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POST-HURRICANE INSURANCE LITIGATION IN SOUTHWEST LOUISIANA

tors. In testing hypothesis 2, we find that plain-
tiffs in insurance litigation cases are more likely
to be residents than nonresidents in socioeco-
nomically privileged areas, but this effect is ev-
ident only through income, not race or ethnic-
ity.

The insured indicator is estimated as a neg-
ative and significant predictor of residential
plaintiffs, potentially due to underestimates of
insured properties. The percent Black popula-
tion is a negative and insignificant predictor of
resident plaintiffs. Additionally, population den-
sity is a negative and weakly significant predic-
tor of resident plaintiffs, suggesting that more
rural areas are more likely to contain resident
plaintiffs than nonresidential plaintiffs (figure
A.1). Findings for estimating plaintiff type also
remain consistent across the four robustness
checks (table A.8).

Estimates of Case Filing Date

Model results predicting when lawsuits were
filed suggest that owner-occupied properties
result in later filing dates by 2 percent, and for
insured properties, time to case filing decreases
by 5 percent (table A.5). While both are signifi-
cant, these effects are small. Tract-level variables
show little and insignificant variation. Robust-
ness checks suggest these patterns remain sta-
ble for the baseline model (table A.9). Predom-
inantly Black areas saw earlier filings overall (11
percent), but this trend reversed for resident
plaintiffs, who filed 17 percent later than non-
resident plaintiffs (model 3D). This suggests
that nonresidential plaintiffs, such as commer-
cial businesses or churches, are more likely to
file lawsuits more quickly in majority-Black ar-
eas than individual residents are.

Figure A.7 validates these findings, where
the mean filing date of residential plaintiffs is
slightly higher than that of nonresidential plain-
tiffs, even though both groups exhibited a com-
mon peak in filings at the twenty-four-month
mark. However, nonresidents tended to file un-
der the earlier twelve-month deadline, whereas
residents filed under the twenty-four-month
deadline. Again, these differences are relative
given the significantly larger number of resident
plaintiffs (4,496) compared to nonresidential
plaintiffs (980). These model estimates suggest
that hypothesis 3 is unsupported in that insur-
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ance litigation cases are filed at relatively the
same point in time following Hurricane Laura,
regardless of sociodemographics.

Estimates of Case Duration

Estimates of case duration suggest case dura-
tion is 8 percent shorter for owner-occupied
properties in closed cases (4,776 of the total
5,476) (see figure 5, panel A; table A.6). Given
the relationship between owner-occupied prop-
erties and the plaintiff type, resident plaintiffs’
cases are 14 percent shorter than nonresident
cases (model 4D). Areas with higher percentages
of bachelor’s degrees had a modestly significant
increase in case duration (3 percent). The inter-
action between property value and the percent
Black population suggests a significant 6 per-
cent increase in case duration (model 4B). Ro-
bustness checks suggest these patterns remain
stable for the baseline model (table A.10). Model
4D reveals that resident plaintiffs and those liv-
ing in predominantly Black areas experience
shorter case durations but also see that the per-
cent Black populations lead to a 26 percent in-
crease in case duration for resident plaintiffs
when accounting for plaintiff type (figure 5,
panel B). This suggests that while cases in Black-
majority areas tend to resolve faster overall,
resident plaintiffs in these areas face longer case
durations. We conclude that hypothesis 4 is sup-
ported in that the duration of litigation is less
in socio-economically privileged areas by race
and ethnicity when controlling for plaintiff type.

DISCUSSION

Systemic racial and class variation explain dif-
ferential treatment in property insurance claims
handling (Lin et al. 2022; Peacock and Girard
1997), the administration and delivery of gov-
ernment assistance post-disaster (Emrich et al.
2022), and recovery outcomes (Mufioz and Tate
2016). The impacts of differential administra-
tion in aid and quality of insurance are long-
lasting and can be detrimental to aspects that
extend beyond household finance, including
wealth generation (Howell and Elliot 2019), res-
idential mobility (Rhodes and Besbris 2022),
and displacement (Fussell and Harris 2014). To
further describe how inequality is perpetuated
in disasters, this analysis makes a first foray
into describing socioeconomic trends in legal
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Figure 5. Sociodemographic and Property-Related Estimates and Predicted Probability of Case

Duration

Panel A. Coefficients for Estimated Case Duration

Panel B. Predicted Probability by
Plaintiff Type and Different Levels

(Model 4D) of Percent Black (Model 4D)
A B
Property value Q99
Owner occupied o.p8 E Percent Black
Insured property 1.00 = 14 e 8:4
Plaintiff type [residential] | %81 H:H E 0.8
Percent Black |  0;86 =
. . 1.01 213
Population density g
Income 0.99 3
Percent bachelors 1,03~ Q
Laura’s maximum wind 1.00 3 12
Plaintiff type [residential] 1.26 ***
x percent Black
0.8 09 1.0 11 12 1.3 Nonresident  Resident
Incidence rate ratios Plaintiff type

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: N = 4,776

claims against private insurers that are made
in post-disaster settings. Our findings echo the
evidence of socioeconomic disparities docu-
mented in other research on post-disaster re-
covery. In doing so, this work contributes to the
growing empirical efforts to document out-
comes stemming from potentially procedural
inequalities in disaster-impacted communities
(Raker 2023).

These findings clarify the who, where, and
when of insurance litigation in the case of South-
west Louisiana following Hurricanes Laura and
Delta, suggesting both race and class disparities
exist in explaining who brings litigation against
insurers. Notably, counter to prevailing expec-
tations of who may be best situated to bring
lawsuits, litigation is more likely in higher per-
cent Black residential areas, adding nuance to
existing qualitative work finding that minority
populations are often disincentivized from par-
ticipating in legal recourse for harms, particu-
larly in post-disaster recovery contexts (Nalla et
al. 2021; Simington 2023). This finding also em-
pirically advances understanding of the socio-
economic gaps in accessing justice through civil
litigation procedures (Legal Services Corpora-
tion 2022).

Importantly, we do not control for direct
property damage, and we lack data on which

properties were associated with property insur-
ance claims that closed without litigation, or
any individual- or group-level measure of will-
ingness to litigate. Without controlling for these,
we are unable to draw any causal linkages be-
tween blatant, systematic, race- and class-based
discriminatory practices by insurance compa-
nies in adjusting claims, which may explain the
patterns of higher litigation evident in the find-
ings. Instead, our results only provide evidence
of patterns of socioeconomic differences in lit-
igation participation, and do not discern in-
stances in which litigation was unnecessary or
pursued due to unknown constraints. As such,
our findings in estimating litigation represent
just the tip of the grievance-claims-disputes
pyramid that Richard E. Miller and Austin Sarat
(1981) present as a logic for explaining why not
all harms eventually make their way to formal
legal claims or disputes. In other words, the ab-
sence of litigation may not reflect fair claims
handling but rather cases in which individuals
were not empowered to sue their insurer or were
resource-constrained for various financial or
immaterial reasons. In these instances, the need
for immediate cash relief to start repairs or hire
a contractor outweighed the potentially long
and uncertain path of engaging in litigation.
While measuring these initial differences in
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claims handling is not possible with the avail-
able data, our analytical design provides evi-
dence of these differences in participation. Fur-
ther ongoing work by the lead author uses
qualitative interviews with residents to under-
stand individuals’ motivations for participating
in litigation, illuminating whether and to what
extent social and economic factors influence
one’s proclivity or ability to engage in litigation
following Hurricanes Laura and Delta.

Our findings on socioeconomic differences
in the case filing and case duration also reveal
unique patterns of the temporality of litigation,
further enhancing our understanding of the
procedural character of litigation. Our findings
that nonresident plaintiffs file cases earlier than
residents may suggest that commercial plain-
tiffs get their foot in the door with court pro-
ceedings earlier than residents do, and that
businesses may be more legally savvy than res-
idents. Moreover, our finding that case duration
is longer in higher percent Black areas may in-
dicate systemic delays for individual homeown-
ers compared to businesses in majority-Black
areas. Ongoing research by the lead author to
further clarify the mechanisms that drive indi-
viduals to engage in litigation against their in-
surer and survey the array of experiences with
litigation to explore how litigation enables re-
covery aims to elucidate these trends further.

The highly significant spatial clustering ob-
served across all outcome variables suggests
that litigation incidence, litigant characteristics,
and temporal patterns explored in this analysis
exhibit strong spatial dependence. This phe-
nomenon of litigation clustering may be ex-
plained by socialized knowledge transfer, as
found in other studies to drive awareness of le-
gal remedies (Sandefur 2012), such that residents
learn about litigation from neighbors and
nearby residents. This spreading of information
is consistent with other studies of information
spread and knowledge transfer in post-disaster
contexts (Aldrich 2014) and the efficacy of shared
narratives from collective experiences (Chamlee-
Wright and Storr 2011).

These findings are instructive for several pos-
sible extensions that could refine the charac-
terization of disparities in insurance litigation.
Given that homeowner’s insurance is regulated
by states in the US, laws regarding grounds for

litigation against insurers post-disaster, includ-
ing the maximum allowed penalties, the pre-
scriptive period for bringing a suit, and entities
exempt from liability for property insurance
claims, vary across states. The recent state leg-
islative changes in Florida and Louisiana to de-
ter litigation show how the legal environment
and conditions vary across jurisdictional and
temporal contexts. Similarly, third-party me-
diation programs may alleviate the need for for-
mal litigation. Moreover, further analysis can
be done to evaluate the degree to which losses
incurred following a disaster correlate with lit-
igation rates. Highly spatially correlated claims
may exacerbate the need for homeowners to
pursue litigation. These variations provide fer-
tile ground for comparative statistical analyses
to examine how litigation rates and sociodemo-
graphics vary across geographic, legal, and
disaster-impact settings. For future survey-based
work to extend these findings to other case stud-
ies, the results could inform sampling using
modeled characteristics of populations likely
to engage in litigation, as well as survey-based
post-stratification weighting using socioeco-
nomic trends.

The two main limitations of our approach
are variable measurement and geographic scale.
Regarding variable measurement, we include a
robustness check that excludes the proxy for
insured properties. Evidence from estimating
plaintiff type also suggests possible undermea-
surement of insurance, indicating that this
proxy is an imperfect measure of properties with
homeowners’ insurance. While litigation is
predicated on a property being insured, a more
precise measure of insurance coverage, along
with measures of owner occupation, may help
illuminate circumstances in which litigation
pertains to residential but non-owner-occupied
housing. In this analysis, the zero indicator for
non-occupied properties includes rental prop-
erties but also applies to nonresidential prop-
erties. Given the overwhelming emphasis on
researching owner-occupied housing, leaving
post-disaster dynamics for renters relatively
opaque (Lee and Van Zandt 2019), this analysis
further reinforces this focus on owner dynam-
ics, which primarily concern owner-occupied
residents; there are possible extensions to clar-
ify how litigation impacts rental property and
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tenants. To do so, the names of plaintiff types
could be further examined to separately classify
rental properties from non-rental properties,
as well as other commercial or organization-
owned properties. Moreover, this would also
have to be done with the full parcel sample. Ad-
ditional data on rental properties or large-scale
survey work would need to be undertaken to
capture this dynamic, especially how litigation
concerning rental properties relates to any dis-
parate impact of displacing tenants while repairs
remain partially or wholly unaddressed.

Additionally, omitted variables may influence
variable measurement and model specification.
Calcasieu Parish residents’ prior experiences
with hurricane-related property damage, par-
ticularly Hurricane Rita in 2005, may affect their
expectations and familiarity with navigating
property insurance claims for hurricane losses.
Law clinics have been proven essential sources
of education and legal aid for residents, par-
ticularly low-income residents who may have
the financial resources to hire a lawyer but need
assistance with insurance claims adjustments
and other legal needs that arise post-disaster
(Finger 2015). The degree or character of these
interventions’ influence on residents’ litigation
participation cannot be discerned from the
data available for this analysis. Relatedly, the
extent to which fraudulent lawyering biases
the measurement of litigation participation is
beyond the scope of this study. However, we
remove all McClenny Moseley & Associates
cases, which represent the bulk of reported
fraudulent lawyering.

The second main limitation is the scale of
the estimates and predictors. Who these liti-
gants are in terms of sociodemographics says
a lot about the geography of litigation, given
how segregated the Parish is racially and eco-
nomically, except for tracts located centrally in
Lake Charles. Importantly, though, we caution
against drawing ecological inference in assum-
ing that all Black residents in relatively high
Black percent population block groups litigate
or that only residents living in those tracts are
Black. Moreover, given the spatial scale of the
socioeconomic data, we are limited in drawing
strong conclusions about the geographic pat-
tern of litigation, as it maps to areas with diverse
racial and economic residential makeup. For
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example, in tracts with a relatively balanced
mixed proportion of Black and White residents
in central Lake Charles, there is a high rate of
litigation, obscuring precise estimates of liti-
gants’ socioeconomic characteristics. While
there are methods for imputing race at the in-
dividual level (see Hepburn et al. 2020), we chose
not to do so, given both empirical and ethical
concerns about the validity of the estimates.
Further work to refine the racial estimates also
risks overfitting the model and hindering gen-
eralization to other contexts. While we chose
not to pursue individual race imputation given
these justifications, we can only conclude neigh-
borhood sociodemographic variations in who
brings suits, when they file, and how long their
cases last at the block-group and tract levels.

CONCLUSION

While the decision to litigate ultimately hinges
on the insured picking up the phone to call a
lawyer, this act of turning to the law to resolve
unmet damages is prompted by a series of de-
cisions, actors, and social encounters, each
shaping one’s conceptualization of the worth
of litigation and ultimately implicating them to
pragmatically act in mobilizing the law (Blom-
ley 2014). This complex landscape of litigants
and experience mirrors what Kate Booth and
Bruce Trantor (2017) describe as “temporarily
shifting and heterogeneous spaces of trust ap-
pear to embody significant and differentiated
power relations, especially when it comes to the
relationship between households and insurance
companies.” In individual insurance cases, the
legal claims signal not only alleged misconduct
by their insurer but also a decision made at some
point in time to bring a lawsuit.

This study documents and analyzes the so-
cioeconomic and housing characteristics of re-
corded litigation cases. Existing summaries of
insurance litigation provide non-specific de-
scriptions of litigation proceedings and parties
involved, masking who brings suits against in-
surers. This risks assumptions about the role
litigation plays in recovery, given procedural
disparities in how different groups navigate and
what they potentially gain or lose from insur-
ance litigation. Here, we present a novel under-
taking to collate court records on insurance
litigation, geolocated to the property level, to
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infer the spatial disparities in legal claims-
making in post-disaster contexts, a significantly
understudied phenomenon. Evaluation of this
dataset with sociodemographic estimates within
Calcasieu Parish yields insights that, in this case
setting, Black residents litigate at a higher rate
than White residents, with property value act-
ing as a key determinant of litigation. While our
approach precludes assessing the mechanisms
of litigation and potentially race- or class-based
discrimination in claims handling, it offers an
empirical approach to expose patterns of litiga-
tion, which are fruitful points of departure to
funnel empirical attention to the particular so-
cial, economic, and policy contexts that neces-
sitate litigation and implications of state re-
forms to clamp down on litigation.

