health inequities. Our 

Photovoice study is an example of an organization (i.e., The Canadian Red Cross) collaborating 

with youth to build asset literacy, completing the cyclical process (O’Sullivan et al., 2014, 2018) 

through Photovoice Exhibitions and post-study follow-up with the organization. We identified 

youth strengths, recognized their value to promote community resilience to disasters, learned 

how to access and apply these strengths, and followed through with the motivation and self-
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efficacy to implement the identified assets into action. Building asset literacy through asset 

mapping activities can help identify indicators to measure and evaluate implementation efforts 

(Morgan & Ziglio, 2007). This is an area for future research.  

It is important to note that centring data collection around an asset-lens did not preclude 

discussion of deficits, as discussions naturally flowed from capabilities to needs. This is similar 

to previous research with other populations disproportionately affected by disasters in which an 

asset-oriented lens provided a balanced representation of both assets and needs (O’Sullivan et al., 

2014). As such, a paradigm shift will not replace efforts supporting community needs in the 

context of disasters; rather, it will complement it, providing insight for practitioners on how to 

create conditions that promote health (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007). 

The asset-based approach is thought to lead to improved problem-solving and 

participation in developing health and resilience (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007; Van Bortel et al., 

2019). In our experience, an asset lens is needed to foster inclusion and intergenerational 

collaboration. In the case study, we identified ageism as an invisible barrier to youth 

participation in DRR. Using an asset lens, intergenerational collaboration could be viewed as a 

solution to help overcome ageism and its negative impacts on youth participation. 

The results of this dissertation further the agenda put forth in the Sendai Framework for 

an age perspective on policy and practice, promotion of youth leadership, and organized 

volunteer work for citizens (UNDRR, 2015). Through our two studies, we argue that youth are 

agents of change and deserve space and support to contribute to DRR; the corresponding action 

recommendations (see Appendix F) provide insight into what this might look like and how youth 

would like opportunities to evolve.  
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Youth Participation Theories and DRR 

Hart’s Ladder of Youth Participation 

 In this dissertation, we show how youth participation theories align with youth 

operational participation within the context of DRR and DRM. Hart’s (1992) model of youth 

participation illustrates youth inclusion in decision-making along eight rungs of a ladder: “1) 

Manipulation, 2) decoration, 3) tokenism, 4) assigned, but informed, 5) consulted and informed, 

6) adult-initiated, shared decisions with children, 7) child-initiated and directed, and 8) child-

initiated, shared decisions with adults.” (Hart, 1992, p. 8). The co-researchers in the Photovoice 

study explicitly warned against and lamented tokenistic engagement when it comes to engaging 

youth – reinforcing that the bottom three rungs are not considered authentic forms of 

participation. Not only did co-researchers and participants agree these were not authentic, they 

also emphasized how these forms of non-participation can have negative consequences on youth 

mental health and satisfaction with engagement opportunities.  

Hart (1992) emphasized that the top five rungs of his model were degrees of 

participation, highlighting the importance of youth choice in how they participate. He also 

emphasized the value of adult involvement throughout the engagement process because he saw 

the greatest community impact when youth had access to adult power (Hart, 1997). Our studies 

extend this belief by confirming that youth also see partnerships with adults as a strong strategy 

in which they can make the most impact for DRR, DRM and building community resilience.  

Frank’s Core Principles of Youth Participation  

The findings presented in this dissertation align with several core principles of youth 

participation identified by Frank (2006). She identified the core principles as follows: “(1) Give 

youth responsibility and voice; (2) build youth capacities; (3) encourage youthful styles of 
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working; (4) involve adults throughout the process; and (5) adapt the sociopolitical context” (p. 

367). As mentioned previously, an essential element of supporting youth collaboration in DRR 

decision-making is first acknowledging they are dynamic agents of change to give youth the 

opportunity to contribute and be heard (principle 1). In alignment with asset-based approaches to 

health, building youth capacities (principle 2) is an important factor within youth participation 

and an all-of-society approach – and another important concept for the participants and co-

researcher of these studies. Our research closely aligns with and extends principle 4 with our 

salient themes across both studies about the need for intergenerational partnerships to support 

youth participation in DRR.  

Supporting Youth in Adult- and Youth-centric Institutional Spaces. A common 

finding across both the Photovoice project and case study is the need to provide accessible and 

youth-friendly institutional spaces to promote youth participation in DRR. Interestingly, the 

findings defining these institutional spaces differ slightly in each study. In the Photovoice study, 

the co-researchers approached the discussion from the point of view of the institutional spaces 

being youth-centric, such as providing opportunities for youth workshops or conferences (Trejo-

Rangel et al., 2021), grassroots youth-led opportunities (Pickering, Guy, et al., 2021), or making 

DRR education accessible in institutional spaces already accessed by youth (e.g., school). 

Whereas participants in study 2 emphasized making adult-centric institutional spaces (e.g., 

government, NGO, and private sector workplaces) more accessible and youth-friendly for 

collaboration within these spaces.  

The emphasis from case study research participants on their desire for integration within 

adult-centric institutional spaces was an unexpected finding on how youth envision their 

collaboration within DRR efforts. Much of the extant literature and programming resembles the 
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findings from our Photovoice study in that programs focus on institutional spaces in which youth 

have the power and agency to lead, from grassroots, bottom-up, community-based initiatives. 

These programs tend to mimic the state of youth participation described by Hart (1992) in the top 

two rungs of his ladder on youth participation: ‘child-initiated and directed’ and ‘child-initiated, 

shared decisions with adults.’ For instance, in New Zealand, the Student Volunteer Army (SVA) 

is a student-led volunteer crisis group that responds to disasters (Carlton et al., 2022). Since the 

program is youth-led with collaboration with adults in other organizations, it could be 

categorized under rung eight, ‘child-initiated, shared decisions with adults.’ Less is known about 

existing opportunities within adult-run organizations and institutions in DRR and their efforts to 

engage youth within their work. The findings from this dissertation shed light on two elements of 

this lesser-known topic: 1) youth volunteers and essential workers believe their efforts can have 

the biggest impact within adult-centric institutions (e.g., The Canadian Red Cross, or Public 

Safety Canada); 2) supports they would need to foster such inclusion.  

Asset mapping exercises within these institutions in partnership with community 

members could identify further assets to enable collaboration and establish asset indicators to 

evaluate the effectiveness of any future implementation actions (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007). 

However, this might not be feasible for all adult-centric institutions given that DRR remains 

dominated by a top-down model (T. Mitchell et al., 2008; Muzenda-Mudavanhu, 2016) and 

institutions may lack the resources to support youth integration within workspaces. With this 

idea in mind, a blend of the findings from both branches of this dissertation might be an interim 

solution to supporting bottom-up approaches to youth participation, with greater support and 

credibility from professionals in the field. For instance, U-INSPIRE is a science and technology 

program in Indonesia run by youth and young professionals to support DRR policy and action. 
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The platform was recognized as an official platform for youth and young professionals in DRR 

by the Indonesian government (Shidiq et al., 2021). They did this to bring together youth and 

adult efforts in DRR.   

It is important to explore how to engage youth within the existing top-down model in 

addition to the bottom-up, grassroots examples that dominate literature and practice. 

