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A B S T R A C T   

While offering critical protections, refugee resettlement can present a challenge for disaster communications as 
the people being settled may have limited linguistic competencies of the host language, social capital networks, 
and awareness of local hazards. Presenting three case studies of resettled refugees living in different geographic 
locations across New Zealand, we outline six principles of disaster communications to improve engagement with 
culturally and linguistically diverse groups. Across the three studies, we implemented a research design of 
working with refugee-background research assistants to conduct interviews and focus groups with 175 people 
from refugee backgrounds (51 interviews and 21 focus groups) about their perspectives of and potential re-
sponses to natural hazards and disaster events. As the three sites are characterised by differential exposure to 
disaster risk, we discuss the implications for disaster communications and examine how culture, linguistic 
competencies, gender, age, geography and other social locations have relevance for disaster communication 
approaches.   

1. Introduction 

Communicating disaster risks to communities characterised by rich 
cultural and linguistic diversity represents a key challenge for disaster 
risk reduction (DRR) practice that is rarely well-resourced and often 
inadequately studied. It is through knowing the strengths and vulnera-
bilities of a given community, tailoring messages to them, and building 
trust over time that the disaster resilience of individuals, families, and 
communities is fostered [1]. These considerations are particularly rele-
vant for resettled refugee populations as their migration histories, 
meaning systems, and personal experiences provide important way-
points to ensure that disaster communications are timely, trusted, and 
embraced. 

Globally, over 80 million people are forcibly displaced by conflict 
and persecution [2]. For many, the prospects of a safe and secure return 
to their homes and communities remain untenable or highly precarious. 
In 2019, 26 countries resettled refugees through programmes that offer 
lasting protections to those forcibly displaced and persecuted because of 

who they are or what they believe (resettlement in 2020 was largely 
halted due to the covid-19 pandemic). While resettlement provides an 
opportunity for refugees to live their lives with relative safety and se-
curity, it also presents additional considerations to ensure that DRR 
communications and strategies are inclusive and responsive to culturally 
and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities. Presenting three case 
studies of refugees resettled in New Zealand with differential exposure 
to disaster risk, we outline six principles of engagement that can 
improve the reach, relevance, receptiveness, and relationships that 
support effective disaster messaging. 

1.1. Disaster communications and refugee resettlement 

The term refugee has polysemic usage in the media and political 
discourse describing people displaced by conflict, climate, and conta-
gion. These wide-ranging defintions often try to capture a basic sense of 
people being forcibly displaced from their homes and a sense of being 
unable to return. We can see this with the covid-19 pandemic, recent 
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floods, powerful typhoons, earthquakes, and the many conflicts (mainly 
internal) that continue around the world. While not intending to 
diminish the broad array of these experiences and associated losses, the 
term refugee has a specific legal definition that arises from the 1951 
United Nations Convention: 

A person who is outside his or her country of nationality or habitual 
residence; has a well-founded fear of persecution because of his or 
her race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion; and is unable to avail himself or herself of 
the protection of that country, or to return there, for fear of perse-
cution [2]. 

This definition provides an important distinction for people who are 
displaced by conflict and persecution. These people are often unable to 
return home and may remain in precarious livelihoods in neighbouring 
countries of exile. The refugee convention is critical as the 149 countries 
signatory to the 1951 Convention and/or its 1967 protocol have inter-
national obligations to provide protection (see Ref. [2]. Because the 
prospects of returning home are often unlikely, one “durable solution” 
for refugees is the resettlement to a third country that provides 
long-term protection in countries such as Canada, Australia, United 
States, Sweden, and New Zealand. While offering critical protections, 
resettlement can present a challenge for disaster communications as the 
people being settled may have limited knowledge of the hazards of the 
new country, linguistic competencies of the host language, and social 
capital networks [1,3,4]. 

Any given approach to DRR communications must ensure the quality 
and accuracy of the information alongside its effectiveness to align with 
community interests and needs [5–7]. For this multicultural and often 
multilingual communication to have a more significant impact, it re-
quires a relationship and trusted partnership between DRR organisa-
tions and community groups well before a disaster occurs [1,8,9]. In 
addition, this focus includes what languages communications are pro-
vided and, in some cases, by whom [10,11]. These challenges signal that 
it is important to understand the unique qualities of any refugee back-
ground community, including time settled; community size; geographic 
location; and various other social locations. Incorporating these ele-
ments can help ensure that a communication strategy is inclusive, 
trusted, and more effective across a given community group [9,12]. 

Numerous scholars acknowledge the disproportional impacts that 
disasters can have on marginalised groups and exacerbate existing forms 
of inequality and oppression [13–16]. Alongside an awareness of risk 
and vulnerability as it relates to physical geography and structural fac-
tors (poverty, unemployment, discriminatory social policies, racism), an 
appreciation of DRR also necessitates a wider recognition of diversity. 
This includes considerations of gender, age, education, competencies to 
read and speak the dominant language and time settled in a new country 
[17,18]. 