This article interrogates and argues that in-
surance litigation is yet another facet through
which procedural vulnerability is used to un-
derstand the institutions, actors, and systems
that (re)produce, distribute, contest, and sustain
risk and alternative futures (Marino and Faas
2020). As disasters become more frequent and
severe, this work joins debates on how individ-
uals navigate everyday risks and procedural chal-
lenges through insurance and litigation.
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This research explores the conditions and contexts that make undocumented communities uniquely vulner-
able to climate-induced disasters, as well as the role of migrant-serving organizations (MSOs) in supporting
them throughout these events. We apply the framework of adaptive governance to examine how climate
change has forced MSOs, including those without previous disaster-related experience, to become disaster
experts, advocates, and direct aid providers. Using participant observation at two California-wide disaster
policy workshops and interviews with MSO practitioners, we identify five factors that explain how these or-
ganizations cope and why they have had to adapt their operations to develop innovative disaster aid prac-
tices. We also discuss the organizational challenges that arise, including the mental health implications of
these added responsibilities on staff. Policy recommendations follow, to help inform more equitable disaster
policies for undocumented migrant communities and to support MSO practitioners working with limited
organizational capacities and experiencing secondary trauma.
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Throughout the United States, climate change
is damaging infrastructure and ecosystems, dis-
rupting food systems, reducing employment
opportunities, and exacerbating health dispar-
ities (Jay et al. 2023). This is particularly true in
California, where a series of climate-induced
disasters, including extreme heatwaves, wild-
fires, droughts, and storms (Bedsworth et al.
2018; Brown et al. 2023; Pastor et al. 2024) have
displaced thousands of households and nega-
tively affected the health and economic well-
being of many communities over the last several
years (Rosenthal et al. 2021). For low-income
individuals and people of color, long-standing
structural inequities in policy, practice, and
funding have increased vulnerability to and
prolonged recovery from climate-induced di-
sasters (Méndez 2020; Smith et al. 2022). Un-
documented Latino/a and Indigenous migrants
are particularly susceptible, first, because many
work outdoors. During a statewide series of
wildfire events in 2017, farmworkers had to en-
dure extreme heat and toxic smoke to harvest
crops—even in mandatory evacuation zones
that were deemed hazardous to the general
population. Despite official recommendations
against working or exercising outdoors during
the fires, agricultural companies prioritized
harvesting crops over the health of their em-
ployees (Chunga Pizarro et al. 2024; Méndez et
al. 2020).

Undocumented migrants also face significant
barriers in accessing resources for disaster pre-
paredness and recovery. Research has found
that access is largely a function of income (in-
cluding the ability to afford infrastructure in-
surance) and discrimination (particularly on
the basis of race and ethnicity) (Shonkoff et al.
2011); migrants are often further excluded by
US citizenship requirements (Dorazio 2022;
Fothergill and Peek 2004; Medwinter 2023; Mén-
dez2022; Stough et al. 2010). Immigration status
also determines who can shape laws, regula-
tions, and plans that distribute environmental
burdens and benefits (Chu et al. 2017; Méndez-
Barrientos et al. 2023). These combined factors
intensify the vulnerability of undocumented
households to climate-induced disasters (Zu-
niga and Méndez 2023).

This is an especially important issue for Cal-
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ifornia, with its estimated 2.7 million unauthor-
ized residents. Approximately 1.7 million are
undocumented workers (representing nearly 6
percent of the state’s workforce) who in 2022
contributed more than $8.4 billion in taxes (Mi-
gration Policy Institute n.d.; Davis et al. 2024).
Among these workers are more than 170,000
Indigenous migrants from Latin America, in-
cluding Mixtec, Zapotec, Maya, Triqui, and Pu-
répecha people facing unique challenges such
as communication barriers; many of them speak
only Indigenous languages and some are illiter-
ate; their cultural practices and beliefs can also
lead to social isolation and discrimination from
Latino/a and non-Latino/a populations (MICOP
2024). California is often considered more in-
clusive than other states because of legislation
like the California Values Act of 2017 (State of
California 2017), which limits local enforcement
cooperation with federal immigration authori-
ties, providing a relatively secure environment
for undocumented migrants. However, the
state’s vulnerability to climate-induced disasters
exacerbates long-standing inequities for these
workers, who often lack access to disaster aid
and safe working conditions (Méndez et al. 2020)
and are excluded from unemployment and
health-care benefits.

Preexisting inequities affect undocumented
people’s capacity to prepare for and recover from
climate-induced disasters (Padilla-Frausto et al.
2023; The Children’s Partnership 2022). For in-
stance, in California, 73 percent of migrants have
unmet mental health care needs and 20 percent
of undocumented children live in poverty. This
complex reality underscores the importance of
understanding how MSOs adapt to fill systemic
gaps and support undocumented individuals
during a crisis, particularly when community
needs far exceed their resources. Prior to the
2017 wildfires, none of the MSOs in our study
offered disaster-relief services. Since then, they
have promoted access to emergency informa-
tion in languages including Indigenous dialects,
advocated for labor protections for farmworkers
threatened by extreme conditions, and estab-
lished a disaster-relief fund for migrants ineli-
gible for federal aid. Many undocumented in-
dividuals have historically avoided seeking such
resources for fear of retaliation or deportation.
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MSOs have thus been forced to fill a gap in gov-
ernment, mainstream mutual aid, and philan-
thropic programs by advocating for and distrib-
uting resources to a group ignored or rendered
invisible during times of crisis (Chunga Pizarro
et al. 2024). Michael Méndez and colleagues
(2020, 51) have shown that this invisibility is
often caused by systemic racism and cultural
norms regarding US citizenship and who is
deemed a “worthy disaster victim.” Society rou-
tinely treats undocumented migrants—as well
as other stigmatized groups, such as LGBTQ+
and homeless people—as less than human and
disposable (Vickery 2018; Goldsmith et al. 2022).
These forms of exclusion directly shape disaster
planning and response (Lerner 2010).

While the focus of this article is California,
similar impacts are felt throughout the country.
For example, following Hurricane Helene in
2024, several news outlets described MSOs’ as-
sistance to undocumented households ignored
by the government in North Carolina. Experts
observed that nationally, MSOs and foundations
have set up parallel channels for disaster assis-
tance that would otherwise be provided by the
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
or the Red Cross (Rivero 2024; Perez 2024, 2025;
Sledge 2024).

MSOs will face new challenges as climate
change increases the frequency and intensity
of disasters (Jay et al. 2023). This article uses an
adaptive governance framework to explore how
MSOs have dealt with these events and related
inequities. On the frontlines, they have devel-
oped innovative disaster preparedness, aid, and
recovery practices—becoming experts, advo-
cates, and direct service providers. At the same
time, MSOs’ growing workload has taken a per-
sonal and mental toll on staff. Using interviews
with practitioners across California, our re-
search asks two questions: First, how are MSOs
responding to the needs of their undocumented
communities as they become more exposed to
the effects of climate change? Second, how have
leaders and practitioners coped and adapted in
the process? Understanding these issues can
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help governments create more equitable strat-
egies for disaster relief and recovery.

The next section discusses adaptive gover-
nance as a framework for examining how orga-
nizations respond to climate change and the
needs of undocumented migrants. Study meth-
ods and research findings follow. The latter in-
dicates that five factors drove organizational
changes: conditions shaping vulnerability of
undocumented immigrants, evolving role of
migrant-serving organizations, immediate re-
sponse and advocacy, structural challenges and
local context, and collaboration and social learn-
ing. These organizations are not equipped to
provide the mental health services that their
communities need, while their staff often strug-
gle to cope with the secondary trauma’ that can
accompany their role as informal first respond-
ers. We conclude with recommendations to in-
form more equitable disaster policies and sup-
port MSO practitioners in these conditions.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Adaptive Governance in

Changing Environments

Research on MSOs during disasters has shown
that these groups often fill the gaps left by gov-
ernment agencies by providing and distributing
aid, offering translation services, and advocat-
ing on behalf of immigrant and Indigenous com-
munities (Vila et al. 2023; Méndez 2022; Roth
and Grace 2018; Guhlincozzi 2023). While this
work demonstrates that MSOs are critical to di-
saster response and recovery, it rarely examines
how these organizations govern themselves or
how they adapt their roles within broader sys-
tems of governance shaped by immigration
policy and climate change. Few scholars have
analyzed how MSOs make decisions, learn from
collaboration, or restructure their missions
when disasters expose systemic inequities
(Cravero et. al. 2024; Wurtz et. al. 2024; Hobbs
et al. 2024; Cuervo et. al. 2017). This article ad-
dresses these gaps by applying an adaptive gov-
ernance framework to analyze how MSOs in

1. Secondary trauma refers to the mental and physical exhaustion felt by practitioners helping other people. This
trauma may be caused by exposure to a single event or by residual emotion that builds over time (University of
Kentucky College of Social Work 2021). While an indirect exposure, secondary trauma can develop into post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or other trauma-related disorders (Rynfield and Turner 2024).
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California have evolved in response to climate-
induced disasters and how their work has ex-
panded from service provision to community-
based forms of governance for undocumented
migrants. Adaptive governance has emerged as
an alternative to top-down, traditional gover-
nance, which often fails to address the complex-
ity of socio-environmental issues—problems
arising from the dynamic interaction of indi-
viduals, social elements, institutional processes,
and nature (McGinnis and Ostrom 2014; Nik-
kanen et al. 2024; Palmer 2022). As rapid envi-
ronmental and social shifts, like those presented
by climate change, place new demands on gov-
ernance systems, polycentric and flexible mod-
els—involving collaboration among actors at
various levels to achieve a common goal—are
more successful (Stephan et al. 2019). In this
sense, we use a conventional definition of adap-
tive governance: “the evolution of the rules and
norms that promote the satisfaction of under-
lying human needs and preferences given
changes in understanding, objectives, and the
social, economic and environmental context”
(Hatfield-Dodds et al. 2007, 4).2 Attention to jus-
tice and inequality has increased support for
more flexible approaches to disaster governance
that incorporate the lived experiences of diverse
stakeholders (Parthasarathy 2018).

Disasters introduce new sources of stress,
adding to the uncertainty and vulnerability of
susceptible groups like undocumented migrants
(Parthasarathy 2018). In adaptive governance,
collaboration and networking are key to diver-
sifying knowledge, reducing risks, and promot-
ing innovation; knowledge generation evolves
dynamically as new actors become involved
(Berkes 2009; Pahl-Wostl and Hare 2004). A study
of Finland’s disaster management protocol, for
instance, highlights collaboration’s role in help-
ing municipal authorities create plans and re-
sponse templates for different scenarios (Nik-
kanen et al. 2024). Since a broad spectrum of
actors (including community groups and civil
society organizations) participated in these ex-
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ercises, practitioners gained a more compre-
hensive understanding of regional prepared-
ness. The resulting networks encouraged
nestedness and polycentricity by fostering cross-
sector collaboration at multiple levels. Draft di-
saster preparedness plans were then tailored to
local needs and various crises (Djalante et al.
2011; Pahl-Wostl and Hare 2004; Termeer et al.
2010).

Other aspects of adaptive governance pro-
mote more inventive and equitable results (Par-
thasarathy 2018). Among them is the willingness
to experiment with policy approaches, embrace
flexible outcomes, and adjust plans in light of
unforeseen challenges (Huitema et al. 2009; Lach
etal. 2005; Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007). For example,
during the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake
and Tsunami, municipal officials exemplified
adaptability by mobilizing volunteer and non-
governmental workers from different parts of
the country to remedy area staff shortages.
Through arrangements with stakeholders in-
cluding nonprofits and businesses, the govern-
ment used strategies like tailored matching,
which deployed personnel in response to de-
mand for certain skills and adjusted as needed.
Responsibilities were shifted to other actors in
the nonprofit and private sectors if they were
able to complete tasks more quickly than the
central government (Aoki 2016).

These approaches are not limited to formal
governing institutions (Folke et al. 2005) but
can occur within nonprofits aiming to enhance
their capacities, anticipate varying pressures,
and empower efforts to adapt to changing en-
vironments (Cutter 2016; van Assche et al. 2021).
Literature has shown that prior to disasters,
MSOs serve as mediating structures (particu-
larly during heightened anti-immigrant senti-
ments), offering specialized resources that crit-
ically support migrants’ social and economic
integration (Martinez-Damilia et al. 2024). Me-
diating structures “provide unique contexts”
that can shape “how individuals engage with
social problems, and often serve as the practi-

2. Adaptive governance focuses on the institutional and political contexts for managing complex systems,
whereas adaptive management is a systematic process for improving a specific policy or issue (Hasselman 2017).
We use the adaptive governance framework in this article because of its recognition that governance emerges
from many actors as they interact and learn, in response to complex systems and rigid institutions (Folke et al.

2005).
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cal bridges between individuals and society”
(Todd and Allen 2010, 222). When state-led re-
sponses to disasters fail to support the most
vulnerable, nonstate actors like these move
swiftly to provide relief (Méndez 2022). Their
ability to garner resources, creatively distribute
aid, and adjust plans warrants analysis. A better
understanding is needed of the factors that drive
MSOs to adapt their missions and the services
they provide to local communities (Parthasara-
thy 2015).

Previous research has found that the circum-
stances around disasters push nonprofits—in-
cluding those whose missions do not involve
disaster management—into response and re-
covery work (Flatt and Stys 2013; Simo and Bies
2007; Mathias et al. 2022). For example, a study
on direct service providers in South Carolina
identified structural barriers that limited mi-
grants’ access to these organizations’ resources,
which ranged from cash assistance to legal ser-
vices (Roth and Grace 2018). Their top challenge
was in-person engagement, since migrants lived
outside their geographic service areas. They ex-
hibited adaptive behavior by recognizing this
limitation and making the collective decision
to offer mobile services. Further, by consistently
communicating a commitment to the well-being
of Latino/a immigrants, these service providers
established rapport and trust (Roth and Grace
2018).

Another study on community-based organi-
zations in Chicago determined that lack of trans-
portation, absence of childcare, and inflexible
work schedules reduced Latina migrants’ access
to health care, particularly during the COVID-19
pandemic (Guhlincozzi 2023). These organiza-
tions adapted by tailoring services to address
these barriers and pandemic-related consider-
ations in mind. Organizations distributing sup-
plies adopted linguistically and culturally ap-
propriate outreach strategies as well as a
drive-thru model to avoid in-person contact.
They also switched to telehealth (video confer-
encing) or phone appointments to answer ques-
tions about the virus and other medical con-
cerns, successfully disseminating information
and directing migrants to services for which
they were eligible (Guhlincozzi 2023).

Similarly, the MSOs in our study are complex
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actors that evolve to support their communi-
ties, particularly in the wake of climate-induced
disasters, even when this work was outside their
missions’ scope. By situating this research in
California, which has the largest undocumented
migrant population in the United States, we can
extensively examine the disparate impacts of
climate-induced disasters, the importance of
MSOs, and the ongoing gaps in protecting these
vulnerable communities (Méndez et al. 2020;
Passel and Krogstad 2024).