Opportunities for youth participation can occur in many forms – they can be led by youth, 

working with youth, organizations specific to DRR, and organizations with some activities 

related to DRR (Shidiq et al., 2021). This variety mirrors Hart’s (1992) “Degrees of 

Participation” and his emphasis that there is no best way to engage youth. Our study extends the 

literature by exploring both bottom-up and top-down action recommendations to implement 

youth participation in DRR. Based on these results, our recommendations echo the literature and 

theories on youth participation advocating for a variety of strategies, dependent on the context, 

individuals, and resources available: 1) bottom-up organizations run by youth at the grassroots 

level; 2) bottom-up organizations run by youth at the grassroots level, with formal support from 

official DRR government and organizations; and 3) top-down efforts to integrate youth within 

adult-centric DRR workspaces. The third strategy will require organizational restructuring. 

Rodriguez-Giralt et al. (2020) discussed how incorporating youth in the adult-centric DRR 

workforce requires reimagining the place of youth within these spaces to build room for the 

voices of youth – our study provides action recommendations to support this reimagining. An 

asset-based lens is essential to implement this. 

Supporting Youth by Promoting Intergenerational Partnerships. Despite progress on 

youth participation in DRR, youth are often still viewed as dependent on adults (Peek et al., 

2020) and regularly remain voiceless in DRR (Petal et al., 2020; Rauhaus & Guajardo, 2021). 
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The participants and co-researchers across both studies in this dissertation presented partnerships 

between adults and youth as a strategy to foster youth engagement in DRR. They believe these 

partnerships would have a multi-pronged impact, promoting intergenerational collaboration, 

reducing age-based biases, and increasing tolerance between generations. These expected 

outcomes align with Billig (2019) who found that introducing adolescents into formally adult-

only emergency response teams gave both adults and youth an opportunity to learn more about 

each other’s abilities, as well as identify their own capabilities and limitations. This reflection 

increased adults’ respect and trust of youth in emergency situations.  

The findings in this dissertation are also consistent with literature on youth-adult 

partnerships (Y-AP). Camino (2000) and Zeldin et al. (2012) describe Y-AP as a community 

practice which encourages collaboration across multiple generations to address common issues. 

Y-APs naturally emphasize power-sharing between youth and adults, as well as mutual 

ownership over outcomes of shared decision-making (Cox et al., 2019). Zeldin and colleagues 

(2012) identified authentic decision making, mentorship, reciprocity, and community 

connectedness as central to Y-AP. While all these elements were not covered by the participants 

in our studies, they did identify mentorship and learning opportunities for youth as integral for 

mobilizing intergenerational collaboration to improve experience and knowledge. The need for 

Y-APs and intergenerational collaboration also align with the core theoretical youth participation 

principle “involve adults throughout the process” (Frank, 2006, p. 367). This strategy also aligns 

with Hart’s view that adult involvement (in various forms) across the engagement process 

provides the greatest community impact (Hart, 1997).  
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Strengths and Limitations 

In this dissertation, we demonstrate the salience of existing youth participation theories 

and extends understanding of the process of youth participation from the youth perspective. This 

was achieved through the application of an asset-based approach in data collection and analysis. 

The asset-based approach promoted exploration of both assets and needs in youth participation in 

DRR. This approach allowed us to create lines of questioning for the case study research project 

that aligned with youth participation theories without borrowing language from the theories that 

could have potentially unduly influenced participants’ responses. Rather, we asked open-ended 

questions using an asset-lens to discuss barriers and facilitators to the process of engagement. 

Interestingly, participant answers overlapped with principles of youth participation theories.  

This research benefitted from the use of arts-based research methodologies, which 

allowed for deep connection and rich understanding of youth perspectives on their participation 

in DRR, climate change, and the COVID-19 pandemic. The small sample sizes for each study 

allowed each participant the time they needed to feel seen and understood on topics in which 

they expressed often feeling voiceless (Petal et al., 2020; Rauhaus & Guajardo, 2021). The 

Photovoice study allowed us as researchers to align our words and actions. Not only did we 

advocate for opportunities for youth agency in DRR, but we also provided this opportunity to the 

co-researchers by using a CBPR approach and connecting them with stakeholders at The 

Canadian Red Cross to extend research findings into action. The collaborative approach to 

analysis and the Photovoice exhibitions facilitated inclusion and enhanced our knowledge 

mobilization strategies. Our familiarity with participants in the Photovoice study strengthened 

the trust and further reduced power imbalances between researchers and participants, enabling 

in-depth conversations. 



 

 

229 

 

One limitation of this study is the limited participant recruitment. The Photovoice study 

stemmed from a request from members of our EnRiCH Youth Research Team to participate in a 

collaborative research study. This was both a strength and potential limitation of our study as our 

familiarity with the participants could have resulted in desirability bias in the focus group 

discussions. However, we found that strong connections with co-researchers enabled positive 

and sustained collaboration and thus the strengths of this approach influenced the decision to 

limit participation to this group. Similarly, the case study has a limited sample size. This allowed 

for in-depth analysis but provided a small snapshot of youth contributions in DRR, which we 

previously established as diverse, grassroots, and scattered in nature. More studies are needed to 

document youth roles and actions in DRR.  

Our study echoes the literature that explores the process of youth participation in DRR 

(Le Dé et al., 2021) rather than outcomes of youth participation on youth, institutions, and the 

community. More studies are needed on both processes and outcomes. Additionally, we did not 

use evaluation research to measure process and outcomes. While beyond the scope of the studies 

in this dissertation, evaluation research is an important step to develop and test metrics of the 

benefits and outcomes of youth participation in DRR. Evaluation research will lend credibility to 

youth participation in DRR as an effective strategy, improve outcome metrics, and establish 

areas of best practice in this emerging field. 

Each study captured the views of youth with experience in DRR, in Ottawa, Ontario 

Canada. Though our participants were racially diverse, we had small sample sizes and the youth 

lived in the same city. Additionally, none of the youth participants or co-researchers identified as 

having a disability. We recommend future studies recruit diverse youth voices to expand on the 

findings from this study using local disaster contexts from other cities. Not captured in these 
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studies are the perspectives of professionals working in DRR. Future studies could explore youth 

engagement processes within historically adult-led institutions to further operationalize practices 

in DRR policy and practice.  

When communities and institutions meaningfully engage youth in decision-making 

processes, social equity and social justice tends to increase for the community (Rauhaus & 

Guajardo, 2021). As more interventions emerge in practice, more evaluation research and policy-

based research are needed (Bessaha et al., 2022; Peek et al., 2018) to build the evidence-base on 

the effectiveness of strategies to engage youth in DRR, climate change, and COVID-19 recovery.  

Implications  

As Peek et al. (2018) summarize, the study of youth and disasters, and more widely 

disaster research, is highly practical and complex. Our research confirms and extends extant 

knowledge, providing further insight into power imbalances in DRR. The findings inform leaders 

and decision-makers on how to allocate resources and improve youth engagement in DRR by 

applying an asset-based approach to improve community resilience and adaptive capacity. 