In addition to this intersectional analysis, numerous studies have 
shown that social capital resources are a critical component of DRR [6, 
19–24]. In particular, Putnam’s [25] three typologies of social capital 
are commonly referenced to consider the strength of horizontal and 
vertical networks, summarised as follows:  

(1) Horizontal, strong ties defined by common forms of identification 
that help people to get by (bonding); 

(2) Horizontal, weak ties that can help connect people to new op-
portunities and resources (bridging); and  

(3) Vertical relationships with structures such as organisations and 
institutions (linking) 

These forms of social capital provide a basis to consider how the 
everyday lives and relationships of resettled refugees sit alongside how 
they might prepare and respond to a potential disaster. For instance, 
studies with resettled refugees have shown the importance of bonding 

capital to survive and recover from disaster impacts [6,17,26]. In 
Shepherd & van Vuuren’s [26] study of the Brisbane floods, they note 
how refugee background community groups communicated to provide 
updated information and check on one another that created a sense of 
safety and well-being. While bonding capital was often present in the 
studies mentioned above, it is also a common finding that bridging and 
linking capital were more limited and, at times, non-existent. Osman 
et al. [27] found similar results when surveying refugee background 
communities responding to the Canterbury earthquakes in New Zealand. 
These authors found that communities had limited, and at times 
non-existent, relationships with the wider society and support organi-
sations. Likewise, Ogie et al. [12] argued in their review of disaster 
communications with culturally and linguistically diverse groups that 
they often had limited knowledge and trust of agencies tasked with 
disaster management making some communities wary of the associated 
messages. They suggest that working collaboratively with 
community-endorsed leaders to build linking capital was key to making 
disaster messaging effective. 

Alongside the consideration of trust and social capital resources, the 
rapid proliferation of information communication technologies (ICTs), 
particularly smartphones, has created a relatively new and uneven 
landscape of access for refugees [28]. The smartphone’s increasing 
availability, affordability, and usability herald how social media has 
become an increasingly common and everyday application for many 
resettled refugees and their transnational networks [29,30]. These tools 
can connect people across distance and with organisations through ap-
plications such as Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, and many others. 
However, Alam and Imran [31] highlight that digital inequality creates 
significant exclusion that negatively impacts everyday lives and liveli-
hoods. The barriers to access are often due, and are not limited to, 
financial costs of using ICTs, language, and literacy competencies to use 
them and the technical skills to use the associated communication 
platforms [28,32]. 

In relation, the 4Rs of disaster communication [33] provide an 
inter-related framework to consider what supports effective messaging 
with CALD communities and what constitutes meaningful and sustain-
able engagement:  

• Reach—the degree to which any communication strategy will get to 
the person/group of interest;  

• Relevance—the degree to which any communication is seen as being 
relevant to the target audience;  

• Receptiveness—the degree to which engagement is done in ways that 
a community sees as culturally resonant;  

• Relationships—how two or more people or things are connected, or 
the state of being connected 

Thus, any communication strategy must understand how much reach 
it has into a given community, including its presented medium. Even if 
communication has reach, if the community does not view the message 
as relevant, they are less likely to take disaster preparedness seriously. If 
a communication is relevant but not delivered in ways deemed appro-
priate as defined through culture, religion, gender, and specific meaning 
systems, it may have limited uptake because the community is not 
receptive to it. And finally, these three Rs are underpinned by the idea of 
relationships that create networks of trust. As the authors note, the four 
Rs interact with one another but are not subsumable and provide a way 
to consider how the characterises of a community, the diversity within 
it, and the wider hazard risk context come together. We use this 
framework to examine three New Zealand case studies characterised by 
differential hazard risk that have the largest populations of refugee 
background communities living there. 

1.2. New Zealand context 

While the studies above provide significant insight into the 
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implications of communicating disaster risk with CALD groups, there are 
few comparative studies that present similar communities who live in 
low risk, high risk and current disaster settings. In particular, we focus 
on the hazardscapes of the three different sites in New Zealand where 
refugees have been resettled. Khan [34] notes that hazardscapes are 
defined by the occurrence of hazards alongside a community’s potential 
responses to these. The three hazardscapes of this paper are as follows:  

• Auckland—lower relative risk of a disaster (real and perceived)  
• Wellington—higher risk of a disaster (real and perceived)  
• Christchurch—current disaster context during study 

The New Zealand Disaster Resilience Strategy [18]; p. 22), outlines 
that “it is imperative that the vulnerability—and resilience—of CALD 
[culturally and linguistically diverse] communities are specifically 
considered.” This recognition is significant as New Zealand has had a 
rich history of settling refugees since World War II and began a formal 
resettlement programme with annual target numbers in 1987. This 
annual intake is now 1500 people. Over this time, nearly 40,000 of 
refugees have made New Zealand home and represent a wide array of 
cultural and linguistic backgrounds. This diversity heralds the impor-
tance of maintaining an intersectional awareness responsive to gender, 
culture, migration histories, age, education, and many other identity 
markers. 

Most newly resettled refugees in New Zealand participate in a five- 
week orientation programme upon arrival and then go to one of 13 
different settlement sites. Of these, Auckland, Wellington, and Christ-
church are the three cities that historically have resettled the largest 
numbers and represent the three case studies of this paper. We provide a 
brief overview of each of the three case studies.  