METHODS

We used participant observation from two di-
saster policy workshops and semi-structured
interviews with MSO practitioners to understand
the unique vulnerability of undocumented com-
munities to climate-induced disasters. These
methods, complemented by a survey distributed
to the MSOs, also provided insight into how
these organizations support these communities
throughout these events.

Background: The California
UndocuFund Summit
On September 18, 2022, thirty-two MSOs at-
tended the California UndocuFund Summit (the
Summit). The first convening of its kind in the
nation, the Summit outlined the experiences of
undocumented Californians during disasters
and an advocacy path forward (Sanchez De Alba
2022; Deutschman 2023). Its purpose was to
boost capacity to meet disaster-related needs,
mutually support MSOs’ efforts, and expand
their influence on state policy. Participants dis-
cussed the political and public policy land-
scapes, programs to support disaster mitigation
and recovery efforts, and ways to collaborate.
The attending MSOs—including the Central
Coast Alliance United for a Sustainable Economy
(Ventura County), North Bay Jobs with Justice
(Sonoma County), and Comunidades Indigenas
en Liderazgo (Los Angeles County)—are trusted
in their respective communities. Their services
and advocacy have been crucial during the
COVID-19 pandemic and recent wildfires,
drought, heatwaves, and extreme storms.
Taken together, the attending MSOs are na-
tional leaders in adapting to support undocu-
mented migrants affected by climate-induced
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disasters (Deutschman 2023; Kime et al. 2024).
Between 2017 and 2022, after the Northern Cal-
ifornia Tubbs and Nuns fires, nonprofits in the
affected region provided services for over 60,000
people and distributed nearly $114 million in
direct financial aid, including for COVID-19 as-
sistance (Deutschman 2023). These MSOs were
also critical in advocating for expanded safety-
net programs throughout California. Such pro-
grams would provide state unemployment ben-
efits and medical services to undocumented
workers and families ineligible for federal un-
employment insurance or state-sponsored low-
income health care (Kuang and Foy 2023; Vargas
Bustamante et al. 2023). The Summit provided
a space to congregate, celebrate accomplish-
ments, and coordinate new policy strategies.

Participant Observation and

Semi-Structured Interviews

The research presented in this article forms part
of a case study of the grassroots MSOs that at-
tended the Summit. Our team served as aca-
demic advisors and breakout-group facilitators
during the event. We supported organizers by
helping them prepare presentation materials
and administering online surveys before and
after, to quantify these nonprofits’ collective
impact. Attending the event allowed research
team members to establish working relation-
ships with practitioners and build mutual trust,
reciprocity, and greater study access (Christo-
pher et al. 2008).

The data were collected from twenty-one
semi-structured interviews with practitioners
from twenty MSOs, supplemented by partici-
pant observation at the Summit and pre-Summit
surveys. Online appendix tables A.1and A.2 sum-
marize the characteristics of each nonprofit and
lista sample of the open-ended questions asked
in the pre-Summit survey, the results of which
informed our interview guide.? To ensure inter-
viewees’ anonymity, specifics are concealed. The
MSOs studied vary in size, location, and focus
area; all had been involved in disaster prepared-
ness and recovery for undocumented migrants
since 2017.

MSO practitioners were contacted by email

to request participation; interviews were con-
ducted between October 2022 and February 2023.
The video conference platform Zoom was used
for twenty of the interviews, and one was con-
ducted over the phone. Interview length ranged
from thirty to ninety minutes. The bilingual re-
search team conducted interviews primarily in
English, with some alternating between English
and Spanish and one interview conducted en-
tirely in Spanish.

The interview guide included nine open-
ended questions regarding the organization’s
and practitioner’s backgrounds, how the orga-
nization had responded to climate-induced di-
sasters, and how the practitioner had seen cli-
mate change affecting undocumented migrants.
The guide also included questions about “sec-
ondary trauma,” alternatively called compassion
fatigue. Interview data were supplemented by
detailed notes taken by the research team dur-
ing Summit breakout groups. Attendees were
placed in these groups to discuss topics includ-
ing the political landscape, legislation and pol-
icies, and opportunities for collaboration.
Groups summarized their responses on note-
pads and shared them with everyone at the Sum-
mit. The research team collected these re-
sponses and took notes when groups shared
perspectives. These data provided insights into
the adaptations and innovations MSOs have de-
veloped to support undocumented communi-
ties during climate-related crises.

To ensure technical accuracy, the authors
convened a disaster policy workshop in May
2024 that brought together nearly fifty stake-
holders (five of whom were interviewed for this
study) from community-based organizations,
philanthropic foundations, academic institu-
tions, and federal, state, and local policymaking
entities (Kime et al. 2024). Held at the Beckman
Center of the National Academy of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine, the workshop pro-
vided an opportunity to refine our data and ob-
tain feedback on study findings.

Data Analysis
This study follows an inductive qualitative de-
sign that draws from grounded theory princi-

3. The online appendix can be found at https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/11/4/206/tab-supplemental.
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ples. Rather than beginning with preset hypoth-
eses, we allowed patterns and themes to emerge
directly from the interview transcripts and par-
ticipant observation notes through review and
comparison (Glaser and Strauss 1999; Suddaby
2006). This approach is appropriate given how
each motivating factor to engage in disaster
management is tied to a particular context, in-
cluding the unique experiences and observa-
tions of each practitioner and their respective
organization that inform the decision to expand
their operations. There is currently limited re-
search studying how MSOs respond to the over-
lapping pressures of climate change and im-
migration. By grounding our analysis in the
lived experiences of practitioners, we aimed to
generate new theoretical insights about how
these organizations govern and adapt during
disasters. All interviews were transcribed and
coded using NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis
Software.

The first author of this article developed a
preliminary codebook with themes derived from
the first interview set. As other research team
members reviewed the data, this codebook was
adjusted to increase coding consistency. During
the process, we began identifying connections
and differences among the data to elucidate
challenges and opportunities encountered by
stakeholders. Inter-rater reliability was estab-
lished throughout via comparison across each
researcher’s interpretation. Differences were
discussed and redressed, with no major conflicts
emerging (Armstrong et al. 1997; Saldafia 2014).

Through the practitioner interviews, we also
sought to understand how their perceptions,
biases, and experiences of disaster management
for undocumented migrants translated into ac-
tions to improve outcomes. This approach is
supported by social science literature focused
on feedback between social groups, govern-
ments, and the landscape to better inform in-
clusive strategies for reducing vulnerability to
disasters (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2014). Fur-
thermore, the data helped us gain insights into
the lived experiences and intersectional identi-
ties of undocumented migrants and MSO prac-
titioners, and how these influenced outcomes
in times of disaster (Carroll et al. 2006; Paveglio
et al. 2018; Crenshaw 1989). These findings are
particularly important since few studies have
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analyzed these groups’ perspectives in this con-
text.

RESULTS

Many interviewees highlighted how their orga-
nizations were expanding and altering services
in response to the disproportionate impacts of
climate change on the undocumented commu-
nities they serve. The following sections explore
five factors uncovered by our research that ex-
plain and exemplify this adaptive governance
behavior. We then discuss how the issue of men-
tal health reveals the limits of adaptation in two
ways—MSOs lack the resources to provide
needed mental health services to their commu-
nities, and their own staff can be affected by
secondary trauma while responding to disasters.

Conditions Shaping Vulnerability

of Undocumented Immigrants
Undocumented migrants are uniquely vulner-
able to disasters given overlapping sources of
risk produced by environmental, economic, and
political factors. Disasters also intersect with
issues related to legality, housing precarity, and
labor exploitation that further produce condi-
tions that make preparation, response, and re-
covery especially difficult for this population.
Climate-induced disasters have forced MSOs to
address the intersecting effects of climate
change on the populations they serve (Méndez
et al. 2024). Participants at the Summit argued
that health conditions were exacerbated by a
surge in labor violations during disasters, fur-
ther exploiting undocumented workers. During
extreme wildfires compounded with heatwaves,
undocumented workers were often denied wa-
ter, rest breaks, and protective equipment while
harvesting crops or cleaning up toxic debris.
Workers hesitated to report violations because
of their limited job opportunities, the immedi-
ate need to support their families, and fear of
retaliation or deportation (Flynn et al. 2015; Mé-
ndez et al. 2024).

Overlapping with these events in 2020 and
2021, the COVID-19 pandemic increased con-
cerns about unsafe working and living condi-
tions. Many undocumented people reside in
overcrowded, substandard housing, making the
risk of contagion high. One participant shared:
“For example, with COVID-19, farmworkers had
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to get out to harvest crops but then come back
home—knowing that they have elders in their
family or children who are not eligible for the
vaccine and just living with that stress of, ‘Where
do I go to make sure that I keep them safe?’ I
have to work” (Respondent 11). Climate change
decreases housing access by displacing people,
destroying homes, and prompting surges in rent
(DeGenaro 2015; Fan et al. 2018; Nanda 2024).
Many undocumented people found themselves
relocating in search of more affordable housing
options, lengthening their commutes.

Continuous disasters also disrupt the public
transportation networks on which many un-
documented workers rely. Severed roads made
cities like Santa Barbara, which provide tourism
jobs, difficult to reach after the Thomas fire.
Many employment hubs were damaged and
closed. These cascading impacts reveal the pre-
carity of housing and employment for undocu-
mented migrants. As one practitioner stated, it
is common to compartmentalize, but the “real-
ity is that addressing one issue requires consid-
ering its relationship with others” (Respondent
15). For MSOs, recognizing that interconnected-
ness is imperative because of the multifaceted
impacts of climate change. In response to these
intersecting issues, MSOs became increasingly
involved in discussions around housing security
and eviction protections during wildfires and
floods. With longer commutes and related costs
for workers, MSOs also had to address afford-
able transportation access—an acknowledg-
ment of the correlations among housing, infra-
structure, and climate change (Méndez et al.
2020).

Other intersectional approaches that are
starting to be acknowledged by MSOs involve
the heightened vulnerability of Indigenous and
women migrants during disasters, due to ineq-
uities that shape their socioeconomic status
and autonomy. Research shows that during di-
sasters, women face increased economic hard-
ship, barriers to sexual and reproductive health
care, and greater childcare responsibilities
(Crenshaw 1989; Trentin et al. 2023). Gender-
based violence also tends to rise during and af-
ter disasters. Yet, because of limited capacity
and resources, MSOs have not fully developed
methods to address these issues (Kime et al.
2024; FEMA 2024).
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The US legal system’s lack of a clear pathway
to citizenship prevents undocumented migrants
from accessing post-disaster aid and resources,
perpetuating their marginalized status (Horton
2012; Méndez 2022). As Respondent 13 mentions,
“Immigrant workers, through a cruel and inhu-
mane immigration system that labels people
undocumented [or illegal], are expected to con-
tinue working, often without protection or care
for their safety. If they choose not to work, they
have no safety net to protect their families.”
Mainstream disaster relief agencies, such as the
American Red Cross, largely lacked a strategy
to serve special-needs and hard-to-reach popu-
lations, such as undocumented migrants. For
example, the Northern California chapter had
no Latino/a and Spanish-speaking outreach co-
ordinator until 2017. A year later, the national
Red Cross developed the first draft of its Latino
Engagement Program (Rivera 2020). According
to Respondent 16, while the Red Cross has in-
creased its presence in their local area, “it has
a major capacity issue, and they have had dif-
ficulty in attracting and retaining bilingual,
Spanish-speaking staff.” Respondent 9 also
stated that during the 2017 fires in Ventura and
Santa Barbara Counties, the Red Cross was vis-
ible at evacuation shelters but relied on MSOs
for Spanish interpretation, further straining
their limited resources.

At the federal level, disaster-aid programs
are administered within departments histori-
cally distrusted by undocumented migrants.
This is particularly true for households whose
members have different immigration statuses
in which at least one, but not all, of the mem-
bers has legal status. These households can ac-
cess certain types of disaster aid from FEMA,
but many refuse assistance because FEMA and
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
are both part of the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) and may share information
across agencies (US Department of Homeland
Security 2017; US Immigration and Customs En-
forcement 2016; US Immigration and Customs
Enforcement 2022; Kime et al. 2024; Elkin 2022).
Respondents further stated that during manda-
tory evacuations from areas threatened by wild-
fire in 2017, many undocumented migrants
stayed home for fear of immigration checks at
emergency shelters, despite county direction
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barring federal immigration officials from these
locations. Due to this confusion and “to escape
raging fires, and choking smoke, hundreds of
migrants decided to shelter for days at local
beaches” (Respondents 15 and 16). These fears
continue today, as immigration agents have
ramped up targeted enforcement arrests at work-
sites, gas stations, and traffic stops throughout
California (Franco and Huh 2025). These re-
peated experiences of fear, avoidance, and ex-
clusion from official aid create patterns of ex-
clusion, where undocumented and mixed-status
households are systematically left out of formal
disaster systems and forced to depend on in-
formal or unsafe options. In this context, exclu-
sion is not only about lack of access to resources
but also about being positioned outside the
boundaries of who is seen as a legitimate disas-
ter survivor. Labor insecurity reinforces these
dynamics, as undocumented migrants continue
working through disasters to avoid income loss,
often at personal risk.

Our study’s MSOs also expressed the need
for unemployment insurance, hazard pay, di-
saster assistance for lost belongings, health care,
financial support for funerals, and housing to
protect undocumented migrants’ health and
well-being (Rivera-Batiz 1999; Smith et al. 2003).
Undocumented migrants cannot forgo employ-
ment because many live paycheck to paycheck.
Respondent 3 recalled a story from the 2019 Kin-
cade Fire: “I remember two gentlemen shared
that they were going to jump onto a bus to go
back to the vineyard to continue picking grapes
in mandatory evacuation zones because their
boss had come and said: ‘There’s a fire and you
need to finish picking before it’s all lost.” For
these individuals, you can talk about having a
choice, but at the same time, it’s like you don’t
really have one, right?” This interview under-
scores why a social safety net is needed to help
migrants withstand and recover from disasters.
Another respondent noted that they keenly un-
derstood the economic links between complet-
ing the harvest and wineries’ ability to stay in
business and pay salaries. At the same time,
they stressed that wildfire creates dangerous
conditions in which profits are prioritized over
the lives of farmworkers. For Respondent 21, it
is important to acknowledge that migrants “de-
serve basic human rights and [more] protec-
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tions,” as their labor sustains certain industries
at the cost of their health.

In pushing for more labor protections dur-
ing extreme weather events, MSOs have similarly
supported jobs in the informal economy. Re-
spondent 14, whose organization advocates for
street vendors, commented on inconsistent
policies regarding access to shade structures
(including tree canopies) and vendor sites. These
policies are also often inconsistently enforced,
making it difficult for vendors to comply with
regulations and protect themselves from the
elements in intensifying heatwaves and storms
(Rosales 2020). MSOs have campaigned to chal-
lenge existing laws and create resources that
safeguard the well-being of undocumented
workers.