Opportunities are needed for all-of-society, and more specifically youth, to participate in 

DRR, but implementation is complex. There is a knowledge gap in research and practice about 

how to implement meaningful participation of marginalized populations in institutions. We 

present action recommendations to operationalize youth participation in DRR and provide 

insight into youth experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic. This has implications for creating 

new models of engagement for youth in DRR at grassroots and institutional levels using asset-

oriented activities. The findings can also facilitate novel interventions to address institutional 

cultures that may be barriers to youth involvement, such as strategies to reduce bidirectional 

ageism.  
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

More frequent and severe disasters have become the new-normal. This research supports 

and extends literature showing how youth are dynamic agents of change with strong desires to 

contribute to reducing disaster risks in their communities. We explored youth perspectives on 

barriers and facilitators to youth participation in DRR and climate action, and youth experiences 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. Using Photovoice and adopting the cases of local disasters and the 

COVID-19 pandemic, our main research questions were:  

1) What are the perceptions of youth, on youth capabilities in DRR and climate change?; 

2) How did youth experience the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic and in what ways 

were youth engaged in the pandemic response?; 

3) What are the experiences of youth volunteers and essential workers contributing to DRR 

and the COVID-19 pandemic?; and 

4) What are the perceptions of youth on barriers and facilitators to youth participation in 

DRR? 

These questions were formed based on dominant guidance from international agendas 

which encourage inclusive all-of-society approaches to reduce disaster risks, promote climate 

action and COVID-19 pandemic recovery (UNDRR, 2015; United Nations, 2015a, 2015b, 

2020b). We approached this study from the epistemological standpoint that knowledge is always 

changing and socially constructed such that power structures can be identified and torn down to 

improve equity in society (Crotty, 1998). We approached this process applying an asset-based 

approach (Morgan & Ziglio, 2007) and youth participation theories (Frank, 2006; Hart, 1992) to 

the exploration of youth participation in DRR. 
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The findings from our studies highlight that youth have the desire and capacity to 

contribute to DRR. Not only did we establish that youth contributions are valuable to DRR, but 

they also have unique experiences during disaster events, and are concerned about social equity 

in their communities. The studies in this dissertation are part of a growing body of literature 

studying these unique perspectives and contributions (Peek et al., 2020; Trejo-Rangel et al., 

2021). The co-researchers and participants envisioned youth participation as both youth-led, and 

collaborative across generations. Adult support throughout the process was emphasized as an 

important resource to promote youth participation, reduce ageist assumptions, and remove 

institutional barriers to intergenerational collaboration. These findings provide evidence to create 

models of engagement to fit UN agendas on inclusive all-of-society engagement in DRR. 

Youth have the power to create systemic and social change in disasters. However, youth 

contributions are often invisible, and their capabilities are undervalued by professionals. A 

paradigm shift away from the traditional needs-based models of risk reduction towards an asset-

based approach is essential to implement youth participation in practice. This is one of the 

biggest hurdles stalling translation of knowledge on youth participation into practice.  

Ultimately, the results of this dissertation align with youth participation theories and core 

principles of engagement (Frank, 2006; Hart, 1992). For an all-of-society approach to DRR and 

DRM to succeed at building resilience in practice, a paradigm shift is needed within the field to 

build asset literacy and focus on collective assets. This shift in mindset towards asset-oriented 

activities will improve implementation of youth participation in practice, bridging the divide 

between the concept of youth participation and practice.  
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Appendix A: University of Ottawa Ethics for Photovoice Study 

Appendix A contains the original ethics approval from the Research Ethics Board at the 

University of Ottawa for the Photovoice study, as well as the Modification Approval to add the 

study to this dissertation. 
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Appendix B: Consent/Assent Form for Photovoice Study 

Appendix B contains the original consent and assent forms which were signed by 

participants and their parents/legal guardians prior to joining the study. Upon initial recruitment, 

only one consent/assent form was provided to the participant and their parent/legal guardians to 

lessen the burden of information intake on families. We amended the consent form several times 

during the project to adjust for COVID-19 related changes (e.g., moving focus groups to Zoom) 

and community requests (e.g., requesting to be co-authors on the manuscripts).  
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École interdisciplinaire 
des sciences de la 
santé 
 
 
University of Ottawa 
Faculty of Health 
Sciences 
 
Interdisciplinary School 
of Health Sciences 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
25 University Pvt 
Ottawa ON K1N 6N5 
Canada 
www.uOttawa.ca 

Title of the Research Project: Supporting Disaster Resilience Through Community 
Engagement and Social Participation: Youth Engagement Through Photovoice  
 
Principal Investigator:  
Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan 
Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Ottawa 
25 University Pvt. 
Phone: [Redacted] 
Email: [Redacted] 

Research Assistant: 
Christina Pickering  
Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Ottawa 
200 Lees Avenue 
Phone: [Redacted] 
Email: [Redacted] 
 
This project is funded by:  
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) 
 
Our EnRiCH research team at the University of Ottawa is conducting a research project 
exploring the perceptions of adolescents on youth engagement in disaster risk 
reduction.  
 

Why? 

It is an opportunity for youth to: 

1) Share their lived experiences and generate discussion with their peers 
2) Identify important assets and capabilities in their lives that can support their 

engagement in disaster risk reduction strategies  
3) Create a digital gallery of photographs and narratives to share with the wider 

community   

What is Photovoice? 

Photovoice is a research method where participants take photos that are meaningful to 
them in relation to the research topic.  

A Photovoice group (about 6-10 people) meets once per month, taking pictures 
throughout the month. At the following meeting, everyone shares and discusses their 
photos with the group. After 6 months, the group hosts exhibitions to display the photos 
and invite the community to discuss the topic. The exhibitions are an important aspect of 
Photovoice because they provide participants the opportunities for their voices to be 
heard by decision makers, and members of the community.  
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This study will also integrate Instagram by allowing participants to use their 
smartphones to take pictures and post them to a private team Instagram account. 
Participants will be able to follow and interact with this private account, and their peers 
between in-person photo sessions. A second Instagram will be created and made public 
at the end of the project to provide an online version of the exhibitions – the goal being 
increased dialogue on the issue and an extension of the exhibitions.  

Participation:  

Participants are being asked to participate in a 6-month Photovoice initiative (6 sessions 
and the exhibition). All sessions will take place in Dr. O’Sullivan’s research lab at 200 
Lees Ave (Room E155E) This location will be familiar to participants as it is the 
permanent location for the monthly EnRiCH Youth Research Team meetings.   

The Photovoice sessions will be held once per month starting in February 2019 and will 
be approximately 2 hours each. All group sessions will be audio-recorded. The first 
session is an orientation session where the group will talk about the project, discuss the 
process and ethics of community photography, social media safety, and distribute and 
discuss how to use the digital cameras (for those who do not have/want to use a 
smartphone). The group will then decide on a photo assignment to do over the next 
month. Photo assignment topics may include lived experiences participating in disaster 
risk reduction education or initiatives, what youth engagement means to youth, what 
household disaster preparedness means to youth, what assets and capabilities youth 
bring to the field of disaster risk reduction, assets within their community that foster (or 
have the potential to foster) collaborative youth engagement in disaster risk reduction, 
and what adults can do to support youth engagement. These topics will be examined in 
the context of disaster preparedness and disaster risk reduction.  

Participants will be asked to take 5-6 photos each month, to post them on the private 
group Instagram account, interact (i.e. comment/like pictures posted by other 
participants) with the group account using their personal Instagram, and bring the 
photos to share and discuss at the next session. A similar process will be followed each 
month.  

Benefits:  

Participation in this study will contribute to awareness about opinions of youth 
engagement in disaster risk reduction among youth. It will also be an opportunity for 
participants to network with other people in the community and share their lived 
experiences and views. 

This study was designed in response to a request from members of EnRiCH Youth 
Research Team. The team expressed an interest in using the Photovoice method in an 
innovative way by using Instagram as a mode of communication and exhibition. Interest 
was specifically expressed to experience Photovoice as participants. This study 
provides this opportunity to collect data, analyze data, and experience the qualitative 
research study process as co-researchers.   