• Christchurch 

The Canterbury earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 caused extensive 
damage to the city of Christchurch, resulted in 185 fatalities, and made 
thousands of homes inhabitable. Other disaster risks include flooding, 
tsunami, storms, and fires (see Ref. [35]). The recovery process has been 
difficult as thousands of additional aftershocks have accompanied it. 
Christchurch has historically been a main refugee resettlement location 
with four major communities representing the most common ethnona-
tional groups of Afghan, Somali, Bhutanese, and Ethiopian groups.  

• Wellington 

The capital city of Wellington and the surrounding region regularly 
experiences small and medium-sized earthquakes. A major earthquake 
in the area could result in many deaths, injuries, and considerable 
disruption to infrastructure. Large (magnitude 7+) events are thought to 
occur once every 500 years, and very large (magnitude 8+) events every 
1000 or more years. Other high-risk hazards include floods, tsunami 
(local and distant), landslides, and high-impact weather events (see 
Wellington Regional Emergency Management Office [36]). Wellington 
has the second-highest number of resettled refugees behind Auckland, 
with high ethnic and linguistic diversity represented.  

• Auckland 

The main hazards across the Auckland region relate to flooding and 
storms. The region is also exposed to lower risk but high-impact events 
including volcanoes, tsunamis, and earthquakes [37]. Generally 
speaking, Auckland has lower risk exposure to hazards relative to 
Wellington and Christchurch. Auckland has historically hosted the most 
resettled refugees in New Zealand, represented with high ethnic and 
linguistic diversity. 

1.2.1. Study design 
This paper draws upon three case studies using the same study design 

of employing refugee-background research assistants to ascertain com-
munity perspectives and responses to disasters. The semi-structured 
interviews focused on four thematic areas:  

1. Understanding of disasters—what hazards possibly exist and how 
would resettled refugees and their community respond?  

2. Use of Information and Communications Technology (ICTs)—what role 
do ICTs play for improving awareness and preparedness 

3. Relationships with the community and wider society—what social net-
works and resources exist that could inform possible disaster 
responses? 

4. Capacities and potential vulnerabilities—what are the particular ca-
pacities and potential vulnerabilities of refugee-background groups? 

This interview framework was utilised across the three case studies 
to allow for horizontal and vertical analyses within each case and across 
the Christchurch, Wellington, and Auckland data sets to capture the 
participant perceptions of hazards and disaster events [38]. To ensure 
that this research project was responsive to research ethics in practice, 
the lead author trained the research assistants in negotiating multiple 
roles in the community. In particular, this training focused on negoti-
ating positions as “insiders” to ensure that participants could make free 
and informed consent in the three studies (see Ref [17] that outlines 
these processes). The recruitment process was done via a third-party 
approach, predominantly through community leaders from refugee 
backgrounds, organisations that are tasked with supporting settlement, 
and presenting the study at community events. By offering opportunities 
to participate in interviews or focus groups, this approach helped 
address coercion and power dynamic concerns within specific 
communities. 

A summary of the participants across the three case studies are as 
follows: 
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• Christchurch—following the major Canterbury earthquakes over 
2010–2011, we conducted 27 interviews and 10 focus groups. Most 
participants came from four primary countries of origin (Afghan, 
Bhutanese, Ethiopian and Somali) with nearly equal representation 
of men and women. The study was conducted over three phases from 
January 2012 to November 2013.  

• Wellington—as a city with high disaster risk (real and perceived) (see 
Ref. [39], we used a similar study design but focussed on 
refugee-background participants’ understandings of and potential 
responses to natural hazards. It involved conducting five focus 
groups (Arakanese, South Sudanese, Somali, Rwandese, and 
Colombian) totalling 55 participants and five semi-structured in-
terviews with community leaders, again with near equal represen-
tations of men and women. We conducted the study from April to 
July 2015.  

• Auckland—as a city with lower relative disaster risk (real and 
perceived), we conducted key informant interviews with 17 people 
(15 from refugee backgrounds and two professionals who work with 
asylum seekers; 8 females, 9 males) who have close connections to 
these communities using the same semi-structured interview 
framework and represented the following groups from the following 
countries: Somalia, Burundi, Cameroon, Palestine, Afghanistan, Sri 
Lanka, Fiji, and Myanmar. Within this group, three participants were 
asylum seekers who receive less settlement support than those who 
already come to New Zealand as refugees (see Ref. [40]. The study 
was conducted from September 2019 to January 2020. 

Most interviews and focus groups ranged in duration from 30 min to 
1 h (some focus groups lasted hours) and were conducted in a quiet place 
of the participant’s choosing—most often in someone’s home or at a 
community centre. All interviews were communicated in English, with 
the exception of eight interviews and five focus groups where the 
research assistant shared a spoken language. The analysis followed 
establishing initial and focused codes as outlined by Saldaña [41] to 
inductively establish how migration histories, meaning systems, social 
networks, and relationships with the broader society impacted disaster 
messaging. We then compared these codes with the deductive model of 
the 4R communication framework of reach, relevance, receptiveness, 
and relationships as previously described. Ongoing supervision during 
data collection and the analysis as an iterative process between the lead 
researcher and the research assistants helped address cross-cultural 
considerations and unintentional bias. All three projects received 
ethics approval from the associated university institution. 