In response to socioeconomic structures that
limit access to aid and expose migrants to dan-
gerous working conditions, nonprofits have
been found to adopt the role of mutual-aid pro-
vider (Vila et al. 2023). MSOs in this study ex-
hibited similar behavior by distributing cash
after disasters, regardless of recipients’ legal
status. Recognizing that undocumented mi-
grants are reluctant to share personal details,
MSOs avoided the extensive questionnaires that
are often involved in disaster assistance. They
also distributed funds directly, capitalizing on
established trust and the knowledge that the
people they served felt most comfortable col-
lecting aid at their offices. Taken together, these
findings reveal how climate exposure, labor ex-
ploitation, and exclusion from aid systems in-
tersect to create chronic vulnerability for un-
documented migrants. The overlapping
pressures of work insecurity, housing instabil-
ity, and fear of enforcement make disasters not
isolated events but extensions of everyday hard-
ship. These conditions, in turn, compelled MSOs
to expand their missions and take on new re-
sponsibilities to protect their communities.

The Evolving Role of Migrant-

Serving Organizations

Many interviewees’ organizations had not ini-
tially focused on disaster response but were
compelled to expand their roles as their com-
munities faced the multifaceted impacts of
climate-induced disasters. For instance, an MSO
that primarily worked on labor rights, advocat-
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ing for wage protection and workplace safety,
found itself petitioning for hazard pay and en-
forcing protection against employer retaliation
during wildfire evacuations. Similarly, groups
dedicated to Indigenous language justice, which
had historically provided interpretation services
in legal and medical settings, began translating
emergency warnings and evacuation orders to
ensure language accessibility for Indigenous
migrants. Over time, these adaptations reshaped
the missions of MSOs, expanding their advocacy
to include climate-related policy interventions.
These shifts reflect adaptive governance, as
MSOs not only responded to immediate crises
but also reconfigured their long-term strategies
to meet the evolving needs of their communi-
ties.

Immediate Response and Advocacy

Building on this evolving role, MSOs demon-
strate their commitment to meeting the urgent
needs of undocumented migrants through pro-
viding accessible information, supplies, and
shelter, in addition to direct cash relief, and by
advocating for policy changes. For instance, in
2020, during the wildfires and pandemic, MSOs
provided culturally specific food and transla-
tion services: “lentils, rice [food that] our com-
munity members eat but were not able to get
from anywhere, and we were the ones translat-
ing [county] documents so that they could have
information in [their respective languages]” (Re-
spondent 10). They also disseminated informa-
tion using trusted social media, radio, text mes-
saging platforms, and community-driven
networks (Guberek et al. 2018). As Respondent
1 mentioned, “During the last phase, we had a
full outreach team going directly to where the
people were, instead of waiting for people to
come to us or waiting for people to call us.” One
respondent further shared that their organiza-
tion serves a community that is often excluded
from government assistance due to immigra-
tion status, which forces them to constantly seek
alternative funding sources and create new out-
reach models. “It’s tough. The individuals we
support are often viewed as less deserving of
help during crises, making it harder to secure
funding for our communities,” they explained.
Through these on-the-ground experiences, our
interviewees have developed valuable skills in
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innovation and adaptability to provide immedi-
ate support.

MSOs, thus, are often quickest to respond to
climate-induced disasters, largely because of
the lack of government services for their con-
stituents. Nonetheless, they are unambiguous
in affirming the government’s obligation to pro-
tect these communities: “I'would like to change
things from the top so that nonprofit [MSO]
leaders or volunteers don’t have to exist. They
are always so resilient, trying to make up for
what the people with more power and resources
are responsible for” (Respondent 11). Other re-
spondents echoed that until those in power en-
act changes, MSOs will be obliged to adapt to
support vulnerable and stigmatized communi-
ties. This type of mutual aid, however, can face
the challenge of neoliberal co-optation. Schol-
ars have argued that neoliberalism erodes pub-
lic infrastructure and services, advocating for
privatization and emphasizing voluntary efforts
instead. According to legal scholar Dean Spade
(2020, 142), government social safety nets are
often replaced by mainstream faith-based or-
ganizations and philanthropy as a result. Spade
(2020) argues that in this way, nonprofit actors
seeking policy changes are forced to invent new
ways to manage crises and social problems that
should be the responsibility of governments.
Many interviewees described taking a “bottom-
up” approach to combat these dynamics and
hold government accountable, engaging in ac-
tivities and policy issues that reflected the pri-
orities and needs of community members. In
many instances, MSOs created leadership op-
portunities enabling community members to
develop advocacy skills and guide the organi-
zation in seeking systemic changes to disaster
policies. This approach allowed organizations
to garner trust and build on community knowl-
edge to spread the word about the inequitable
effects of disasters and opportunities to increase
political influence.

Between 2017 and 2024, MSOs helped undoc-
umented migrants present their experiences
and data on these issues to the news media and
policymakers at the United Nations and US fed-
eral and state agencies. As a result, in 2019 the
Office of California Governor Gavin Newsom
allocated $50 million in state disaster grants for
vulnerable communities, provided $75 million
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in cash assistance to undocumented migrants
during the COVID-19 pandemic, and adopted
an emergency state regulation to protect out-
door workers from wildfire smoke. In 2023, So-
noma County’s Board of Supervisors set aside
$1 million in their annual budget for disaster
assistance to farmworkers, and migrants col-
laborating with MSOs obtained labor conces-
sions from E. & J. Gallo Winery and Eco Terrano
Vineyards (one of the state’s largest wineries
and regenerative vineyards, respectively), guar-
anteeing hazard pay whenever air quality is
deemed unhealthy for the general population
because of wildfire smoke (Chunga Pizarro et
al. 2024; Pastor et al. 2024; Mendez et al. Zucker
2020). Several respondents contended that these
projects can cultivate resistance (Spade 2020)
to the government’s abandonment of the social
safety net (these state and local outcomes were
also supported by research and data generated
by the author team). These outcomes demon-
strate that MSOs not only filled immediate re-
sponse gaps but also shaped policy environ-
ments through advocacy and collective
organizing.

Structural Challenges and Local Context
Geography, local politics, and the historical dis-
investment in migrant communities profoundly
influence organizations’ decisions to adapt. For
example, Respondent 13 represents an organi-
zation on the Central Coast, a relatively rural
and politically conservative area. They discussed
how their nonprofit has had to engage issues
beyond its mission and fill gaps in essential ser-
vices for undocumented migrants because of
its isolation. In cities, where nonprofits tend to
be concentrated, they can specialize, disperse
tasks, and delegate responsibilities, enhancing
their influence on particular issues and enabling
them to coordinate in support of or opposition
to policy. In contrast, Respondent 13’s organi-
zation has limited capacity to confront power-
ful regional interests such as agriculture, real
estate, oil, and gas—and thus less power in pol-
icymaking. This variability underscores the im-
portance of tailoring disaster aid strategies to
local conditions.

Other participants noted that local, state, and
federal policy responses to climate change are
typically standardized, regardless of context
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(Brunner and Lynch 2010). Some MSOs have
turned their attention to this issue, seeking ways
to make climate policy more adaptive to the
needs of their communities. One respondent
mentioned gray infrastructure like seawalls to
protect against sea-level rise, and cooling cen-
ters to provide heatwave relief. They argue that
such science-driven projects should be supple-
mented with community input about social in-
frastructure to strengthen local economies and
prepare residents for employment in industries
less vulnerable to climate change. Respondent
15’s organization, for instance, helps migrants
start businesses aligned with sustainable sec-
tors like electrification, solar energy, and fire
mitigation—a focus on climate change that was
new to their project portfolio. Respondent 20
further suggested allocating resources to train
undocumented migrants to lead community-
focused policy initiatives, including climate ac-
tion and land use planning (Zuniga and Méndez
2023).

While migrants historically have struggled
in advocating for improved infrastructure in
their communities, they serve a critical role in
the disaster rebuilding process throughout the
US by alleviating labor shortages. After Hurri-
cane Harvey in 2017, over 50 percent of construc-
tion workers involved in reconstruction were
migrants, and thousands were undocumented.
Many worked long hours without adequate pro-
tection from toxic debris, and some experienced
wage theft (Krauze 2025). It is anticipated that
migrants will also play a key role in recovery
after 2025’s extreme wildfire events in Los An-
geles and Ventura Counties. According to a re-
port by the American Immigration Council
(n.d.), 43 percent of construction workers in
California are migrants, a majority of them of
Mexican origin. Nonprofit and businesses lead-
ers assert that without migrant labor, these coun-
ties would not be able to rebuild all the homes
and infrastructure that were lost in the fires
(Krauze 2025). These place-based variations il-
lustrate that while MSOs’ capacities differ, they
consistently adapt to ensure undocumented mi-
grants are not left behind in disaster recovery.

Collaboration and Social Learning
Collaboration and continuous learning emerged
as central strategies in how MSOs strengthened
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their capacity to act. The evolving nature of
MSOs can be attributed to learning from their
collaborations—a key feature of adaptive gov-
ernance (Pahl-Wostl and Hare 2004). Through
these engagements, MSOs identified internal
gaps and adapted to develop new services, ex-
pertise, and political strategies. They also rec-
ognized their strengths and how to use them
to support allies. Respondents 1 and 2 recalled
instances during the COVID-19 pandemic and
wildfires when their organizations—which had
Spanish- and Mixteco-speaking staff—aided
other nonprofits by translating information
about financial and housing assistance. Unlike
large national nonprofits, such as the Red Cross,
MSOs are embedded within the communities
they serve. This proximity enables them to build
trust and address specific needs, uniquely po-
sitioning them as agile, contextual providers
who fill systemic gaps left by larger, less flexible
organizations. Engaging their diverse networks,
moreover, expands MSOs’ understanding of the
intersecting implications of climate change for
undocumented migrants (Crenshaw 1989; Tren-
tin et al. 2023). The 805 UndocuFund provides
an example: “We originally started as a collab-
orative between three organizations that have
worked in our region for almost thirty years with
immigrant communities and advocacy. It’s just
interesting because these three organizations
are from the environmental justice, civic en-
gagement, farmworker, and Indigenous perspec-
tives,” one respondent stated. Collaboration is
also needed to secure funding for disaster-
related services. MSOs like the 805 UndocuFund
rely on their partnerships with community
groups and philanthropic organizations, further
underscoring the importance of resource shar-
ing and collective problem-solving.

MSOs leverage their deep-rooted community
connections to effectively respond to disasters.
Many MSOs employ staff who were raised in the
community they serve and who often speak the
same languages as other residents, for instance,
Spanish, Mixtec, Chatino, and Maya. Drawing
from experience, staff members offer valuable
insights into organizing strategies and commu-
nity needs. In contrast, government disaster-aid
workers and mainstream mutual-aid providers
often come from other regions or states, with-
out an understanding of the local context or
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cultural and linguistic competency. MSO staff
with roots in affected areas show a deep sense
of commitment and often hold themselves to
a higher level of accountability to local residents.
This can further propel an MSO to engage in
adaptive governance during crises to maintain
credibility and responsiveness to their commu-
nities, close friends, and family (Folke et al.
2003). Through direct engagement and local
lived experience, moreover, MSOs have estab-
lished trust: “When a disaster hits, we don’t al-
ways know who it’s going to affect [or] where
the immediate impact [will be]. It’s essential for
us to listen, to [create] those spaces and [under-
stand] what is needed in terms of community
resources and support” (Respondent 3). Through
these collaborative processes, MSOs positioned
themselves as adaptive institutions, capable of
shaping more equitable disaster governance
from the ground up.

Mental Health and the Limits of Adaptation
Adaptive governance and local collaborations
enable MSOs to be trusted providers in com-
munities that are frequently apprehensive and
difficult to reach during disasters. This essential
role brings an increased workload, including
the delivery of mental health resources and as-
sistance to undocumented communities—an
area in which MSOs’ capacities are often limited.
In California, 73 percent of undocumented mi-
grants have unmet mental health-care needs
(Padilla-Frausto et al. 2023). During a policy
workshop held by our author team in May 2024,
psychologist Angela Gutiérrez described a se-
vere mental health crisis among undocumented
migrants, amplified by rising anti-immigrant
rhetoric and exacerbated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic and climate-induced disasters. Her re-
search highlighted a 71 percent increase in se-
vere psychological distress between 2015 and
2021. She called for expanding access to afford-
able, culturally and linguistically appropriate
mental health care and leveraging the cultural
wealth of communities to reduce associated bar-
riers and social stigma (Kime et al. 2024; Padilla-
Frausto et al. 2023).

The psychological impacts of climate change
(Bourque and Cunsolo Willox 2014; Trombley
etal. 2017) include distress, anxiety, depression,
and an increased incidence of suicide, especially
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among farming communities experiencing pro-
longed drought (Hanigan et al. 2012; Padhy et
al. 2015). The San Joaquin Valley, with its wide-
spread economic reliance on agriculture—in-
creasingly affected by heat, flooding, and
drought—has one of the highest rates of men-
tal illness in California (Ganesh and Smith 2018).
Migrant communities are exposed to these con-
ditions on a regular basis, and research has
shown that they also face higher rates of anxiety,
depression, and PTSD after a disaster, compared
to the general public (Dadson et al. 2025). Cul-
tural factors likely contribute to these outcomes.
For instance, Asian migrants’ underutilization
of mental health care following the September
11 terrorist attacks in New York City was attrib-
uted to social stigmas around seeking psycho-
logical support and a tendency to convey psy-
chological distress primarily through physical
symptoms (Kung et al. 2018). Migrants may forgo
government assistance for mental health issues
due to uncertainty regarding their eligibility or
apprehension about the potential consequences
of stringent immigration policies. This situa-
tion was exacerbated by the Trump administra-
tion’s “public charge” rule. It instilled fears that
using public benefits could endanger migrants’
applications for green cards and citizenship, or
worse, make them targets for deportation (Calvo
and Waters 2023). All these compounding chal-
lenges place additional stressors on MSOs, es-
pecially staff working on the frontlines of disas-
ters—a situation that is largely unexamined
within disaster studies. To our knowledge, re-
search on mental health implications has pri-
marily addressed direct traumas affecting indi-
viduals and communities (Chen et al. 2020). Our
findings diversify this research by spotlighting
MSO practitioners.

Social and Health Impacts for MSO Practitioners
While community-based disaster relief work
can be rewarding, it can also inflict secondary
trauma, a familiar challenge in fields such as
social work and health care (Holmes et al. 2021;
Tullberg and Boothe 2019; Cocker and Joss 2016).
Our interviewees unanimously acknowledged
the profound impact of internalizing harrowing
stories and events. When asked how they rec-
ognized secondary trauma, practitioners cited
stress, anxiety, exhaustion, fear, depression,
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bodily discomfort, restlessness, insomnia, and
a pervasive sense of powerlessness (Chen et al.
2020). During interviews, many gave emotional
accounts of their experiences. Respondent 21
tearfully recalled supporting families as they
evacuated their homes, became displaced, and
returned to find their belongings destroyed by
wildfire. Throughout our interviews, a distinc-
tion emerged in the severity of mental health
impacts, according to organizational roles: di-
rectors and managers experienced secondary
trauma less intensely than frontline staff.