 

Confidentiality and Anonymity:  
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Group Sessions:  
The nature of the group discussions in Photovoice make it difficult to ensure 
confidentiality. While participants will be asked to respect the confidentiality of the 
members in the project and what is said during group discussions, it is not possible to 
guarantee that this will be followed.  

The group discussions will be audio-recorded to ensure the transcripts are accurate 
representations of the conversation. In the transcripts, all identifying information (eg. 
names) will be removed. This information will only be accessed by the researchers and 
research assistants working under Professor O’Sullivan’s supervision for this project. 
Any students or research assistants working with the data (audio-recordings and 
pictures) will sign a privacy and confidentiality form. 

 

Pictures:  
While the members of the group will be asked to respect the confidentiality of the 
members in the project, it is not possible to guarantee that this will be followed. Given 
that photos will be used to explain concepts related to the project, displayed in the 
exhibition and posted online– this will make it difficult to ensure confidentiality or 
anonymity. Consent for using the pictures will be done near the end of the study, prior to 
the exhibition.  

Given the nature of this project, some participants may also want their name to be 
displayed with their photos / comments – in such cases confidentiality and anonymity is 
not possible. Participants who choose to have their name revealed will only have their 
first name revealed – no last names will be used. Participants will be given the option to 
provide consent to have their name remain anonymous or public, as well as the use of 
their photos (including pictures in which they made themselves the subject) in 
presentations, publications, the Instagram photo gallery, and/or the photo exhibition. 
Participants will be provided with the opportunity to choose their level of confidentiality 
(i.e. use of first name and quotes) prior to the study, and again at the last Photovoice 
session.  

 

Instagram:  
To maximize confidentiality and anonymity online, a private group research study 
Instagram account will be created. Participants will be provided the password for the 
account and will post their Photovoice pictures here throughout the study. Participants 
can then use their personal Instagram accounts to follow the team account and 
comment on fellow participants’ pictures. Participants can also decide to opt-out of the 
Instagram dialogue.  
 
While the members of the group will be asked to respect the confidentiality of the 
members in the project, it is not possible to guarantee that this will be followed. Given 
that photos will be used to explain concepts related to the project, displayed in the 
exhibition and posted online– this will make it difficult to ensure confidentiality or 
anonymity. Participants will be asked not to share any of the pictures from the private 
group research account. Participants will have the opportunity to share pictures after the 



 

 

273 

 

sessions are completed and the team has decided on which pictures will be used for a 
separate public online exhibition Instagram account.  
 
Exhibitions:  
Photovoice exhibitions can take many forms. The type and number of exhibitions will be 
decided by the participants in the final Photovoice session. The exhibitions will 
showcase the pictures taken by participants, pairing pictures with the themes and key 
quotations to explain their meaning. Participants will decide as a team which pictures 
and quotations get featured. Exhibitions will take variations of two main forms: 1) Public 
exhibition where key stakeholders (like emergency managers, politicians, researchers, 
friends, family, teachers, etc.) are invited to attend and view the posters/slideshows and 
talk to the participants about the project; and 2) A public online exhibition using an 
Instagram (separate to the account used throughout the study) in which the link to the 
account may be shared formally (sending relevant stakeholders the link via email, 
linking the account to the EnRiCH Research Lab website), and informally (i.e. the 
account will be public and people will discover the account on their own). Featured 
pictures on the Instagram account will be decided on by the participants using relevant 
themes/quotes as picture captions and hashtags. Only Christina Pickering and Dr. 
Tracey O’Sullivan will have access to the login details to this exhibition account.  
 

By signing this consent form, participants understand that their responses included in 
the transcripts for the group discussions and pictures submitted will be used for the 
purposes of this project. To protect confidentiality, participants have been assured that 
in written reports, presentations, and publications, names will be disguised – unless the 
participant wishes to have their first name associated with their responses and photos. 
Participants can withdraw at any point during the study. If a participant chooses to 
withdraw, photos may be withdrawn, but discussions about the photo will remain 
(removing any identifying information).   

 

Conservation of data:  

The data collected (photos, digital recordings of the group discussions, and transcripts 
of the recordings) will be kept in a secure manner. They will be stored on a computer 
with a secure password. Only Dr. O’Sullivan (lead researcher) and the student research 
assistants working under Dr. O’Sullivan’s supervision will have access to the data. The 
data will be conserved for 10 years.  

 

Risks:  
For some participants, travel to the research site (200 Lees Avenue, [Redacted]) will be 
time consuming. It is the responsibility of the parent and child to ensure transportation 
and safety to and from meetings. 
 
Participants may refuse to answer any questions they do not wish to answer, and have 
the right to withdraw from the study at any time. Photovoice sessions are similar to 
traditional focus groups and if participants choose to withdraw from the study, it will not 
be possible to withdraw their data from the focus group transcripts. While discussions of 
pictures submitted by the participant will be kept, participants who withdraw from the 
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study can withdraw their pictures. Discussion about pictures will remove any identifying 
information, and the images will not be published or displayed in any exhibits.  

Quotations:  

Participants may be quoted in the research study reports, presentations and 
publications, but no names or identifying information will be used (unless participants 
express that they want to be identified).  

It is the participant’s choice whether to be quoted. Participants can change this 
permission at any time.  

Please initial beside your choice:  

• I agree to be quoted from the group discussions, but all personally identifying 
information shall be removed or altered and contents of the quotation shall not be 
revelatory of my identity _______.  

• I would like my name (first name only) to appear with my comments about the 
photos _________. 

• I do not wish to be quoted from the group discussions________.  

 
Signatures:  
My participation is voluntary and there is no financial compensation or volunteer hours 
provided for my participation in this study. I understand I am free to withdraw from the 
study at any time. I understand that my withdrawal from the study does not mean I have 
to withdraw from the regular EnRiCH Youth Research Team meetings. I understand that 
I am welcome on the EnRiCH Youth Research Team with or without participation in this 
study. My signature on this form indicates I understand the information regarding my 
participation in the research project and agree to participate. 

Participants and parents are invited to contact the research assistant (Christina 
Pickering) or principal investigator (Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan) for more information.  

Christina Pickering  
Email: [Redacted] 
Phone: [Redacted] 
 
Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan  
Email: [Redacted] 
Phone: [Redacted] 

Note: If you have any questions concerning your rights as a participant in this research, 
please contact The Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research at the University of Ottawa at 
the following address, phone number or email: 

Mailing address: Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research 
                           Office of Research Ethics and Integrity   
                           University of Ottawa 
                           Tabaret Hall (154) 
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                           Ottawa, ON K1N 6N5 
 
Phone:  613-562-5387      Email: ethics@uottawa.ca 
 
Participant Consent:  
I have read this consent form with my parents and have been given the opportunity to 
ask questions. I consent to participating in this study.  
 
Participant name (please print): __________________________________ 
 
Participant signature: _____________________________      
 
Date: __________ 
 
Parental Consent:  
I have read this consent form with my child and have been given the opportunity to ask 
questions. I agree with my child’s decisions on quotations above. I give my permission 
for my child to participate in this study.  
 
Participant name (please print): __________________________________ 
 
Signature of Parent(s) or Legal Guardian(s): 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Date: _____________ 
 
Research Signature:  
Researcher signature (please print): __________________________ 
 
Researcher signature: _________________      Date: __________ 
 
 
Please sign and date this letter and return to Christina Pickering at [Redacted] before 
the first focus group session.  
 