2. Findings: risk perceptions and hazardscapes 

We present the three case studies together to relate to the concepts of 
reach, relevance, receptiveness, and relationships. Within each partici-
pant quote, we include the gender, country of origin and case study site. 
This is to highlight the heterogeneity of the sample and at the end of 
each section, we provide the most notable similarities and differences 
between the three case studies. After discussing these findings, we for-
ward six principles to provide further guidance that is responsive to 
diversity considerations across geography, social locations, migration 
histories, and the impact of structures on everyday lives. 

2.1. Reach: the importance of mobile communications and polymedia 

Critical to any disaster communication approach is that it has reach 
into the community of interest. Central to this focus is understanding 
what types of communication devices and the forms (mobile phone, 
radio, television, etc.) a population of interest uses. Madianou and Miller 
[42] defined this process of using a range of communication media as 
polymedia whereby the focus of communication preferences extends 
beyond cost and access to also incorporate its relational and intersec-
tional qualities. 

The majority of the participants in the Auckland study acknowledged 
mobile devices as central to communicating disaster risk and response. 

It is mobile phones most of our community members do have mobile 
phones which mean that is the way of connection. (Auckland, Sri 
Lanka, male) 

Text messaging was common, and the most frequently used social 
media platforms for communications included WhatsApp, Facebook, 
and Viber. 

The other types of social media Viber or WhatsApp I have seen a good 
number of the community use these two applications. Facebook is 
also one of the things. (Auckland, Somalia, male) 

I think Facebook is the first source of information. For me, I check 
reliable Facebook pages and shared the information to my friends via my 
Facebook page. I have my own knowledge sharing Facebook page with 
over 100 followers. People who have English language barrier can also 
get information because I translate them into Myanmar language to 
explain about the warnings (Auckland, Myanmar, female) 

Though there were these examples of high social media use, others 
acknowledged considerations of gender, age, and wider notions of 
access. 

I do know it just have a bit of effect on women so would say my sister 
rarely uses Facebook compared to myself. So that is a bit of a dif-
ference between gender because of our cultural barriers and cultural 
differences. (Auckland, Sri Lanka, male) 

The older generation we are talking about refugee backgrounds who 
have just been introduced to technology they don’t have a way to 
find money they don’t have jobs yet to actually afford a cell phone 
even if it is the button ones. They don’t have the income to actually 
afford one. (Auckland, Burundi, female) 

However, not all older people shared this concern. One participant 
notes how Viber creates a safe space for older women to communicate 
across a widely dispersed community in Auckland. 

Viber hands down yeah everyone uses Viber, even older ladies. I 
know people who came here like 50 plus years of age and who live 
alone and hardly speak a word of English, but they all use Viber. 
(Auckland, Afghanistan, female) 

The Wellington participants also acknowledged mobile devices as 
central to communicating disaster risk and response. However, available 
credit was an issue. Most use prepay on their phones and often do not 
have credit to make calls, which was a similar concern that Auckland 
and Christchurch participants emphasised. 

Relying on the phones and on these cell phones can be tricky because 
many people, they are all pre-pay because that’s just what you can 
afford, and you can’t go to plan because [it is] very expensive. You 
can’t afford. (Wellington, Rwanda, focus group) 

Not many people have data in their mobiles. So, if there is a disaster 
not many people would get information (Auckland, Burundi, male) 

Numerous Wellington participants also addressed the importance of 
social media, and how social media platforms such as Facebook were 
used to source information. 

I read about it [the most recent earthquake] on Facebook, the media 
‘cos the young generation nowadays is like all Facebook. The young 
generation, they do text, on Facebook, they do like this social media 
everything. (Wellington, Ethiopia, male) 

We’re used to the idea of getting the news through Facebook rather 
than opening the news and it will be a really easy thing to do, just to 
open Facebook and get the information. (Wellington, Syria, female) 

The Christchurch participants noted that text messaging was the 
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most important form of communication, and similar to Wellington, a 
lack of credit on phones could be a significant issue. Distinct from the 
Auckland and Wellington case studies, the Christchurch communities 
emphasised that having a radio station (Plains FM), which provided 
regular programmes in their first languages about the disaster, was 
critical (see Ref. [7]). Before the earthquakes began, this radio pro-
gramme already had set time slots to deliver communications to this 
given community and was familiar to community groups. In addition to 
radio, participants also emphasised the importance of providing mes-
sages in places of worship and being responsive to gender as many 
participants noted for cultural and religious reasons that women could 
easily miss critical information. Young people were also more likely to 
receive disaster communications through the internet, and it was found 
that they often became “bridgers” that linked the broader community to 
disaster communications (usually provided in English) highlighting both 
the role of bonding and linking capital (see Ref. [17]). As one young 
person from Christchurch noted: 