We found that directors and managers rec-
ognized this difference and worked to minimize
their staff’s exposure. Indeed, research has high-
lighted the importance of interventions that
promote resilience and help practitioners return
to high-functioning behaviors (Cocker and Joss
2016; Holmes et al. 2021; Miller et al. 2022). A
supportive work environment is consequential
for the well-being of practitioners repeatedly
exposed to stressful or traumatic events (Head-
ley et al. 2023). Addressing secondary trauma is
also a critical component of adaptive gover-
nance. Adopting trauma-informed practices
helps MSOs maintain their capacity to respond
effectively to their communities’ needs by pro-
tecting staff and sustaining organizational ef-
fectiveness during disasters. Respondent 12’s
organization rotates frontline staff throughout
the disaster and recovery stages. Other MSOs
provide time off, hold debriefing sessions, or
offer recreational classes like yoga. Practitioners
recognize the importance of protecting their
well-being, as noted by Respondent 3: “The need
and the stories I see and hear have a huge im-
pact on me, and it is crucial I take care of myself
to sustain this work long-term. Sometimes I
need to pause and take myself to the coast, [to
be in nature] to continue doing this work.”

Some MSO practitioners’ work led them to
feel pessimistic and burned out. One participant
(Respondent 4) had considered leaving the sec-
tor in frustration over the lack of progress in
disaster recovery and building resiliency for un-
documented migrants: “I think that policymak-
ers and even the best [ones] say that there isn’t
alot of change happening, certainly not quickly
enough. There is high resistance to taking ac-
tion to address the climate change issues that
we’re facing. It’s not being connected to the cri-
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sis of people, climate refugees, the crisis of labor
and [occupational health, and] migration.” Re-
spondent 11 more optimistically noted that sec-
ondary trauma can serve as motivation: “It’s
important that we don’t stop feeling because
vicarious trauma* is a real thing and compas-
sion fatigue is a real thing, but also it’s impor-
tant that we feel these emotions because if we
don’t, then we don’t attack the root cause of the
issue and we repeat the cycle of power by adopt-
ing Band-Aid solutions.” Despite these chal-
lenges, practitioners developed deliberate strat-
egies to sustain themselves and their coworkers
through repeated crises.

Coping Mechanisms and Source of Strength
To navigate the challenges of disaster manage-
ment, practitioners have embraced various cop-
ing mechanisms. For one, coping manifested
through a proactive “trauma response mode”
(Schuster 2023).° They recalled evacuating peo-
ple from a wildfire and then immediately orga-
nizing a donation bank and community support
via social media platforms. Several others men-
tioned recognizing the limitations of their ca-
pacity to help others. For Respondent 3, culti-
vating this awareness resulted in personal
growth and professional efficiency: “I am one
individual, and I can only do so much. [That]
gives me a little bit of peace, as does having
skills and tools to take care of me. To be able
to continue to do this work. It’s taken me a while
to get to that point.” Another participant used
reflective practices (Méndez 2022) to become
more selective regarding the tasks they attend
to. Many practitioners engaged in self-care
through nature walks, gardening, exercising,
journaling, meditating, listening to music, at-
tending therapy, and dedicating quality time to
loved ones and pets. However, when the wild-
fires overlapped with the pandemic, practitio-
ners struggled to maintain boundaries between
their professional and personal lives.
Participants also found solace in their col-
leagues, whom some consider extended family
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members, thanks to close bonds forged through
shared experiences. They noted the therapeutic
value of mental health briefings (or peer-to-peer
counseling) conducted among staff members
and managers, which provided space to unpack
collective trauma. One practitioner recollected
how cooking with other staff on a work trip pre-
pared them for challenging fieldwork and fa-
cilitated a sense of security and camaraderie at
the end of the day. Other sources of strength
included participants’ dedication to their com-
munities and aspirations to cultivate a society
that treats undocumented migrants with dignity
and respect. Many had familial ties to undocu-
mented individuals, which personalized their
advocacy. Others grew up in the communities
they now serve. Several had been undocumented
at some point and felt that their work supported
their present communities as well as their past
selves. Many drew inspiration from the resil-
ience demonstrated by their communities, as
encapsulated by Respondent 6: “Some of my
husband’s siblings were born here in the United
States, but my in-laws weren’t. I've always been
drawn to their story of coming here, and how
they’ve built their lives, and it’s inspirational to
me. I feel like it’s what motivates me to continue
to do this [work] and is the reason I agreed to
an interview [for this study].” Taken together,
these experiences highlight both the emotional
cost and the moral drive that define MSO prac-
titioners’ work. Their strategies for care, reflec-
tion, and mutual support demonstrate that
adaptive governance depends not only on insti-
tutional flexibility but also on the well-being of
the individuals who sustain it.

DISCUSSION

Our research provided a platform for partici-
pants to reflect on the ways their organizations
have supported undocumented communities
in recent disasters, which in turn helped us learn
why they are having to adapt. These findings
further expand existing literature by demon-
strating how the inequities of climate-induced

4. Although often used interchangeably with the concept of secondary trauma, vicarious trauma refers to the
shift in someone’s worldviews after witnessing trauma experienced by others (Rynfield and Turner 2024).

5. “Trauma response mode” is a self-defense mechanism triggered by stressful or traumatic situations. Re-
sponses like proactive engagement can help people manage various stressors or stay safe in a dangerous situ-
ation, but they can also have negative physical and mental health consequences (Schuster 2023).
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disasters intersect with indigeneity, labor, race,
gender, and immigration status (Elliott et al.
2023; Walker et al. 2021), as well as the need for
multifaceted responses. Notably, while gender
and gender-based violence (GBV) largely did not
emerge as a standalone topic, they became more
salient in advocacy and policy arenas after our
interviews (Trentin et al., 2023; Kime et al. 2024).
This shift aligns with findings from FEMA’s Na-
tional Advisory Council, which has recom-
mended integrating GBV considerations into
disaster planning and response frameworks
(FEMA National Advisory Council 2024). Fact-
finding reports by FEMA (2024) have also high-
lighted the need for policies that address the
disproportionate risks faced by migrant women
and LGBTQ+ people of color in post-disaster
settings, including heightened vulnerabilities
to exploitation and lack of access to gender-
responsive resources (Geiger et al. 2023).

In assisting undocumented migrants during
climate crises, MSOs learned from their collab-
orators and communities (Pahl-Wostl and Hare
2004). As they learned, they shifted their opera-
tions to meet emerging needs and respond to
changes in their environments, including the
political landscape (Gooding 2012). Engaging
in adaptive governance has granted these non-
profits the flexibility to respond to climate
change and support their communities accord-
ingly (Moore 2000).

When the MSOs in our study responded to
disasters or offered mutual-aid services, they
engaged in issues beyond their core missions—
a phenomenon known as “mission creep,” or
“mission drift.” In the field of organizational
theory, mission creep is understood to result
from nonprofits’ efforts to enhance their image
(Foster and Meinhard 2002); to accommodate
external pressures, like changes to government
programs and regulations (Frumkin and
Galaskiewicz 2004); to respond to political and
philanthropic shifts (Gooding 2012); or, most
commonly, to access additional resources and
funding opportunities (Jonker and Meehan III
2008; Milliken 1990; Mitchell 2014). Our findings
show that intersectionality, inequitable struc-
tures, urgent needs, historical disinvestment,
collaboration, and exclusionary practices can
also motivate organizations to shift the focus
of their activities.
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This expansion of responsibilities is not just
a by-product of external pressures or opportu-
nities—it is also a strategic response to systemic
gaps in disaster governance. As MSOs took on
new roles, they navigated the broader political
and institutional landscape in ways that rein-
forced their credibility and influence. Organi-
zational theory further shows how MSOs con-
form to societal expectations to maintain
legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). By fill-
ing gaps left by government agencies, MSOs
not only adapt to but reshape disaster-response
discourse and policies according to practitio-
ners’ lived experiences (Méndez 2022). Zayda
Sorrell-Medina (2023) further found that MSOs
often formed in response to anti-immigrant
sentiment, policies excluding asylum seekers
from services or resources, or governmental
failures to provide essential support. Our
study’s MSOs exhibited similar behavior: ex-
panding missions to deliver services to undoc-
umented migrants suffering from climate-
induced disasters.

The emotional and psychological effects of
climate change on individuals are amply docu-
mented elsewhere, and evident in our research.
Existing literature on mental health has largely
focused on the individual or on populations with
legal immigration status. These studies have
identified a range of ways in which living
through a disaster affects mental health, with
depression and PTSD being the most common
(Lowe et al. 2019; Silveira et al. 2021). Climatic
events have also been found to disproportion-
ately impact the mental health of socially vul-
nerable populations (Singh et al. 2014). Agricul-
tural communities in poor rural areas have
greater difficulty adjusting psychologically fol-
lowing a drought, heatwave, or severe storm
(Vins et al. 2015). Factors like age, gender, im-
migration status, race, and ethnicity have also
been found to heighten the risk of psychologi-
cal distress (Chen et al. 2020). Vulnerability to
mental health issues increases with socioeco-
nomic disadvantage, and can be compounded
by inadequate access to appropriate services as
well as cultural stigma, especially among men
and uninsured populations (Trombley et al.
2017).

Studies have also explored how the health-
care industry is preparing for the mental health

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



GROWING ADAPTABILITY AMONG UNDOCUMENTED COMMUNITIES 221

effects of climate-induced disasters on the gen-
eral population (Trombley et al. 2017). Our work
makes a significant contribution by examining
the psychological stress experienced by front-
line practitioners who aid undocumented mi-
grants throughout the entire disaster manage-
ment cycle. Lynn Weber and DeAnne K.
Hilfinger Messias’s (2012) examination of com-
parable experiences in the wake of Hurricane
Katrina is among the few studies highlighting
the mental health implications of disasters for
nonprofit personnel. Our findings underscore
a crucial need for mental health resources to
support both undocumented migrants and
frontline workers (Méndez et al. 2024; Kime et
al. 2024).

Our research approach does have certain
limitations. First, the MSOs examined are ex-
clusively from California, which complicates
the generalization of the findings across the
United States. California’s government may be
perceived as more “welcoming” than other
states’, indicating the need for future compara-
tive studies in different regions. Second, our
data collection relied primarily on in-depth in-
terviews with MSO personnel, which may not
adequately capture the experiences of undocu-
mented migrants. To partially mitigate this con-
cern, alternative methods such as policy work-
shops, participant observations of community
and government meetings, and analysis of laws,
policies, and gray literature were utilized.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Climate-induced disasters exacerbate systemic
inequities, particularly for undocumented mi-
grants, one of the most marginalized and stig-
matized populations in the United States (Mé-
ndez et al. 2024). The MSOs in our study
recognized that structural changes must be
made to all socioeconomic institutions if we
are to get to the core of the intersecting issues
affecting migrant communities. This finding
aligns with the work of Erica Kohl-Arenas (2015)
and Fayola Jacobs (2019, 2), which addresses how
the structural roots of poverty and racial inequal-
ity are exacerbated during and after disasters.
Reactive measures like distributing face masks
during wildfires and advocating for safer work-
ing conditions are necessary but offer only tem-
porary relief, rather than building the systemic

resilience needed to mitigate the intensifying
impacts of climate change. For these MSOs,
policy measures like a social safety net or a path-
way to citizenship would go far in addressing
underlying problems. Their limited legislative
experience, resources, and political influence
have hampered their engagement with policy-
making. But collaborating across networks (Lu
2018; Wilson et al. 2022) and a sense of belong-
ing to a larger cause (Fyall and McGuire 2015;
Verba et al. 1995) have strengthened their en-
gagement in this arena. Some challenges that
MSOs face can only be met through political
processes and are beyond our study’s scope. We
focus instead on three key issues that can be
addressed through broader access to resources,
data, technical assistance, and training.

These pragmatic recommendations were de-
veloped with the current federal context in
mind, which has intensified immigration en-
forcement activities across multiple states.
Since early 2025, new DHS directives have ex-
panded worksite raids and targeted enforce-
ment near schools and transportation hubs (US
Department of Homeland Security 2025; Blume
and Sanchez 2025). There have also been nu-
merous reports of roving patrols of immigra-
tion agents targeting individuals on the basis
of factors including appearance and the lan-
guage a person speaks (Ibarra 2025). Testimo-
nies describing individuals being detained in
public areas like gas stations and leaving behind
loved ones and belongings are increasingly
common (Marcus 2025). These incidents have
deepened fear and instability in immigrant
communities and have further strained the ca-
pacity of MSOs as they have assumed additional
responsibilities of monitoring their communi-
ties for immigration enforcement activities,
advocating against these arrests, and collecting
funds and donated items to support commu-
nity members who live in fear because of these
raids (Garcia 2025). We argue that the lessons
from this study are more urgent given the cur-
rent national climate. The adaptive approaches
developed by MSOs can serve as a model for
organizations in other states that are also being
pushed to respond to changing federal policy
that heightens the vulnerability of immigrant
communities to a variety of issues, including
climate change.
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Include MSOs in Disaster Planning

at Local and State Levels

While FEMA’s local hazard mitigation guide re-
quires engagement with communities and stake-
holders, local agencies often purposely exclude
migrants, and federal agencies explicitly omit
undocumented households from their pro-
grams. Due to the shifting nature of national
emergency management, local emergency man-
agers should ensure substantive engagement
with MSOs before a disaster strikes (Mathias et
al. 2022). California MSOs have successfully
worked with decision-makers to pass inclusive
disaster-related policies, a recent example be-
ing Senate Bill 1105 (Office of Senator Steve Pa-
dilla 2024), which requires employers to allow
agricultural workers to utilize their sick days
when local or state authorities have declared
an emergency due to smoke, extreme heat, or
flooding. This legislation was partially informed
by the author team’s previously published re-
search. This law will enable farmworkers to re-
main indoors, safeguarding their health during
adverse conditions, and will protect them from
retaliation. Similarly, hazard pay could be pro-
vided to farmworkers laboring in dangerous cli-
matic conditions. Governments at all levels
should also provide appropriate funding to
MSOs for community training, disaster response
drills, early warning systems, and community-
based vulnerability mapping projects (Gero et
al. 2011).

Provide Mental-Health Resources

to Nonprofit Practitioners and

Migrant Communities

Responding to climate-induced disasters exacts
a toll on practitioners’ mental health, reducing
their capacity to adapt and support migrant
communities (Norris et al. 2002). Mental health
and post-traumatic resources, such as those
provided by Assembly Bill 1116 (State of Califor-
nia 2019)—including peer counseling support
for emergency personnel—should be extended
to these practitioners (California Professional
Firefighters 2019). The impetus for AB 1116 was
a survey conducted by the California Profes-
sional Firefighters Association and NBC Bay Area
News, which revealed that almost one in six fire-
fighters has contemplated suicide. Our research
shows that MSO practitioners may experience
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similar mental stress or trauma (Marchand 2019,
6). We further recommend that MSOs partner
with the Green Cross Academy of Traumatology
(GCAT) to receive support from licensed mental
health professionals trained to help victims and
responders following traumatic events (Green
Cross Academy of Traumatology 2024). Similar
resources should be provided to migrants; for
instance, expanding access to affordable, cul-
turally and linguistically appropriate mental
health services (including programs to address
GBV); and leveraging community-based and
cultural approaches to break down the associ-
ated barriers and stigma (Kime et al. 2024).