There are 2 copies of this consent form, one of which is yours to keep. 
Thank you for your interest and contribution to this project. 
 
 

 
Participant and Parental Consent Form: Confidentiality Revisited & Consent for 

use of Pictures 
(to be completed at the last Photovoice session – in preparation for the exhibition) 

 
The following consent form concerns the use of participants’ pictures, and revisits the 
use of participants’ quotations. This consent form is to be signed after completion of the 
Photovoice group sessions, in preparation for the exhibitions. Pictures taken for this 
project may be displayed in exhibitions, presentations, posted online, and in 
publications. It is the participant’s choice whether the pictures they generated for this 
project will be displayed in any of these venues.  
 

mailto:ethics@uottawa.ca
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Please initial beside all the options below for which you agree:  

• I give permission for my photos (including photo’s where I am identifiable) that I 
generated for this project to be used for: 

o Exhibitions and presentations    __________. 

o Academic publications               __________. 

o Team Instagram photo gallery   __________.  

• I agree that my photos (not including photos where I am identifiable) may be used 
for:  

o Exhibitions and presentations    __________. 

o Academic publications               __________. 

o Team Instagram photo gallery   __________.  

 

Quotations (revisited):  

Participants may be quoted in the research study reports, presentations and 
publications, but no names or identifying information will be used (unless participants 
express that they want to be identified).  

It is the participant’s choice whether to be quoted. Participants can change this 
permission at any time.  

Please initial beside your choice:  

• I agree to be quoted from the group discussions, but all personally identifying 
information shall be removed or altered and contents of the quotation shall not be 
revelatory of my identity _______.  

• I would like my name (first name only) to appear with my comments about the 
photos _________. 

• I do not wish to be quoted from the group discussions________.  
 
 
Participant Consent:  
I have read this consent form with my parents and have been given the opportunity to 
ask questions.  
 
Participant name (please print): __________________________________ 
 
Participant signature: _____________________________      
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Date: __________ 
 
Parental Consent:  
I have read this consent form with my child and have been given the opportunity to ask 
questions. I agree with my child’s decisions on use of their pictures and quotations 
above.  
 
Participant name (please print): __________________________________ 
 
Signature of Parent(s) or Legal Guardian(s): 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Date: _____________ 
 
Research Signature:  
Researcher signature (please print): __________________________ 
 
Researcher signature: _________________      Date: __________ 
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Appendix C: University of Ottawa Ethics for Case Study Interviews 

Appendix C contains the original ethics approval from the Research Ethics Board at the 

University of Ottawa for the case study interviews.  
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Appendix D: Consent/Assent Forms for Case Study Interviews 

Appendix D contains the consent/assent forms for the qualitative interviews in Study 2. 

Only one form was provided to the participant and their parent/legal guardians to lessen the 

burden of information intake on families. Parents/legal guardians and the participants were 

provided the opportunity to consent to participate verbally after reviewing the consent forms 

with them at the beginning of the interview, or to provide consent via email prior to the 

interview. The two English consent forms are included in appendix D, the first for youth 

volunteers ages 12 to 15 and their parents, and the second for youth volunteers ages 16 to 24.  
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Participant and Parental Consent Form 
 

 

 

Université d’Ottawa 

Faculté des sciences de 

la santé 

 

École interdisciplinaire 

des sciences de la santé 

 

 

University of Ottawa 

Faculty of Health 

Sciences 

 

Interdisciplinary 

School of Health 

Sciences 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
25 University Pvt 
Ottawa ON K1N 6N5 
Canada 
www.uOttawa.ca 

Title of the study:  

A Study on the Opinions of Youth on Youth Participation in Disasters 

 

Principal Investigator:  

Christina Pickering  

Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Ottawa 

200 Lees Avenue 

Phone: [Redacted] 

Email: [Redacted] 

 

Thesis Supervisor: 

Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan 

Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Ottawa 

25 University Pvt. 

Phone: [Redacted] 

Email: [Redacted] 

 

Invitation to Participate: 

You are invited to participate in this research study led by Christina Pickering as part of 

her PhD Thesis under the supervision of Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan.  

 

Purpose of the Study:  

The purpose of the study is to learn about your opinions on, and experiences with, 

volunteering before, during, or after disasters in the Ottawa-Gatineau region. We would 

like to learn about your experience volunteering in any of the four major disasters that 

recently hit the Ottawa-Gatineau area: 1) floods in 2017; 2) tornados in 2018; 3) flooding 

in 2019; and/or 4) the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. If you were an essential worker 

during the COVID-19 pandemic we would also like to learn about your experience 

contributing to the community through your work.  

Participation:  

Your participation will involve one 45-60-minute interview with Christina Pickering via 

the Zoom teleconferencing platform. During the one-on-one interview, you will be asked 

about your experience volunteering before, during, or after a disaster, or working as an 

essential worker during COVID-19. The interviews will be scheduled at a time that 

works for you and will be audio-recorded.  
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Use of Pictures and Videos: 

You will be asked if you took any pictures or videos during your time 

volunteering/working and whether you would be open to showing them to Christina 

during the interview. If you choose to share some images, please select a few prior to the 

interview and place them in a separate album on your phone. These pictures and videos 

will NOT be collected by Christina for data. Rather, your pictures will stay with you and 

will simply be used to spark conversation about your experience and give Christina some 

context into your experience. Note that you do not have to share any pictures or videos to 

participate in the interviews.   

Risks:  

During the interview, you will be asked to share information about why you 

volunteered/worked before, during, or after a disaster, what you liked and disliked about 

your experience, and your opinions on adult support during your volunteering. Given the 

nature of your volunteer/work experience, it is possible you may be facing anxiety related 

to the disaster. If you feel overwhelmed or anxious there are resources available to you in 

the community:  

 

Ottawa Public Health: 

• PDF with multiple resources: https://www.ottawapublichealth.ca/en/public-

health-topics/resources/Documents/mental_health_resource_guide_en.pdf 

• Mental Health Crisis Line Website: www.crisisline.ca  

• Mental Health Crisis Line: (613) 722-6914 

Youth Services Bureau: 

• Website: www.ysb-bsj.ca 

• Email: headoffice@ysb.on.ca  

• 24/7 Crisis Line: 613-260-2360 

Every effort will be made to reduce these risks by minimizing discussion of the actual 

disaster events. Should you become upset, you may choose to end the interview. You 

may also refuse to answer any questions you do not wish to answer, and you have the 

right to stop participating in the study at any time, with no negative consequences. 

Benefits:  

Your participation in this study will give you the opportunity to be listened to and 

included on matters related to disasters that affect you. Your participation in this study 

will help to increase awareness about the opinions of youth on youth participation in 

disasters. It will also be an opportunity for you to share your experiences and opinions.  