You sit at the table [with community], you could speak well with 
them, you could speak with [your elders] because if you’re speaking 
English with them they probably don’t understand, but you go there 
[to the mosque], you speak your own language and they really un-
derstand. You help them with any news and stuff. They get many 
feedback from you; you just tell them the news. You say hey like, the 
news said that will happen, this will happen and they can prepare for 
whatever happens. (Christchurch, Afghanistan, male) 

Though the articulation of gendered differences as it relates to 
outreach and responsibilities in a disaster were not as prevalent in the 
Auckland and Wellington case studies, these were evident in Christ-
church with ongoing aftershocks. As public transport was severely 
compromised, the male participants generally were more likely to have 
a drivers license. The female participants also noted greater challenges 
with the English language meaning that they were less likely to receive 
official disaster communications and rely on community messaging. 
This was also true for the older participants (see Ref. [17]). 

2.1.1. Similarities  

• Mobile phones are a key tool for communication. For those who pay 
for phone data and communication by prepay, a disaster event can 
leave them vulnerable if they do not have the financial resources to 
top it back up.  

• There was similarity across the three groups as to which groups were 
more likely to have higher vulnerabilities where considerations of 
access to communications included older community members, 
financial barriers, and language proficiency in English.  

• The use of social media was more familiar with younger people, and 
that it was common for at least one person in a household to regu-
larly use it. 

2.1.2. Differences  

• Communities in Christchurch acknowledged the radio as a standard 
communication, but not in Auckland or Wellington.  

• Communication preferences varied across and within the three case 
studies, highlighting the importance of an intersectional and poly-
media communication approach. 

2.2. Relevance: comparative aspects of risk perception 

While the medium of a communication was critical to ensure it had 
reach to a given group, it was also critical to ensure that the messages 
were relevant to them. In terms of awareness of natural hazard risk, the 
participants from Auckland noted that hazards were rarely spoken about 
and evidenced little knowledge of the risks and hazards where they live: 

When I think about the people in my community especially the ones I 
meet weekly or on a daily basis we are coming from a background we 
are [not] used to things like earthquake. Yes, so if anything was to 
happen like an earthquake it is definitely going to be a new experi-
ence. (Auckland, Cameroon, male) 

Unlike Auckland, all Wellingtonian participants had experienced 
moderate earthquakes, and those from Christchurch lived through the 
impacts of the four major Canterbury earthquakes in over 2010–2011. 
There was a distinct difference in how disasters were relevant to these 
two groups. Wellington participants, for instance, noted how disasters 
could be part of regular everyday conversation: 

In Wellington, kind of be worried about earthquake, I know that 
because a lot of people have been talking about it. (Wellington, 
Ethiopia, male) 

Seeing the major earthquakes and thousands of aftershocks of 
2010–2012 were ongoing during the Christchurch study, participants 
saw disaster communications as highly relevant and often desired more 
information and sought it from a range of sources. 

Sometime earthquake is coming, we check quick, and we go to 
Internet, we check how much point [magnitude] is earthquake. [We 
check] emails and see if the schools are open or not or [if] shopping 
malls are open. Yes, you can get information. And talk to family. Skype 
and talk to family. (Christchurch, Afghanistan, women’s focus group) 

We had the strong commitments to each other. If something 
happened, we try to help each other. (Christchurch, Ethiopian focus 
group) 

While there was this difference of relevance between Auckland and 
the other two cases studies, all three illustrated that participants used 
their country of origin experiences of forced migration to inform their 
risk perceptions and potential responses. 

New Zealand is safer [than Myanmar] … In my country, one hundred 
percent is danger. (Wellington, Arakanese focus group) 

For someone who never lived a war, for him maybe a crack in the 
wall will mean I shouldn’t be here. For us, maybe we’ll paint over it. 
(Wellington, Syria, female) 

If the same thing happened back home in Afghanistan, there was no 
support. I think we are lucky. (Christchurch, Afghanistan, focus 
group) 

2.2.1. Similarities  

• Country of origin experiences and perspectives of disasters informed 
how participants viewed disaster risk in New Zealand and its rele-
vance to them. 

2.2.2. Differences  

• Participants in Auckland had a lower awareness of hazard risk where 
they live and how to potentially respond. Disasters for this group 
seemed less relevant. 

Receptiveness and Relationships: Social capital and the role of trust 
Central to disaster communications is that community groups are 

receptive to the messages and undergirded by trusted relationships. For 
instance, common in the Auckland and Wellington studies was a view 
that talking about disasters can be taboo or even cause these events to 
happen: 

Some people consider, even this interview … people consider as 
taboo because they know if you touch it or talk about it then it can 
happen. (Auckland, Cameroon, male) 
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I can guarantee ninety-nine percent of them, especially the new ones 
who arrived here, God will solve it. That will be the response. If God 
wrote in faith book that we’re not going to be harmed, we’re not going to 
be, if God wrote in his book that we’re going to suffer from an earth-
quake then we are and there is nothing to prevent that so most probably, 
why are you bothering us you know, in that kind of procedure, for 
something might or might not happen but eventually it’s God’s will if it’s 
going to happen. (Wellington, Syria, female) 

Other studies have noted how fatalistic beliefs meant that some 
community members were reluctant or resistant to discuss disasters [43, 
44], thereby reducing their receptiveness to the associated messages. 