Require UndocuAlly Training for

Emergency Responders

State and local government emergency agencies
should be required to receive linguistic and cul-
tural competency training to inform their in-
teractions with undocumented communities.
This program could be modeled after Undocu-
Ally trainings, which are primarily conducted
in higher education to increase awareness, com-
petency, and self-efficacy among university per-
sonnel (Southern 2016). These trainings are de-
monstrably effective for teaching the unique
challenges faced by undocumented students
(Jach and Carvajal 2023). Government agencies
should collaborate with MSOs to develop simi-
lar modules for emergency managers and staff.

CONCLUSION

This study examines how MSOs navigate climate-
induced disasters and adapt to address the
needs of undocumented communities. With
MSO support, undocumented communities gain
access to aid otherwise withheld from them—
particularly by government agencies. Practi-
tioners in these organizations are de facto first
responders as well as experts on how undocu-
mented status contributes to disparate disaster
outcomes. Responding to disasters has serious
mental health implications; despite exposure
to secondary trauma and limited access to men-
tal health resources, many practitioners main-
tain a deep commitment to the people they
serve. Our research indicates the need for struc-
tural changes that grant both migrant-serving
practitioners and undocumented migrants the
means to cope and thrive. Increased resources,

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



GROWING ADAPTABILITY AMONG UNDOCUMENTED COMMUNITIES

funding, and more inclusive government strat-
egies to reduce vulnerability would ensure that
MSOs no longer constitute the main source of
aid to communities historically excluded and
rendered invisible by disaster policies.
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Navigating the Storm: ()
Natural Disasters and the
Policy Process

CADENCE WILLSE

Partisan divides in the legislature threaten efforts to combat climate change in the United States. Natural
disasters, such as droughts, hurricanes, floods, and forest fires, may open a “window of opportunity” for
elected representatives to take action on environmental legislation (Kingdon 1995). This article applies the-
ories of the policy process to explore the effect of natural disasters on legislative behavior. I employ a panel
event study to estimate the causal effect of a Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) declared disas-
ter onvoting behavior in the House of Representatives. Major natural disasters change the legislative behav-
ior of Democrats, increasing votes in favor of environmental policy. In contrast, major natural disasters push
Republican legislators further to the right on environmental policy. Content analysis of congressional testi-
mony illustrates how policymakers seize policy windows to champion policy and distribute blame. Polariza-
tion may lead to policy inaction, which harms vulnerable communities who suffer disproportionately from
climate hazards.

Keywords: natural disasters, climate hazards, policy process, focusing events, partisanship,
polarization

Natural disasters have increased by a factor of = 2022). Yet, the unique spatial and temporal chal-
five in the past fifty years, driven in part by cli- lenges of climate change require that members
mate change (World Meteorological Organiza-  of Congress work together to enact environmen-
tion 2021). Climate hazards compound struc- tal legislation (Lazarus 2023). Natural disasters,
tural inequalities in the United States: suchasdroughts,hurricanes, floods, and forest
approximately one in five counties are both so-  fires, may serve as focusing events, opening a
cially vulnerable and highly exposed to natural  “window of opportunity” for legislators to take
disasters (US Department of the Treasury 2023).  action on environmental legislation (Kingdon
Partisan polarization in the United States leg-  1995). This article explores the effect of climate
islature has hindered efforts to fight climate hazards on legislators’ environmental policy
change through policy (Aldrich 1995; Desilver records: When do natural disasters translate

Cadence Willse is an associate professor at The College of New Jersey, Ewing, United States.

© 2026 Russell Sage Foundation. Willse, Cadence. 2026. “Navigating the Storm: Natural Disasters and the
Policy Process.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 12(4): 232-53. https://doi
.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.4.10. This project benefited from excellent research assistance from Emma Smith
and Sydney Eltringham. Direct correspondence to: Cadence Willse, at willsec@tcnj.edu, Department of Political
Science, 2000 Pennington Road, Ewing, NJ 08628, United States.

Open Access Policy: RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences is an open access journal.
This article is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported Li-
cense.


https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.4.10
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.4.10
mailto:willsec@tcnj.edu

NAVIGATING THE STORM

into political action? Does partisan identity
shape legislative behavior in the wake of a nat-
ural disaster?

I put these important questions to an em-
pirical test, pairing quantitative and qualitative
data to understand legislative response to di-
saster. I employ a novel dataset that merges the
FEMA declared disaster database with congres-
sional district boundaries and legislative voting
records on environmental policy from the
League of Conservation Voters National Envi-
ronmental Scorecard from 2000-2022. Using a
panel event study design, I estimate the causal
effect of a FEMA-declared disaster in a congres-
sional district on voting behavior in the House
of Representatives. Next, I review speeches from
the Congressional Record of the 117th Congress
to understand how legislators discuss natural
disasters and environmental policy on the floor
of the House of Representatives. Pairing quasi-
experimental and content analysis helps illus-
trate the impact of natural disasters on legisla-
tive behavior and the mechanisms by which
legislators relate policy problems to their pre-
ferred policy solutions.

In the United States, elected representatives’
voting records reflect deep partisan polarization
on environmental legislation to address climate
change (Bromley-Trujillo et al. 2019; Rode et al.
2021). When a congressional district experiences
a large natural disaster, Democratic legislators
may become more progressive on environmen-
tal policy issues. In contrast, Republican law-
makers are either unresponsive or grow more
conservative after a natural disaster in their dis-
trict. Content analysis of speeches on the floor
of the House of Representatives demonstrates
how legislators connect the problem of natural
disasters to their preferred policy solutions.
Democratic legislators often attribute natural
disasters to climate change, pushing for pro-
environmental legislation, ranging from land
conservation, climate mitigation strategies, to
green infrastructure. In contrast, many Repub-
lican legislators blame the bureaucracy, the leg-
islative branch, or the executive branch for slow-
ing down disaster recovery, arguing for less
federal involvement. While natural disasters
have the potential to generate consensus on en-
vironmental policy issues, members of Congress
are sharply divided in their response.
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A divided legislature is unable to tackle the
climate crisis, and there is a high cost to policy
inaction. Climate hazards amplify race- and
income-based structural inequalities in the
United States (Besbris et al. 2026, this issue). As
articles in this issue detail, the social, political,
and economic costs of climate hazards often
accrue to the most vulnerable: children are neg-
atively impacted by the effect of chronic school
closures (McDaniel 2026, this issue), undocu-
mented communities and the organizations that
represent them increasingly focus on disaster
aid (Valencia-Uribe et al. 2026, this issue), and
Black and Latinx workers disproportionately
suffer from harms to local economies (Francis
and Horn 2026, this issue). While politicians
may support targeted policies to help low-
income residents (Mullin 2026, this issue), ex-
isting policies inequitably distribute costs and
benefits (Hadden and Prakash 2024). Compre-
hensive, federal environmental policy is neces-
sary to remedy the deep inequalities wrought
by climate hazards.

FOCUSING EVENTS AND

THE POLICY PROCESS

Thomas A. Birkland’s (1997, 1998) work on fo-
cusing events provides an important theoretical
frame to understand how natural disasters im-
pact the policy process. Focusing events are
“sudden, relatively rare,” inflicting harms “. ..
concentrated on a definable geographical area
or community of interest, and that is known to
policymakers and the public virtually simulta-
neously” (Birkland, 1997, 22). Focusing events
“capture in a nutshell some sort of reality that
people already sense in a vaguer, more diffuse
way,” (Kingdon 1995, 103) bringing attention to
a policy problem. Existing research defines nat-
ural disasters as focusing events to understand
their impact on policy (Arceneaux and Stein
2006; Birkland 1997, 1998; Birkland and Warne-
ment 2013; DeLeo et al. 2021; O’Donovan 2017;
Zelin and Smith 2023). While scientists have
noted that natural disasters are increasing as a
result of climate change, natural disasters re-
main relatively rare. Harms from natural disas-
ters generally accrue quickly to a specific geo-
graphic area or community, focusing public
attention “suddenly and rapidly” (Birkland 1998,
54). Natural disasters are often described as “acts
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of God,” creating a “causal story” that makes it
difficult to blame a single political entity (Stone
2007).

The term “focusing event” first appears in
John W. Kingdon’s Agendas, Alternatives, and
Public Policy (1984; 1995) introducing the mul-
tiple streams approach. The three streams that
lead to policy change include problems, policy,
and politics. First, policy actors must recognize
that there is an existing problem. Next, policy
alternatives must be generated to address the
problem, including input from a wide range of
actors such as scientists, bureaucratic agencies,
and elected representatives (Kingdon 1984, 200).
The politics stream includes partisan composi-
tion of government, preferences of interest
groups, and public opinion. Problems, policy
and politics streams converge to form a “policy
window,” or opportunity for policy change. Fo-
cusing events may bring the problems, policy,
and politics streams together through “a crisis
or disaster that comes along to call attention
to the problem” (Kingdon 1984, 100). Policy-
makers have the opportunity to seize the policy
window, leveraging attention to the problem
and offering a policy solution. However, poli-
cymakers must remain attentive to the parties’
positions and the “mood” of their constituents
(Cairney and Zahariadis 2016).!

Climate hazards may create the conditions
for political change (Pelling and Dill 2006).
Damages in the wake of natural disasters pro-
vide a powerful symbol of the impact of climate
hazards for members of Congress and their
constituents (Weber 2016). Alternatively, di-
sasters can mobilize the public by pushing
“event-relevant issues to the top of the public
agenda and provok[ing] shifts in public opin-
ion” (Reny and Newman 2021, 1499). Constitu-
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ents may pressure legislators to reflect their
new positions (Barbera et al. 2019; Unsworth
and Fielding 2014). Voters may hold elected
leaders accountable for the aftermath of nat-
ural disasters (Albrecht 2017), especially if they
believe that government is responsible for di-
saster preparation (Arceneaux and Stein 2006).
Finally, disasters may shift the policy agenda
(Sabatier and Weible 2014), pushing represen-
tatives to join pro-environmental advocacy co-
alitions.

Focusing events act as triggers for agenda
setting, policy change, and issue entrepreneur-
ship (Birkland 1998; Jones et al. 1993; Reny and
Newman 2021). They also widen the scope of
conflict (Schattschneider 1975), bringing new
perspectives to the debate through agenda set-
ting. This may occur through institutional av-
enues, such as congressional testimony (Birk-
land 1998) or media coverage (Best 2010). Such
events can mobilize policy change through ex-
ecutive or legislative action (Godwin and Schro-
edel 2000; O’Donovan 2017; Pralle 2009). They
may also uncover problems with existing poli-
cies, providing an opportunity for policymak-
ers to mitigate risk or reduce inequities (Al-
bright and Crow 2021; Birkland 2006; Heikkila
and Gerlak 2013; O’Donovan 2017). Last, focus-
ing events may bring attention to an issue but
fail to make substantive policy change. The size
and scope of a focusing event shape the policy
window and the opportunity for political
change.

This article is novel in its approach for sev-
eral reasons. The dataset measures the impact
of natural disasters on legislative voting records
over a twenty-two year period. Studying long
time periods ensures that broad trends in poli-
cymaking activity are considered (Sabatier and

1. Focusing events appear in other theories of the policy process. In punctuated equilibrium theory, Frank R.
Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones (2010) and Bryan D. Jones and colleagues (1993) advance a theory of stability
and change in policymaking. Departing from Charles E. Lindblom’s (1959) theory that the policy process is
marked by incremental policy change, Baumgartner and Jones note that there are also dramatic policy shifts.
Critical junctures, or focusing events, may result in a radical change in policy and a new equilibrium. Focusing
events redefine a policy issue, changing the attention the policy issue receives and the policy issue’s institutional
venue (Baumgartner and Jones 2010). Focusing events also appear in the advocacy coalition framework, which
posits that groups with shared core beliefs coordinate activity to seek policy change (Sabatier 1988). Coalitions
engage in policy-oriented learning to adapt to changing political, economic, and social parameters and continue
to advocate for their preferred policy goals. Focusing events can undermine coalitions, or provide an avenue for

policy change for new coalitions (Cairney 2015).
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Jenkins-Smith 1999) and that sufficient numbers
of events are analyzed to perform meaningful
statistical analyses.? Second, I argue that local
focusing events—natural disasters in a congres-
sional district—impact legislative voting records
on national environmental policy issues. Exist-
ing research focuses on the effects of natural
disasters on local policy outcomes (Arceneaux
and Stein 2006; Zelin and Smith 2023), or the
effects of natural disasters on the volume of
green legislation and partisan differences in
legislative response (Jud and Nguyen 2024). This
article focuses on shifts in behavior among leg-
islators. In an increasingly polarized Congress,
small changes in individual legislators’ policy
positions may have reverberating effects for na-
tional policy. Focusing events can have deep
impacts outside of their geographic area: local
disasters shape legislative behavior, which in
turn shapes federal policy. Environmental pol-
icy can mitigate or magnify structural inequal-
ities in the United States.

Finally, qualitative data illustrates how leg-
islators talk about natural disasters on the floor
of the House. Natural disasters may spur legis-
lators to engage in issue entrepreneurship and
pursue policy change through congressional
testimony (Birkland 1998). Alternatively, natural
disasters may illustrate problems with existing
policies (Albright and Crow 2021; Birkland 2006;
Heikkila and Gerlak 2013; O’Donovan 2017): cli-
mate hazards may offer an opportunity for mem-
bers of Congress to link environmental policy
to other policy problems, such as segregation
and income inequality.

Hypotheses
This article tests four main hypotheses. First,
partisanship matters: response to natural di-
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sasters varies by party. Second, a major focusing
event will result in a more dramatic change in
legislative behavior than a minor focusing event.
Third, I hypothesize that the window for a nat-
ural disaster to influence policy is small: legis-
lators will increase pro-environmental behavior
after the disaster, but the effect will fade over
time. Finally, I examine speeches in the House
of Representatives to illustrate how representa-
tives propose policy solutions for the problem
of climate hazards.