Confidentiality and Anonymity:  

You have received assurance from Christina that the information you share will remain 

private. You understand that the contents will be used only for Christina Pickering’s PhD 

study on youth participation in disasters and that your privacy will be protected. The 

interviews will be audio-recorded, with access to the audio-recordings limited to 

https://www.ottawapublichealth.ca/en/public-health-topics/resources/Documents/mental_health_resource_guide_en.pdf
https://www.ottawapublichealth.ca/en/public-health-topics/resources/Documents/mental_health_resource_guide_en.pdf
http://www.crisisline.ca/
http://www.ysb-bsj.ca/
mailto:headoffice@ysb.on.ca
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Christina Pickering and Tracey O’Sullivan. After the interview, Christina will type up the 

recordings. In the typed-up version of the interviews, your name and any other 

information (for example, where you work, or your job title) that can serve to identify 

you, will be removed to ensure nobody knows that you are the person being interviewed 

in that text. Privacy will also be maintained by storing audio recordings, parental consent 

emails, and typed-up interview documents separately, and limiting access to this 

information to Christina Pickering and Tracey O’Sullivan alone. This information will be 

stored on password protected computers. Access to your personal information will be 

limited to Christina Pickering and Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan. Any researchers assisting us 

with the data will sign a privacy and confidentiality form. Your name and any identifying 

information will not be revealed in publications about this study. Pictures and videos that 

you show Christina during interviews will not be collected or saved anywhere – the 

images stay with you. 

 

Anonymity cannot be achieved during the interview, as Christina will know identifying 

details such as your name, face, and contact information. However, your identity will be 

protected in publications as your name will never appear in reports, publications, or 

presentations.  

Conservation of data:  

The data collected (audio recordings, typed-up recording documents, researcher notes, 

and parental consent emails) will be stored in a secure manner for 15 years in the 

EnRiCH Research lab at the University of Ottawa and on a secure back-up drive with 

Christina Pickering after completion of the study. Data will be stored on password 

protected computers. Access to the data will be limited to Christina Pickering and Dr. 

Tracey O’Sullivan. 

Voluntary Participation:  

You do not have to participate and if you do choose to participate, you can leave the 

study at any time and/or refuse to answer any questions, without suffering any negative 

consequences. If you choose to stop the interview, your recordings will be deleted and 

will not be used for the study.  

 

Acceptance:  

Before the interview begins, you and your parents will be given the opportunity to ask 

Christina Pickering questions. At the start of the Zoom interview, you will also be 

provided the opportunity to tell Christina Pickering out loud whether you agree to 

participate in the interview for the study discussed above. Your parents should also be 

present at the beginning of the interview to confirm whether they agree to your 

participation in the interview. Both statements will be audio-recorded by the interviewer 

and filed. Parents will then be asked to leave for the remainder of the interview.   

Should your parents be unavailable at the time of the scheduled Zoom interview, please 

have your parents email Christina Pickering indicating their approval of your 

participation in the above study.  
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If you, or your parents/legal guardians, have any questions about the study, contact 

Christina Pickering, or her supervisor, Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan.  

 

If you, or your parents/legal guardians, have any questions regarding the ethical conduct 

of this study, contact the Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research, University of Ottawa, 

Tabaret Hall, 550 Cumberland Street, Room 154, Ottawa, ON K1N 6N5.  

Tel.: (613) 562-5387 

Email: ethics@uottawa.ca 

 

Thank you for your interest and contribution to this project! 
 

 

 

 

  

mailto:ethics@uottawa.ca
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Participant Consent Form 
 

 

 

Université d’Ottawa 

Faculté des sciences de 

la santé 

 

École interdisciplinaire 

des sciences de la santé 

 

 

University of Ottawa 

Faculty of Health 

Sciences 

 

Interdisciplinary 

School of Health 

Sciences 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
25 University Pvt 
Ottawa ON K1N 6N5 
Canada 
www.uOttawa.ca 

Title of the study:  

A Study on Youth Perceptions of Youth Participation in Disasters 

 

Principal Investigator:  

Christina Pickering  

Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Ottawa 

200 Lees Avenue 

Phone: [Redacted] 

Email: [Redacted] 

 

Thesis Supervisor: 

Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan 

Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Ottawa 

25 University Pvt. 

Phone: [Redacted] 

Email: [Redacted] 

 

Invitation to Participate: 

You are invited to participate in the abovementioned research study conducted by 

Christina Pickering as part of her PhD Thesis under the supervision of Dr. Tracey 

O’Sullivan.  

 

Purpose of the Study:  

The purpose of the study is to learn about your opinions on, and experiences with, 

volunteering before, during, or after disasters in the Ottawa-Gatineau region. We would 

like to learn about your experience volunteering in any of the four major disasters that 

recently hit the Ottawa-Gatineau area: 1) floods in 2017; 2) tornados in 2018; 3) flooding 

in 2019; and/or 4) the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. If you were an essential worker 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, we would also like to learn about your experience 

contributing to the community through your work.  

 

Why? 

It is an opportunity for you to: 

4) Identify important assets and capabilities in your life that can support your 

engagement in disaster risk reduction strategies  

5) Have your voice heard on matters that affect you  

6) Improve opportunities for youth to participate in disaster initiatives. 
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Participation:  

Your participation will consist of one 45-60-minute interview conducted by Christina 

Pickering via the Zoom teleconferencing platform. During the one-on-one interview, you 

will be asked about your experience volunteering before, during, or after a disaster, or 

working as an essential worker during COVID-19. The interviews will be scheduled at a 

time convenient to you and will be audio-recorded. 

Use of Pictures and Videos: 

You will be asked if you took any pictures or videos during your time volunteering and 

whether you would be open to showing them to Christina during the interview. If you 

choose to share some images, please select a few prior to the interview and place them in 

a separate album on your phone. These pictures and videos will NOT be collected by the 

researcher for data. Rather, your pictures will stay with you and will be used as a 

communication tool to spark discussion about your experience and give the researcher 

some context into your experience. Note that you do not have to share any pictures or 

videos to participate in the interviews.   

Risks:  

Your participation in this study will entail that you share information about what 

motivated you to volunteer before, during, or after a disaster, what you liked and disliked 

about your experience, and your opinions on adult support throughout the process. Given 

the nature of your volunteer/work experience, it is possible you may be facing anxiety 

related to the disaster. If you feel overwhelmed or anxious there are resources available to 

you in the community:  

 

Canadian Mental Health Association – BounceBack Service: 

• Website: https://www.ementalhealth.ca/index.php?m=record&ID=9863 

• Email: bb-referral@cmha-yr.on.ca  

 

Ottawa Public Health: 

• PDF with multiple resources: https://www.ottawapublichealth.ca/en/public-

health-topics/resources/Documents/mental_health_resource_guide_en.pdf 

• Mental Health Crisis Line: (613) 722-6914 

• Mental Health Crisis Line Website: www.crisisline.ca  

You have received assurance from the researcher that every effort will be made to 

minimize these risks by minimizing discussion of the actual disaster events. Should you 

become upset, you may end the interview. You may also refuse to answer any questions 

you do not wish to answer, and have the right to withdraw from the study at any time.  

 

https://www.ementalhealth.ca/index.php?m=record&ID=9863
https://www.ottawapublichealth.ca/en/public-health-topics/resources/Documents/mental_health_resource_guide_en.pdf
https://www.ottawapublichealth.ca/en/public-health-topics/resources/Documents/mental_health_resource_guide_en.pdf
http://www.crisisline.ca/
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Benefits:  

Your participation in this study will provide you the opportunity to be heard and included 

on matters related to disasters that affect you. Your participation in this study will 

contribute to increasing awareness about the opinions of youth on youth participation in 

disasters. It will also be an opportunity for you to share your lived experiences and views.  