The focus on receptiveness of a message was also influenced by re-
lationships and social connections. The forms of bonding, bridging, and 
linking capital previously discussed highlight the importance of under-
standing how people and institutions are connected (or not). Ultimately, 
these capitals can strongly influence how receptive a particular com-
munity might be to disaster communications. Overall, almost all 175 
participants spoke of their most robust community relationships as an 
ethnic sentiment with less evidence of bridging or linking networks 
demonstrating a high degree of connectedness between community 
members, but less so with the broader society and disaster-based 
organisations. 

We have gathering twice or three times a week in our community 
centre. (Christchurch, Afghanistan, focus group) 

The Church is the centre of the community. The Church has done a 
great job in bringing the community together … it was a safe haven 
for our people [during the earthquakes]. (Christchurch, Ethiopia, 
focus group) 

This bonding capital was not uniform, however. For instance, we had 
to conduct multiple focus groups with various Afghan and Bhutanese 
communities because different views and experiences highlight the di-
versity of any ethnonational identification (see Ref. [17]. Simply stated, 
there was no one community voice or perspective. While in the minority 
of comments, several participants felt neglected and overlooked by their 
communities and the wider society. Several of the participants noted 
that community groups are, at times, fragmented and scattered across 
geographic localities. 

We don’t see each other even once a month, and it’s becoming [a 
bigger] population, especially if we go to different churches because 
we didn’t see each other once a year, even once a year. (Wellington, 
Myanmar, female) 

It takes time. Nearly one month, two months [to come together as a 
community after a major earthquake]. Yes. It was a very hard time. 
(Christchurch, Bhutan, focus group) 

Most of the participants noted that they were aware of the disaster 
support organisations but evidence of linking capital that connected 
communities was largely lacking as they did not have a relationship with 
them or a solid understanding of what they do (with a few notable ex-
ceptions). Aligned with Osman et al.’s [27] findings, participants 
emphasised that contact with support services (both refugee focused and 
more generalised) was limited, and at times, non-existent. 

I heard there was once knowledge session. But I don’t know which 
organization was that. (Auckland, Somalia, female) 

Like the Auckland group, Wellingtonian participants also emphas-
ised that organisations tasked with disaster communications should 
work through established community leaders. This also includes finding 
ways to deliver messages in culturally appropriate ways through reli-
gious institutions and establishing a known and regular meeting place 
(e.g., community centres, mosque) highlighting the importance of 
receptiveness in building linking capital. 

[DRR organisations should] visit people in their place. They would 
be able to pass on information, rather than dropping in the letter box 
and just forget about it. (Wellington, Rwanda, focus group) 

Trust was also a crucial factor and having messages delivered and 
supported by community leaders. 

I think building trust with groups is really important … having 
somebody to deliver the message they can trust and will listen to and 
understand why because especially in our communities they will be 
told a lot of things often over their lifetime that come from an au-
thority that they probably don’t believe or trust. (Auckland, Sri 
Lanka, male) 

They will go to the mosque but if they go to the mosque so they will 
find them on there because in our culture Imam, he is not just the 
leader to stand on behalf the people to pray. He also responsible 
towards the community problem, to assist them (Wellington, Iran, 
male) 

One of the most commonly reported experiences across all three case 
studies was the English language barrier as the principal medium of 
disaster communications. They noted how organisations are often not 
equipped to engage with these communities in different languages. 

When they can’t speak English they got disadvantage. Every council 
… in their area, they should give them information … Language is 
always a problem. Burmese you cannot find information online … 
(Wellington, Myanmar, female) 

This lack of language accessibility was particularly the case for older 
community members. Participants also spoke that while the council 
might send information out to community members, it is very likely that 
they will not read it. Central to this wariness was that there was not a 
relationship of trust with these outside organisations: 

We are an oral community … the information reach fast, when you 
speak with a group of people through the community. Because we 
are a small community everybody knows everybody and who is who. 
We are close and we tend to communicate in that way so the infor-
mation should reach everybody. (Wellington, Somalia, male) 

As one Afghan participant from Christchurch noted, DRR is not just 
about communicating to CALD groups but building relationships and 
partnerships that provide pathways to capacity building and 
collaboration: 

If I tell you my experience it wouldn’t be the same as the experience 
for the Kiwi guy, people who are born here. We definitely face life 
differently from what the Kiwi does, Kiwi kids. I think it’s probably a 
good thing if government wants to improve things; they probably 
need to get more people from refugee background to work with them 
on planning stuff. (Christchurch, Afghanistan, male) 

2.2.3. Similarities  

• The most common form of capital was bonding with limited forms of 
bridging and linking acknowledged. This bonding capital was pre-
dominantly defined by country of origin or ethnicity. However, there 
was also some evidence of being connected more broadly across 
communities from refugee backgrounds.  

• Newly settled and smaller communities could be more vulnerable in 
a disaster due to having limited social capital, less time to learn 
English, and potentially access fewer resources (see Ref. [45].  