In the multiple streams framework, the pol-
itics stream includes partisan composition of
the legislature and public opinion. Political
parties influence legislative behavior and policy
outcomes: competition between the parties has
created highly polarized legislatures (Aldrich
and Battista 2002). Legislative parties are uni-
fied by ideological consistency, discipline, and
agenda control (Carey 2007). Ideological con-
sistency has increased in the past several de-
cades (Desilver 2022), creating cohesive parties
where members have similar preferences. In
addition, parties discipline legislators using
incentives to reward party loyalty (Cox and Mc-
Cubbins 2005). Finally, parties exert control over
the legislative agenda (Cox et al. 2010). The leg-
islative behavior of members of the House of
Representatives is shaped, to a substantial de-
gree, by their party affiliation (Aldrich and Ro-
hde 2000). Republican legislators will not re-
spond to focusing events by embracing
environmental policy issues, as it would require
deviating from the party platform and their
constituents’ preferences. However, focusing
events may push Democratic legislators to vote
in favor of environmental legislation. I hypoth-
esize that Democratic legislators respond to a
natural disaster by voting in favor of environ-

2. This article concentrates on an important mechanism for policy change: changes in legislative behavior
on environmental policy. On the one hand, this is a limitation of the study. As Cairney and Jones (2016) note,
policy windows may yield specific policy solutions or major reforms. | am limited to observing one type of
policy solution to the problem of natural disasters—voting on federal environmental legislation. In addition,
| focus on one arena of policymaking, the federal legislature, yet there are many other venues where specific
policy solutions or major reforms may be proposed to build climate resiliency in affected communities. Fed-
eral legislative voting records on environmental policy issues are a “vague” policy solution to the problem of
climate hazards, and focusing on federal policy may obscure other policy arenas. On the other hand, this is
a critical venue for policy change: the challenges of climate hazards and resiliency are national in scope, and
the federal legislature is the most important venue for environmental policy in the United States (Lazarus

2023).
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mental policy issues, positively impacting their
environmental scorecard.’

+ Hypothesis 1, Partisanship: A natural disas-
ter will increase pro-environmental votes if
this behavior is consistent with the legisla-
tor’s party platform.

Classic studies of focusing events argue the
more unusual the event, the more power it has
to shape policy (Birkland 1997). Kingdon (1995)
and others argue that the aggregation of focus-
ing events may also have notable public policy
impacts. The process is cumulative: a natural
disaster may “consolidate” and reinforce a pol-
icy issue that is already garnering attention
(Jones et al. 1993; Wood 2006). Research suggests
that rare focusing events and an “accumulation
of experience” with minor focusing events both
promote policy change (O’Donovan 2017, 205).
I hypothesize that a catastrophic natural disas-
ter resulting in multiple disaster declarations
will have a greater impact on legislative behav-
ior than a single disaster declaration.*

+ Hypothesis 2, Major Events: A major natural
disaster will have a larger impact on legisla-
tive behavior on environmental issues than
a single disaster declaration.

Third, I examine the duration of the policy
window after a focusing event. Kingdon (1995)
argues that the “window of opportunity” for
policy change closes quickly after a focusing
event. Birkland (1996) concurs, suggesting that
natural disasters have a brief window to influ-
ence policy: they are subject to media and voter
attention in the aftermath of the event, but this
attention slowly fades. A natural disaster may
make the threats of climate change less abstract
and more urgent (Weber 2016), forcing elected
representatives to immediately respond. I ex-
amine a two-year time period before and after
the event to understand the durability of
changes in legislative behavior.
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« Hypothesis 3, Policy Window: A natural di-
saster will have an immediate, brief impact
on legislative behavior on environmental is-
sues.

Parties exert control over the legislative
agenda, shaping whether or not members of
Congress have an opportunity to vote on envi-
ronmental legislation (Cox et al. 2010; Aldrich
and Rohde 2000). Qualitative data provide in-
sight into how legislators discuss natural di-
sasters in their district on the floor of the
House, even if it does not translate into direct
political action. Focusing events allow legisla-
tors to pursue issue entrepreneurship for their
preferred policy solution. Preferred policies
depend on their party, their own beliefs, and
the “mood” of their constituents (Cairney and
Zahariadis 2016). Members of Congress are mo-
tivated by reelection and constituency pres-
sures, making them likely to react to focusing
events (Birkland 1998; Mayhew 2004). Congres-
sional testimony illustrates how policymakers
seize policy windows to champion policy and
distribute blame.

+ Hypothesis 4, Policy Entrepreneurship:
Members of Congress will talk about natu-
ral disasters in an entrepreneurial way—by
coupling a problem with a solution. Demo-
crats and Republicans will pursue different
policy solutions.

In the online appendix, I present additional
hypotheses, analyses, and robustness checks.
For ideologically moderate partisans, I expect
natural disasters to have a positive impact on
pro-environmental voting behavior. I expect
that members of Congress’ response to climate
disaster may be tempered by partisanship at
the state level. Finally, I expect natural disas-
ters that are more closely associated with cli-
mate change to have a greater impact on leg-
islative behavior regarding environmental
policy.

3. In the online appendix, the article presents additional analyses on factors that may moderate the influence of
partisanship, such as a Representative's ideological position. The online appendix can be found at https://www

.rsfjournal.org/content/12/4/232/tab-supplemental.

4. In the online appendix, | present additional analysis that examines congressional behavior in disaster-prone

districts.
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DATA

The article uses a novel dataset that merges the
FEMA declared disaster database with legisla-
tive voting records from the League of Conser-
vation Voters National Environmental Scorecard
from 2000-2022 (Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency 2023; League of Conservation Vot-
ers Scorecard 2023). Table 1 presents the data
sources for all variables included in the analysis.
The outcome of interest is the change in a mem-
ber of the House of Representatives’ legislative
scorecard on environmental policy issues. ® The
League of Conservation Voters and environmen-
tal policy experts from twenty organizations
score roll-call votes on environmental issues in
twelve categories, including air pollution, re-
newable energy, climate change, fossil fuels,
drilling, private and public land conservation,
ocean conservation, exposure to toxic chemi-
cals, transportation, clean water and wildlife,
and other. Members of Congress are awarded
an annual legislative score calculated by di-
viding the number of “yay” votes for pro-
environmental legislation by the total number
of possible pro-environmental votes (excluding
excused absences). Figure 1 shows the distribu-
tion of scores by party on a scale of 0 to 100,
depicting wide variation in average legislative
scores annually among Democratic and Repub-
lican members of the House of Representatives.
The graph suggests a time trend across the sam-
ple: Democratic legislator scores increased

slightly, while Republican legislator scores de-
creased. To address this time trend, the model
uses year fixed effects.

The independent variable measures whether
a congressional district experienced a FEMA-
declared disaster by year.®* The most common
FEMA-declared disasters include fires, floods,
hurricanes, severe storms, and ice and snow-
storms.” From 2000 to 2022, there were 35,894
county-declared disasters. Large natural disas-
ters can yield numerous declarations: for ex-
ample, Hurricane Sandy resulted in 559 county
disaster declarations. The independent variable
is a count of the total disaster declarations per
congressional district year (ranging from 0-116,
median = 0, pu = 1.69). Most congressional dis-
tricts experienced at least one disaster declara-
tion during the twenty-two-year time period,
and the median number of disaster declarations
is 12. There is wide variation in districts’ expo-
sure to climate hazards: several districts in Cal-
ifornia, Illinois, Texas, and Washington had no
disaster declarations, while 48 districts experi-
enced over 100 disaster declarations from 2000
to 2022. There are limitations to using FEMA
data: defining and measuring disasters are bu-
reaucratic and political decisions.? The execu-
tive branch is largely responsible for defining
disasters to provide funding for protection, res-
cue, and recovery (Kousky et al. 2023). Existing
research suggests that presidents use this dis-
cretionary power: a president facing reelection

5. Examining variation within-legislators’ environmental policy voting provides a better test of the impact of
focusing events, as it reflects a change in legislative behavior for members of the House of Representatives
after a natural disaster. Election cycles and legislative turnover, paired with the rarity of natural disasters, sig-
nificantly limit the sample size and make it difficult to examine variation within legislative behavior before and
after a disaster. Focusing events may impact both within-legislator policy positions and within-district policy
positions on environmental legislation. Within-district variation reflects changes in environmental legislative
records of the representative(s) of the congressional district before and after a natural disaster. Changes within
a congressional district may occur because of partisanship shifts in the electorate (Hunt 2021), redistricting
(Mann and Cain 2008) or presidential elections (Golder 2006). Electoral turnover may lead to shifts in the agenda
and legislative priorities, raising the status of some problems and solutions in Congress (Pralle 2009).

6. The FEMA Regional Office, in partnership with the federal, state, or tribal government, declares a disaster
following an impact assessment for individuals and public facilities in the disaster area.

7. Excluded incidents: Toxic Substances, Terrorists, Other, Human Cause, Fishing Losses, Chemical, Biological.

8. Disaster declarations for climate hazards are a long, and imperfect, process. It starts with a state or tribal
request once the disaster exceeds the state's or tribe's capacity to respond. The president must declare an
emergency or major disaster in order for the state to qualify for personnel and funding to help impacted com-
munities.
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Table 1. Data Sources

Variable

Measurement Metrics

Data Source

FEMA declared disaster
Major FEMA declared disaster
Environmental scorecard

Partisanship, House of Repre-
sentatives

Voter partisanship, by district

Presidential administration

0-111, median =0, p = 1.69

0-1, median =0, p = 0.07

0-100, median = 43, 1 = 49

D (48.9 percent), R (51.07
percent)

-44-34, median 0, p = -1.27
Bush, Obama, Trump, Biden

FEMA declared disaster database
FEMA declared disaster database
The League of Conservation Voters
The League of Conservation Voters

Cook Partisan Index

Source: Data compiled from the Federal Emergency Management Agency Disaster Declarations, the
League of Conservation Voters Congressional Scorecard, and The Cook Partisan Voting Index (Federal
Emergency Management Agency 2023; The League of Conservation Voters 2023; The Cook Political
Report 2023).

Note: D = Democrat. R = Republican.

Figure 1. Distribution of Environmental Scorecard by Party, 2000-2022
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Source: Data compiled from the Federal Emergency Management Agency Disaster Declarations, the
League of Conservation Voters Congressional Scorecard, and The Cook Partisan Voting Index (Federal
Emergency Management Agency 2023; The League of Conservation Voters 2023; The Cook Political
Report 2023).

is more likely to grant a disaster declaration,
and Democratic presidents award more disaster
aid than Republican presidents (Husted and
Nickerson 2014). To address this concern, the
model includes year fixed-effects and dummy

variables for presidential administrations dur-
ing the time period.

Shifts in voter partisanship may impact leg-
islative behavior: members of the House of Rep-
resentatives are responsive to the policy priori-
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ties of their constituents (Barbera et al. 2019). I
use the Cook Partisan Voting Index to measure
congressional district partisanship from 2000
to 2022 (Cook Political Report 2023). This com-
parative measure examines how strongly a con-
gressional district leans toward the Democratic
or Republican Party. One challenge in linking
natural disasters to legislative behavior is a mis-
match in the unit of analysis: FEMA declares
natural disasters by county-year, and counties
often overlap congressional district boundaries.
To address this issue, I employ Andreas Ferrara
and colleagues’ (2021) population-based geo-
graphic crosswalks for counties and congres-
sional districts from 1990 to 2020.°

EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

This article utilizes a mixed-methods empirical
strategy to understand legislative behavior after
a natural disaster. The quantitative analysis il-
lustrates the effect of a natural disaster on leg-
islative behavior, or policy outcomes. Parties
exert control over the legislative agenda, shap-
ing whether or not members of the House have
an opportunity to vote on environmental legis-
lation (Cox et al. 2010; Aldrich and Rohde 2000);
and the qualitative analysis examines whether
legislators couple policy problems (natural di-
sasters) with policy solutions.

Quantitative Analysis

I estimate the causal effect () of FEMA-declared
disasters on members of the House of Repre-
sentatives’ environmental policy scorecard dur-

239

ing each legislative year y,. I use linear panel
data, where 7 indexes congressional districts
and t indexes years. The outcome y,, is the an-
nual environmental score assigned to each
member of the House of Representatives by the
League for Conservation Voters. The indepen-
dent variable is either a count variable for the
number of FEMA-declared disasters in a con-
gressional district, or a 0/1 binary variable not-
ing a major FEMA-declared disaster in a con-
gressional district.” The unit of analysis is
within-legislator, or legislator-years: the analy-
sis is restricted to members of the House of Rep-
resentatives who were in office before, during,
and after the natural disaster. The panel method
helps to isolate the exogenous impact of FEMA
disaster declaration, accounting for time-varying
unobservable variables that may be correlated
with both the independent and dependent vari-
ables.

In implementing an empirical strategy that
examines differences before and after an event,
the first assumption is that there are two dis-
crete time periods in the sample (Angrist and
Pischke 2009; Roth et al. 2023). In this case, the
sample is divided into congressional districts
before and after FEMA disaster declarations.
However, there is heterogeneity in the occur-
rence of natural disasters—congressional dis-
tricts experience natural disasters at different
points in time. Many congressional districts do
not experience any natural disasters during this
time period. This article uses a heterogeneity-
robust estimator for staggered event time to es-

9. The crosswalk contains weights for mapping counties to the congressional district level using a population
model, which uses built-up property counts from Stefan Leyk and colleagues (2020). Andreas Ferrara and col-
leagues (2021) develop an approach to geographic matching using relative population, accounting for hetero-
geneities in urbanization within counties. This crosswalk matches counties to congressional districts according
to the distribution of the population. Congressional district boundaries change during the time period; therefore,
disaster declarations in 2000-2002 are matched to the 1990 congressional district boundaries, 2003-2012 are
matched to the 2000 congressional district boundaries, and 2013-2022 are matched to the 2010 congressional
district boundaries.

10. While five disaster declarations represent a cutoff in the data for a rare event (only 10 percent of congres-
sional districts experience five or more disaster declarations annually), it is an imperfect measure. Rerunning
the analysis at different cutoffs (for example, 1.7 disaster declarations, or 20 percent of the sample) yields very
similar results. FEMA aid funding could also serve as a proxy for disaster size, but existing scholarship demon-
strates clear issues with this measure. For example, Thomas A. Garrett and Russell S. Sobel (2003) find that
disaster relief funding is motivated by politics (congressional representation on the FEMA oversight committee,
election year, and partisanship) rather than need. Additional studies highlight racial inequities in FEMA fund
distribution (Emrich et al. 2022).
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timate causal impacts when the timing of natu-
ral disasters varies (Freyaldenhoven et al. 2019;
Roth et al. 2023).

The second assumption is that the average
outcome among the treatment and compari-
son groups follows a parallel trend in the ab-
sence of the event (Angrist and Pischke 2009;
Roth et al. 2023). This assumption requires that
members of the House of Representatives ex-
press ideological consistency in environmen-
tal policy positions, absent experiencing a nat-
ural disaster in their district. Empirical research
in political science reports ideological consis-
tency among members of Congress (Poole
2007): voting behavior of members of Congress
is remarkably stable over time (Lott Jr. and Bro-
nars 1993). Parties exert control over House of
Representatives voting records, enforcing ide-
ological consistency (Hager and Talbert 2000).
Primary challengers present an exception: in-
cumbents who face extreme ideological pri-
mary challengers may adopt more conservative
or progressive policy positions (Jewitt and Treul
2019). Absent a natural disaster, existing re-
search suggests that members of the House
follow parallel trends in environmental legis-
lative activity.