Confidentiality and Anonymity:  

You have received assurance from the researcher that the information you will share will 

remain strictly confidential. You understand that the contents will be used only for 

Christina Pickering’s PhD study on youth participation in disasters and that your 

confidentiality will be protected. The interviews will be audio-recorded to ensure the 

transcripts are accurate representations of the conversation. In the transcripts, all 

identifying information (e.g. names, identifying organizations or job titles) will be 

removed. Confidentiality will be maintained by storing audio recordings, and transcripts 

separately, removing identifying information from transcripts, and controlling access to 

the data. Data will be stored on password protected computers. Access to the data will be 

limited to Christina Pickering and Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan. Any researchers assisting us 

with the data (audio-recordings and transcripts) will sign a privacy and confidentiality 

form. Your name and any identifying information will not be revealed in publications. 

Pictures and videos will not be collected as data. 

 

Anonymity cannot be attained with interviews, as researchers will know identifying 

details such as your name, and contact information. However, anonymity will be 

protected in publications as no identifying information will be used in reports, 

publications, or presentations.  

Conservation of data:  

The data collected (audio recordings, transcripts, and researcher notes) will be stored in a 

secure manner for 15 years in the EnRiCH Research Lab and on a secure back-up drive 

with Christina Pickering after completion of the study. Data will be stored on password 

protected computers. Access to the data will be limited to Christina Pickering and Dr. 

Tracey O’Sullivan. 

Voluntary Participation:  

You are under no obligation to participate and if you choose to participate, you can 

withdraw from the study at any time and/or refuse to answer any questions, without 

suffering any negative consequences. If you choose to withdraw, all data gathered until 

the time of withdrawal will be withdrawn from the study.  

 

Acceptance:  

Before the interview begins, you will be given the opportunity to ask questions. At the 

start of the Zoom interview, you will be provided the opportunity to provide verbal 

consent to participate in the above PhD research study conducted by Christina Pickering 

of the Faculty of Health Sciences at the University of Ottawa, whose research is under 
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the supervision of Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan. This will be audio-recorded by the interviewer 

and filed. 

 

If you have any questions about the study, contact Christina Pickering, or her supervisor, 

Dr. Tracey O’Sullivan.  

 

If you have any questions regarding the ethical conduct of this study, contact the Protocol 

Officer for Ethics in Research, University of Ottawa, Tabaret Hall, 550 Cumberland 

Street, Room 154, Ottawa, ON K1N 6N5.  

Tel.: (613) 562-5387 

Email: ethics@uottawa.ca 

 

Thank you for your interest and contribution to this project! 

 

 

 

  

mailto:ethics@uottawa.ca
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Appendix E: Interview Guides for Case Study Interviews 

 Appendix E contains the two interview guides for the semi-structured interviews from the 

case study project. The first interview guide was used for COVID-19 essential workers; the 

second interview guide was used for disaster volunteers.  
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Semi-structured interview guide – COVID-19 Essential Workers 

[Turn on recorder] 

Preamble after verbal consent is obtained and audio-recorded:  

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. The interview will take approximately 

45-60-minutes. Before we begin I would like to remind you that the interview is being audio 

recorded. Is it still alright with you if I keep recording the interview? If at any time, you would 

like to turn the recorder off, let me know and I will do so. I also want to remind you that you 

have the right to stop this interview at any time.  

The purpose of this interview is to learn about your experience working during COVID-

19 as an essential worker and to understand your views on youth participation in disasters. This 

interview will be used as part of my thesis. Any questions before we begin?   

1) Please tell me about your work experience.  

a. Probe: Where did you work? Did you work there before the pandemic? Do you 

still work there now? 

b. Probe: How were you personally affected by COVID-19? 

c. Probe: What was your role where you worked?  

d. Probe: How often did you work during the crisis? 

e. Probe: How did your work experience evolve throughout the pandemic? (e.g., 

installation of Plexiglass barriers, PPE, your roles, customer/patient interactions, 

etc.) 

Thank you for your discussion about your work experience during COVID-19. I’d like to 

continue this line of discussion by bringing in your photos/videos from your experience working 

during COVID-19. 
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2) What does this picture show? [Note: Repeat this line of questioning for each photo/video 

they wish to discuss. If no photos/videos provided skip to question 3] 

a. Probe: Ask for elaborations on details they bring up in the photograph 

b. Probe: Why did you take this picture? 

c. Probe: What does this photo mean to you?  

d. Probe: How does this photo make you feel? 

e. Probe: What is not shown in this photo?  

f. Probe: Can you please comment on the pictures/videos as a whole?  

3) Thank you for sharing your pictures/videos with me. I’d like to continue with this 

discussion by asking about motivation. What motivated you to work during the crisis?  

4) How has the pandemic changed your perspective about your job? 

5) How does it feel to be considered an essential worker?  

6) What was your favourite part about working during COVID-19? 

7) What was your least favourite part about working during COVID-19 ? 

a. Probe: Any feedback for leadership? (e.g., government, work place, community) 

Anything you would have changed? Remind them that this will not be shared with 

their work places. 

8) What were your interactions like with the adults you worked with during COVID-19?  

9) Have you had any other experience participating during disasters either through work or 

volunteering? 

a. Give examples as prompts if they need it. 
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For the second half of this interview, I’d like to talk about your views on youth participation in 

disasters.  

10) What role do you think youth should play in disasters? 

11) What strengths do youth bring to reducing risks of disasters?  

12) If there were no restrictions on your ability to contribute, how would you like to be 

included in disaster activities and decision-making? 

a. Probe. How much control should youth have over disaster prevention in their 

communities? Explain disaster prevention to participant. 

b. Probe: How much control should youth have over disaster preparedness in their 

communities? Explain disaster preparedness to participant.  

13) What kind of supports do you need to participate in disaster decision-making and 

activities? 

a. Probe: How were you supported during your work experience?  

14) Do you feel your voice has influence when it comes to disasters? Explain.  

a. If not, what can be done to change this?  

15) In your opinion, what are the barriers to you participating in disaster activities? 

a. Probe: How can we change this?  

16) How do you think adults view youths’ abilities to contribute to disasters? 

17) If you were asked to design a youth participation program for reducing disaster risks, 

what would it look like? 

18) I would like to conclude by asking you some quick demographic information.  

a. What is your age?  

b. What is your gender?  
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c. What is your ethnic background? 

d. For middle and high school students: What grade are you in?  

e. For college and university students: What year of college/university are you in? 

f. Were you born in Canada?  

i. Probe: If not, how long has your family lived in Canada?  

ii. Probe: If not, where did you move to Canada from? 

g. Are you from a two parent household?  

h. Do you live with your parents?  

i. If so, do your parents work outside of the house right now (during the 

COVID-19 pandemic)?  

i. Do you rent or own your home?  

Closing statement: 

Those were all my questions. I want to thank you again for taking the time to talk with me. Your 

responses are going to be very helpful to improving opportunities for youth to participate in 

disasters through work and volunteerism. Before I go:  

19) Are there any other topics or questions that I did not cover that you think are important to 

get into?  

[Thank participant again for their time. Ask them if I can contact them if I have any additional 

questions or if I need to clarify an answer.] 

[Turn off recorder] 
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Semi-structured interview guide - Volunteers 

[Turn on recorder] 

Preamble after verbal consent is obtained and audio-recorded:  

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. The interview will take approximately 

45-60-minutes. Before we begin I would like to remind you that the interview is being audio 

recorded. Is it still alright with you if I keep recording the interview? If at any time, you would 

like to turn the recorder off, let me know and I will do so. I also want to remind you that you 

have the right to stop this interview at any time.  