• For some cultural groups, talking about disasters could cause these to 
happen, creating a wariness to discuss hazard preparedness 
potentially  

• Fatalism was noted across the three case studies, but this was in the 
minority of comments 
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• Participants in all three studies noted the importance of working 
with churches, temples, and mosques to broaden the reach and 
messaging; this further highlights the importance of bonding capital. 

• Participants of the three studies generally felt neglected and over-
looked by the government and agencies tasked with DRR (although 
some notable exceptions).  

• All three expressed an interest in having better relationships with 
organisations tasked with DRR.  

• Where possible, disaster-related information should be in their 
native language. 

2.2.4. Differences  

• Large community groups were more likely to report linking capital 
resources.  

• The Auckland and Wellington groups expressed more physical 
geographic separation of their community across the urban envi-
ronment, limiting their ability to meet physically.  

• Participants who came to New Zealand as asylum seekers often 
emphasised that they were part of smaller communities and were less 
likely to have strong bonding social capital resources and linking 
capital with support services. 

3. Discussion: six principles for disaster communications with 
resettled refugees 

From the three case studies, we present six principles to assist com-
munications with culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) groups 
from refugee backgrounds. These can help avoid common pitfalls or 
barriers and ensure that communications have the qualities of reach, 
relevance, and receptiveness and are underpinned by relationships. We 
present these principles as providing initial waypoints —it is through the 
processes of understanding a given community, the hazard-scape and an 
appreciation of history that the opportunities for DRR and effective 
messaging are best realised. 

3.1. Get to know the refugee background groups in your area and design 
strategies based on their characteristics and needs 

Disasters impact people and community groups differently and 
require an appreciation of gender, age, linguistic competencies, migra-
tion context, and meaning systems that inform people’s lived experi-
ences. A vital component of a DRR approach with refugee groups is a 
critical take on community. From an outsider’s perspective, a particular 
group (often defined along ethnonational lines or perhaps even the 
broader identifier of ‘refugee background’) may look like a coherent 
whole, but there can be subsets and, at times, divisions. As with most 
groups, community membership amongst people from refugee back-
grounds can be dynamic. Some people may identify more strongly with a 
different group, highlighting that disaster communications need to be 
flexible and responsive to differences across relational and contextual 
domains.  

• Community groups that have been settled longer may have more 
social networks and financial resources to get by in a disaster. 
Likewise, larger community groups can have more forms of support 
and resources available. However, there are exceptions, and it is vital 
not to assume a person feels a sense of belonging because they are 
from a larger community or have access to more support and re-
sources because they have lived in a country for longer.  

• Recent migrants can have limited social networks, particularly in the 
first few years of resettlement, which means people can have 
significantly reduced access to information and support.  

• The hazardscapes of a given locality may mean that disasters have a 
high or low degree of relevance to CALD communities. Appreciating 

how this intersects with their everyday lives and livelihoods is cen-
tral to ensure communications are relevant. 

• Understand that risk perceptions can be rooted in cultural back-
grounds and lived forced migration experiences. Certain cultural and 
religious beliefs can assign critical meaning to natural hazards and 
emergencies. It may be taboo to discuss preparedness and prevention 
since floods, eruptions, and earthquakes can carry religious conno-
tations. Others may see hazards such as earthquakes as fate or God’s 
will, thus minimizing the importance of preparedness. Some may 
minimise the danger in a comparative sense to their forced migration 
experiences. Cross-cultural advisors can play a significant role in 
communicating these beliefs, perceptions, and experiences and 
advise how to approach conversations with a given community. 

3.2. Establish preferred forms of communication 

The range of communication preferences and access to text, audio, 
and visual media will vary. Understanding this, again, from an inter-
sectional standpoint will help to pinpoint communication approaches 
that have broader reach and wider receptiveness. This analysis can help 
to determine which groups might potentially be excluded by any given 
communication strategy. 

• Establish what social media platforms are common in a given com-
munity group and the trusted community members who use it. 

o Does someone in a given household house use social media (for 
instance, Skype, WhatsApp, Viber, Twitter, Facebook Messenger, 
or some other platform)?  

• Some communities may have a preference of a particular app over 
another. For instance, we found that the Afghan community was 
more likely to be on Viber; whereas in other community groups, 
WhatsApp was more common.  
o Social media allows users to check-in and announce they are safe 

following a disaster. However, it is worth noting that social media 
channels, phone calls, and SMS will likely be unavailable during a 
large-scale emergency due to internet connectivity and power 
outages.  

o If mobile communications and social media were not available, it 
is vital to ascertain how a community might communicate and 
receive information (radio, television, community centre, etc.)?  

• Ask what smartphone apps they have and consider how they might 
receive messaging from official institutions (Civil Defence, local 
council, Red Cross, etc.) and what institutions they trust.  

• Are there any radio stations that people can readily identify and 
access? Is there a radio station that is delivered in a preferred lan-
guage? Do they know the specific station from memory?  

• Engaging with young people was emphasised in all three studies as a 
pathway to improve communications. While this approach has 
promise, it is also essential that disaster communication strategies 
look engage with other people. Again, a polymedia approach 
underpinned by developing relationships through trusted commu-
nity members can improve the reach, relevance and receptiveness of 
a specific communication. 

3.3. Develop relationships and collaborate with trusted messengers 

Trusted relationships support effective messaging. These connections 
should be established by engaging with communities long before a 
disaster occurs. 

• Engage with trusted community leaders—they can help build legit-
imacy and trust between organisations and communities and ensure 
consistent and safe messaging.  

• Do not necessarily assume that one leader represents a particular 
client group (often defined by nationality: Somali, Afghan, 
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Bhutanese, etc.). Different leaders may be defined by ethnic back-
ground, religious affiliation, age and gender.  

• Young people can act as linguistic bridges—they generally learn 
English faster, bridge the information gaps, and reiterate the infor-
mation presented at home. It is, however, essential to remember that 
these people are often not trained interpreters and should not be 
relied upon as the primary medium for disaster communications.  

• Agencies providing information in other languages should consult 
with community groups and leaders about what would provide the 
greatest reach and receptiveness (radio, social media, and written 
material). 

3.4. Build trust with local organisations that provide DRR support 

CALD communities may come from forced migration backgrounds 
where government services and organisational support are limited or 
non-existent. Their relationships with these institutions may not have 
been positive in resettlement contexts either.  

• Where possible, co-delivering with other groups tasked with disaster 
messaging can help build these relationships with CALD groups and 
answer specific questions that refugee background people might 
have. 

• Trusted intermediary organisations can help bridge between emer-
gency response agencies and refugee background communities. 
Developing relationships and collaborative partnerships with orga-
nisations tasked to support settlement outcomes can foster linking 
capital and identify capacities and risks across CALD communities.  

• Ensure staff are trained to work with interpreters and translation. See 
Federici and Cadwell [46] for an example of a free online training 
programme in crisis translation. 

• Some organisations may not be well versed on forced migration is-
sues that may impact the delivery of DRR approaches. Effective 
disaster messaging ensures organisations are responsive to CALD 
groups, and they can improve messaging if they understand how 
forced migration experiences and diverse meaning systems can 
impact this work. 

3.5. Strengthen social networks and take a strengths-based approach 

Finding ways to broaden and develop a community’s networks 
across bonding, bridging and linking forms of social capital is important 
to ensure community resilience and utilise the cultural resources and 
competencies in the community. Find out from those who are experts by 
experience. Community members have rich cultural knowledge to 
advise on making disaster communications more relevant. Thus, 
community-driven disaster communication planning that is agency- 
supported can leverage these strengths and resources to improve com-
munity receptiveness. 

It is also necessary to recognise the resilience that refugee back-
ground people bring to a disaster and simultaneously focus on capacities 
and strengths within communities. This may include developing the 
existing resources, knowledges, and relationships that can significantly 
help to reduce risk and foster opportunities to recover from a disaster 
[6]. Numerous studies now recognise that communities have tremen-
dous resources to respond to and recover from disasters whilst remain-
ing aware of possible internal and external vulnerabilities [3,47,48]. 

3.6. The understandings and experiences of disasters are informed by 
everyday experiences 

Effective DRR addresses aspects of people’s everyday lives and 
livelihoods and includes considerations of health, work, housing, edu-
cation, and the many other aspects of civic and public life.  

• Consider people’s situations holistically—if it is difficult to get food 
on the table, then concerns about possible disasters will not be pri-
oritised and seen as relevant. When this focus on the everyday is 
done well, it provides critical support for people’s resilience to di-
sasters well before one occurs.  

• Those with fewer financial resources, low linguistic competency in 
the dominant language and limited social capital networks are less 
likely to see disasters as relevant to them. To ensure equity of access, 
disaster communications need to acknowledge how these interface 
with everyday inequalities.  

• Having less access to financial resources can result in families feeling 
overwhelmed by the costs and requirements of preparing for emer-
gencies and may affect their commitment to preparedness.  

• Organisations and volunteers who help settle newly arrived families 
can play a role in ensuring that they have access to resources and 
information critical to assisting them to settle well. This builds forms 
of bridging and linking capital and can also help identify and address 
potential vulnerabilities to mobilise community resources and 
capacities. 

4. Conclusion 

The three case studies highlight that refugee-background groups 
have more in common with one another relative to disaster communi-
cations than differences. However, important differences across all three 
case studies of a current disaster, higher risk, and lower risk hazard 
contexts were noted. Most importantly, the studies signal the impor-
tance of building relationships with communities well before a disaster 
occurs. The intersectional identification of participants was important 
across the three case studies related to gender, age, religion, community 
size, and English language competencies. These considerations were 
generally consistent across the case studies and highlight the need to 
tailor disaster communications beyond the generic identifier of the 
refugee label. 

The six principles provide a holistic, structural, and relational 
framework to understand how people’s everyday lives sit alongside the 
extraordinary events associated with crises. Ensuring that disaster 
communications have the qualities of reach, relevance, receptiveness, 
and are underpinned by relationships can make significant inroads to 
reducing disaster risk for refugee backgrounds communities. 
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