The purpose of this interview is to learn about your experience volunteering after Ottawa-

Gatineau’s major disasters and your views on youth participation in disasters. This interview will 

be used as part of my thesis. Any questions before we begin?   

20) Please tell me about your volunteer experience.  

a. Probe: For which disaster(s) did you volunteer your time?  

b. Probe: Were you personally affected by the disaster(s)? 

c. Probe: Where did you volunteer? 

d. Probe: What was your volunteer role? 

e. Probe: How long did you volunteer for? 

f. Probe: Who did you volunteer with?  

Thank you for your discussion about your volunteer experience. I’d like to continue this 

line of discussion by bringing in your photos/videos from your experience volunteering. 

21) What does this picture show? [Note: Repeat this line of questioning for each photo/video 

they wish to discuss. If no photos/videos provided skip to question 3] 

a. Probe: Ask for elaborations on details they bring up in the photograph 
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b. Probe: Why did you take this picture? 

c. Probe: What does this photo mean to you?  

d. Probe: How does this photo make you feel? 

e. Probe: What is not shown in this photo?  

f. Probe: Can you please comment on the pictures/videos as a whole?  

22) Thank you for sharing your pictures/videos with me. I’d like to continue with this 

discussion by asking about your motivation to participate. Why did you decide to 

volunteer?  

a. Probe: Would you volunteer in the next disaster?  

23) What was your favourite part about volunteering after the [fill in disaster here]? 

24) What was your least favourite part about volunteering after the [fill in disaster here]? 

a. Probe: Any feedback for organizers? Anything you would have changed? 

25) What were your interactions like with the adults involved during your volunteer 

experience?  

26) Have you had any other experience participating in reducing disaster risks? 

a. Give examples as prompts if they need it. 

 

For the second half of this interview, I’d like to talk about your views on youth participation in 

disasters.  

27) What role do you think youth should play in disasters?  

28) What strengths do youth bring to reducing risks of disasters?  

29) If there were no restrictions on your ability to contribute, how would you like to be 

included in disaster activities and decision-making? 
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a. Probe. How much control should youth have over disaster prevention in their 

communities? Explain disaster prevention to participant. 

b. Probe: How much control should youth have over disaster preparedness in their 

communities? Explain disaster preparedness to participant.  

30) What kind of supports do you need to participate in disaster decision-making and 

activities? 

a. Probe: How were you supported during your volunteer experience?  

31) Do you feel your voice has influence when it comes to disasters? Explain.  

a. If not, what can be done to change this?  

32) In your opinion, what are the barriers to you participating in disaster activities? 

a. Probe: How can we change this?  

33) How do you think adults view youths’ abilities to contribute to disasters? 

34) If you were asked to design a youth participation program for DRR, what would it look 

like? 

35) I would like to conclude by asking you some quick demographic information.  

a. What is your age?  

b. What is your gender?  

c. What is your ethnic background? 

d. For middle and high school students: What grade are you in?  

e. For college and university students: What year of college/university are you in? 

f. Were you born in Canada?  

i. Probe: If not, how long has your family lived in Canada?  

ii. Probe: If not, where did you move to Canada from? 
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g. Are you from a two parent household?  

h. Do you live with your parents?  

i. If so, do your parents work outside of the house right now (during the 

COVID-19 pandemic)?  

i. Do you rent or own your home? 

j. Are you currently employed? Is so, is it part time?  

Closing statement: 

Those were all my questions. I want to thank you again for taking the time to talk with me. Your 

responses are going to be very helpful to improving opportunities for youth to participate in 

disasters. Before I go:  

36) Are there any other topics or questions that I did not cover that you think are important to 

get into?  

[Thank participant again for their time. Ask them if I can contact them if I have any additional 

questions or if I need to clarify an answer.] 

[Turn off recorder]
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Appendix F: Table 6 - Summary of Action Recommendations  

Disaster research is highly practical in nature (Peek et al., 2018) and there is a need for 

more research on how to operationalize youth participation in policy and practice (Bessaha et al., 

2022; Peek et al., 2018, 2020). As such, action recommendations can support policymakers and 

practitioners in implementing youth participation in practice. Each of the three empirical articles 

from this dissertation provide action recommendations from the perspectives of youth who have 

experience contributing to DRR. Table 7 summarizes the action recommendations presented 

across the three studies. 
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Table 7 

Summary of Overarching Recommendations for Practitioners and Policymakers 

 

Central Purpose of the Recommendations 

 

Promote youth learning and leadership on 

complex public health issues in DRR, climate 

change, and COVID-19. 

Foster inclusive institutional cultures and 

intergenerational collaboration. 

 

Summary of Action Recommendations 

 

 

Article 2 

 

Article 3 

 

Article 4 

 

Youth as Key Stakeholders 

and the Importance of 

Youth-Adult Partnerships 

Youth are untapped resources 

with power to create change. 

Youth-adult partnerships 

support collaboration and 

leverage youth assets. 

Use a Population Health 

Lens 

Apply a population health 

lens to COVID-19 recovery 

to ensure those 

disproportionately affected by 

disasters are prioritized and 

included in discussions. 

Communicate 

Opportunities to Participate 

in DRR using More 

Accessible Channels 

Advertise opportunities for 

youth engagement more 

widely and accessibly to 

maximize reach. 

Social Media as a Tool for 

Offline Social Change 

Youth have social media 

skills that are assets which 

can create social change both 

on- and offline. Social media 

can only be an effective form 

of activism if there is a 

cultural shift from empty 

performative support to 

meaningful activism 

informed support. 

Improve School Curricula 

Improve school curricula by 

including educational 

materials and open 

discussions about DRR, 

systemic racism in Canada, 

and mental health literacy in 

schools. 

Provide Mentorship and 

Training for 

Intergenerational 

Collaboration 

Intergenerational 

collaboration cannot occur 

without investing resources 

into supports like youth 

mentorship and training to 

build their knowledge and 

skillsets for meaningful 

collaboration. 

Disaster Preparedness 

Education to Support 

Community Resilience 

Create better curricula and 

extracurricular opportunities 

for youth to learn about DRR. 

Youth can fulfill dual roles as 

Research Youth 

Experiences of COVID-19 

More research is needed on 

youth experiences and 

insights on the COVID-19 

pandemic and DRR. 

Advocate for Diverse Voices 

in Adult-Centric Spaces 

Make conscious room for 

youth voices within and 

outside DRR institutional 

spaces by amplifying diverse 

youth voices. 
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learners and educators to 

improve community 

resilience, provided 

institutional spaces welcome 

and support youth-led 

knowledge translation. 

Accessible Communication 

and Creative Knowledge 

Translation 

Accessible communication 

and resources are important 

in disasters. Art can be an 

accessible tool for creative 

knowledge translation. 

Include Youth as 

Stakeholders 

Include youth as stakeholders 

in DRR and pandemic 

recovery by creating 

opportunities for engagement 

and collaboration. 

 

Overt Recognition of Youth 

Contributions for 

Sustainable Engagement 

Identify how youth 

contributions influence DRR 

efforts and show appreciation 

for their efforts to boost 

morale and motivation. 

 
Improve Mental Health 

Services 

Governmental action is 

needed to create accessible 

mental health services, and 

raise awareness about mental 

health literacy and accessing 

resources. 

 

Apply an All-of-Society 

Approach 

Apply an all-of-society 

approach to DRR and 

pandemic recovery by 

valuing different types of 

expertise, such as lived 

experiences, and include 

diverse groups in decision-

making.  
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