Athird key assumption is that the event has
no causal effect before it occurs. Pre-event trends
provide evidence against the strict exogeneity
of the event in a panel event study (Freyalden-
hoven et al. 2019). Natural disasters are often
described as “acts of God,” making it unlikely
that members of the House of Representatives
are anticipating a disaster (Stone 1989; Birkland
1998). The analysis will test for pre-trends to
understand whether members of the House of
Representatives are changing their voting be-
havior in anticipation of natural disasters in
their congressional district.

Using a panel event study, I compare changes
in a member of the House of Representatives
voting behavior after experiencing a natural di-
saster. I estimate the effect of natural disasters
on members’ of the House of Representatives

THE SOCIAL, POLITICAL, AND ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF CLIMATE HAZARDS

voting behavior during each legislative session,
using the xtevent Stata package (Freyaldenhoven

et al. 2022), where:
2

Y BRE+ LRI+ LR

=a+ A+
Vi i t k=

+ PVI, + PresAdmin,, + ¢,

y, represents legislators’ scorecard on environ-
mental policy, at time ¢ in congressional district
i. Coefficients ¢; and A, represent legislator fixed
effects and time fixed effects, respectively. The
covariates Rt for k= -3, .. ., 3 represent event
time dummies that are k years away from a di-
saster declaration in member’s congressional
district i. R;** and R}' represent that the disaster
declaration is at least three years in the future
and the past, respectively. The coefficients of
interest are 5, which measures the deviation in
the outcome variable k years before and after
the natural disaster impacted their congressio-
nal district. The k refers to the window around
the event to estimate a dynamic effect on the
outcome. I use a window of two years, as recov-
ery from natural disasters is often a long pro-
cess, and congressional districts are likely still
implementing recovery plans for years after a
natural disaster (Cook et al. 2008)." Members
of the House of Representatives also serve two-
year terms. The visualization depicts the six co-
efficients in the window (-2, 0, 1, 2) and two
endpoints (-3+, 3+). The year a disaster strikes
isreferred to as k=0, and k=—11is the reference
period prior to the disaster declaration. The
model controls for variation in constituent par-
tisanship by congressional district-year (PVI),
and includes dummy variables for presidential
administration.

Qualitative Analysis

To illustrate how legislators connect natural
disasters to policy, the article analyzes speeches
on the floor of the House of Representatives
during the 117th congressional session.”> How
do legislators seize policy windows and connect
them to their preferred solutions? The research

11. Major disaster recovery rates vary. One of the fastest completion rates for a major disaster was about 3.5
years for Hurricane Sandy, while Hurricanes Ike and Gustav took almost 6 years to recover (Emrich et al. 2022).

12. This sampling framework has advantages and disadvantages. Because the data utilized are discussions on
the floor of the House of Representatives, the sample of primary material includes a novel overview of language
and policy discussion among members of Congress. Focusing on discussion in Congress allows for rich descrip-
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questions drive the data sources consulted and
collected (VanGronigen and Meyers 2019): to
understand how legislators translate natural
disasters into policy problems that require ac-
tion and resolution, we examine how they frame
and discuss disasters on the floor. We focus on
congressional records that mention natural di-
sasters in the House of Representatives. This
includes records that mention either a natural
disaster or a specific weather event (n =1,245)."
The unit of analysis is individual speeches or
time yielded to a member of Congress. The anal-
ysisis limited due to intense polarization in the
time period: rhetoric around climate hazards
in the 117th Congress will differ starkly from
discussions in the House of Representatives a
decade earlier. However, analysis of the 117th
Congress illustrates how lawmakers translate
climate hazards into policy in the current po-
litical environment, which is important for
scholars, policymakers, and the public advocat-
ing for climate hazard mediation policy at the
national level.

To summarize vast quantities of text, the ar-
ticle employs content analysis categorization
drawn from existing research on focusing events,
issue entrepreneurship, and the policy process
(Glaser and Laudel 2019). Borrowing from King-
don’s framework (1984; 1995), we reviewed the
speeches for two key parts of the policy process:
problem definition and policy solutions.
Speeches that identified a policy problem men-
tioned natural disasters in a legislator’s district.
A key part of problem definition is framing: leg-
islators may discuss natural disasters in the
context of climate change, environmental policy,
or an alternative policy area. Another important
part of problem definition is blame. For exam-
ple, many legislators blame climate change,
while others blame the executive branch for di-
saster management.

Speeches that mentioned a policy alternative
or solution connected the disaster to an action,
such as sponsoring a new policy or revising ex-
isting legislation. We captured details on the

policy solution, grouping proposed solutions
into several categories: sponsoring new policy,
advocating for new policy, revising legislation,
repealing legislation, appealing to the executive
branch, and recognizing the costs of natural
disasters. The indicators for problem definition
and policy solution were conceptualized as pres-
ent or not present in a binary variable: for ex-
ample, if the legislator mentioned a disaster in
their legislative district and connected it to leg-
islation on climate change, they received a one
for the “problem” indicator and a one for the
“policy solution” indicator. The analysis illus-
trates how members of Congress discuss natu-
ral disasters in their district on the floor of the
House of Representatives, even if it does not
translate into direct political action. Climate
hazards allow legislators to pursue issue entre-
preneurship, define the problem, and offer their
preferred policy solution.

RESULTS

The results for the quantitative analysis are pre-
sented graphically. Each event study plots the
legislative scorecard on environmental policy
on the y-axis, and the time before and after a
disaster declaration on the x-axis. The plotted
coefficients depict the estimated effect of a sin-
gle disaster declaration on environmental score-
cards, relative to the year before the natural di-
saster occurs. The bands around each coefficient
depict a 95 percent confidence interval. The fig-
ures report pre-trend and leveling-off p-values.
The pre-trend p-value assesses parallel trends
in legislative behavior before a disaster declara-
tion, and the leveling-off p-value assesses
whether the estimation window is sufficiently
long to capture the dynamic effect of disasters
on legislative behavior.

The analysis demonstrates wide variation
in Representatives’ legislative behavior on
environmental policy issues by party. Demo-
crats exhibit legislative behavior that is more
“pro”-environment after a natural disaster. In
figure 2, panel A, the plotted coefficients can

tion of policy dialogue among elected representatives, or elites. However, we do not observe how members of
Congress describe policy to their constituents, or how natural disasters are framed for a larger political audience.

13. Our search parameters include the following keywords: natural disaster, hurricane, fire, flood, ice storm,
coastal storm, drought, earthquake, severe ice storm, snowstorm, severe storm, tornado, tsunami, typhoon.
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be interpreted as estimated effects for a one-
unit change in the disaster declaration variable.
For Democrats, time “zero”—the year the di-
saster strikes—represents a statistically signif-
icant increase in pro-environmental legislative
behavior from the year prior. Specifically, every
FEMA disaster declaration within the congres-
sional district corresponds with a 0.27-point
increase in the legislator’s environmental pol-

THE SOCIAL, POLITICAL, AND ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF CLIMATE HAZARDS

icy score. The effect grows over time, in the
years after the event: in year two, members’
score increases by 0.49 points per disaster, and
in the years following the disaster members’
score increases by 0.54 points per disaster rel-
ative to the year before the disaster. In sum,
Democratic members of the House receive
higher environmental scores in the period fol-
lowing the event. In contrast, Republican mem-

Figure 2. Results for Panel Event Study Testing Hypothesis 1: Partisanship

Panel A. Environmental Scorecard, Democratic Legislators
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= 0.72. Leveling off p-value = 0.35.
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bers of the House engage in anti-environmental
legislative behavior after a natural disaster dec-
laration, although the effect is not statistically
significant.

Next, I test the hypothesis that major natu-
ral disasters impact legislative behavior on en-
vironmental issues. I categorize congressional
districts as experiencing a major natural di-
saster if FEMA declared five or more disasters
that year (occurring in only 10 percent of the
sample). For example, New Orleans was gravely
impacted by Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane
Rita in 2005, resulting in many declared disas-
ters in Louisiana’s Second District. I expect a
major FEMA-declared disaster to have a greater
impact on legislative behavior for Democratic
legislators than a single FEMA-declared disas-
ter. Figure 3 shows the plotted coefficients by
party.

Democratic legislators’ scores shift after a
natural disaster, and the effect grows substan-
tively over time: in the year of the event, Demo-
cratic lawmakers’ environmental policy scores
are 2.5 percentage points higher than their pre-
disaster scores, holding all else constant. Major
natural disasters substantially impact Republi-
can lawmakers’ environmental policy record,
aswell. In the post-disaster period, Republican
legislators receive lower environmental scores
(see figure 3, panel B). Again, this effect increases
over time: in the year after a disaster, Republi-
can legislators’ scores drop by 2.7 percentage
points relative to the year prior to the disaster.
Three years after the event, Republican lawmak-
ers’ environmental policy scores are 4 percent-
age points lower than their pre-disaster scores,
all else equal. Republicans react to major natu-
ral disasters by adopting anti-environmental
positions.

The third hypothesis examines the policy
window created by natural disasters. In inter-
preting the causal effect of a panel event study,
the plot helps to visualize the initial impact of
the event, or a jump at time zero when disaster
strikes. It can also help visualize the long-term
impact of the event on the outcome of interest.
I hypothesized that a natural disaster has an
immediate, brief window of impact on legisla-
tive behavior on environmental issues. Figure
3 presents a different narrative: natural disasters
have long-lasting impacts on legislative behav-
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ior for both Republican and Democratic law-
makers.

Each model controls for presidential era, to
indicate the complicated process of FEMA di-
saster declarations and the role of the executive
branch in agenda-setting. The results indicate
polarization between the branches of govern-
ment: during the Barack Obama administration,
Republicans have lower environmental score-
cards than during the George W. Bush ad-
ministration, all else equal (table 2). During the
Donald Trump administration, conversely, Re-
publicans have higher environmental scorecards
compared to the Bush administration, all else
equal. This may reflect policy positions unique
to the Trump administration: for example,
Trump’s decision to withdraw from the Paris
climate agreement was met with disapproval
across the aisle (Tollefson 2017).

Voter partisanship is an important control
variable that may impact legislative behavior.
However, the Cook Partisan Voter Index variable
is not statistically significant. Controlling for
congressional district and year fixed effects likely
accounts for time-varying changes in constitu-
ent partisanship.

The pre-trend p-value tests the joint signifi-
cance of the coefficients in the pre-disaster pe-
riod relative to the baseline year. For Democratic
lawmakers, the pre-trend test yields a p-value
of 0.00 (model 1) and 0.01 (model 3), which in-
dicates statistically significant differences in
trends prior to disaster declarations. We need
to use caution when making a causal link be-
tween disasters and changes in environmental
scorecards for Democratic lawmakers. For Re-
publican lawmakers, the pre-trend testyields a
p-value of 0.72 (model 2) and 0.82 (model 4),
which indicates that the pre-treatment coeffi-
cients are jointly indistinguishable from zero.
There is no evidence of differential trends
among Republican lawmakers that experienced
a disaster prior to the event, supporting the par-
allel trends assumption. This further suggests
a causal link between disasters and legislative
behavior for Republicans. For Democrats and
Republicans, the leveling-off p-value is not sta-
tistically significant, suggesting that the effect
of a disaster on voting behavior has stabilized
over time.

In the online appendix, I present additional
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Figure 3. Results for Panel Event Study Testing Hypothesis 2, Major Event

Panel A. Environmental Scorecard, Democratic Legislators
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= 0.82. Leveling off p-value = 0.08.

analyses that examine the relationship between
ideology and partisanship in congressional be-
havior after a disaster: surprisingly, members of
Congress whose ideological positions are more
moderate (operationalized as in the middle of
the distribution of DW-NOMINATE scores) have
more partisan responses to natural disasters
than Democrats and Republicans overall. I ex-
amine whether members of Congress’ response
to climate disaster is tempered by partisanship

at the state level. In Democratic states, Repub-
licans respond to natural disaster declarations
by starkly reducing support for environmental
legislation (see online appendix for more details).

The most critical threat to validity is politi-
cal polarization in environmental policy over
the past twenty years. I address this by limiting
my analysis to within-legislator behavior. I in-
clude year fixed effects to address the impact of
frequent reelection cycles. I include presidential
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Table 2. Results for panel event study
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Model 1

Democrat, 1+

Model 2

Republican, 1+

Model 3
Democrat,

Model 4
Republican,

Disasters Disaster Major Disaster ~ Major Disaster
Event Window K-3 -0.298** 0.039 -1.755 0.381
(0.102) (0.053) (1.615) (0.945)
Event Window K-2 -0.263*** 0.011 -2.979** -0.022
(0.072) (0.035) (1.075) (0.628)
Event Window K 0 0.270%** 0.016 2.564* -0.937
(0.075) (0.035) (1.092) (0.631)
Event Window K+1 0.312** -0.075 1.252 -2.651**
(0.105) (0.052) (1.605) (0.963)
Event Window K+2 0.488*** -0.085 2.569 -2.894*
(0.131) (0.068) (2.070) (1.268)
Event Window K+3 0.545%** -0.119 3.633 -4.005**
(0.155) (0.080) (2.524) (1.538)
CVI Partisan Index 0.104 -0.038 0.103 -0.043
(0.095) (0.086) (0.095) (0.086)
Presidential Era: Reference
category Bush, 2000-2008
Obama, 2008-2016 1.631 -6.301*** 1.610 -6.414***
(1.480) (1.313) (1.490) (1.316)
Trump, 2016-2020 10.395*** 6.379*** 10.586*** 6.351***
(1.398) (1.440) (1.399) (1.442)
Year fixed effects Y Y Y Y
Constant 87.109*** 11.493*** 89.045*** 11.565***
(1.561) (1.370) (2.177) (1.531)
Observations 2212 2098 2212 2098

Source: Data compiled from the Federal Emergency Management Agency Disaster Declarations, the
League of Conservation Voters Congressional Scorecard, and The Cook Partisan Voting Index (Federal
Emergency Management Agency 2023; The League of Conservation Voters 2023; The Cook Political

Report 2023).

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models include year fixed effects. Estimated using Freyalden-
hoven et al. (2022) xtevent Stata package for panel event study estimation, which allows estimation in
settings with heterogeneous effects by cohort using the interaction weighted estimator of Sun and
Abraham. Model 1 corresponds to figure 2, panel A; model 2 corresponds to figure 2, panel B: model 3
corresponds to figure 3, panel A; model 4 corresponds to figure 3, panel B.

*p <0.05

administration fixed effects to address the re-
lationship between the executive and legislative
branches, as well as the president’s authority
over FEMA. The analysis is restricted to estimat-
ing changes in legislative behavior annually;
more granular data might reveal different pat-
terns in legislative behavior in the days, weeks,
or months after a disaster, when lawmakers are
facing increased scrutiny and pressure from

their constituents. The mixed methods approach
provides insight into the trends in the quanti-
tative analysis.

Policy Entrepreneurship: Content

Analysis of the Congressional Record
Speeches on the floor of the 117th Congress il-
lustrate how Representatives engage in policy
entrepreneurship, focusing on problem defini-
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tions and policy solutions, or how the Repre-
sentative connects climate hazards to policy.
The search parameters yield 1,245 congressional
records mentioning a natural disaster or a spe-
cific weather event. We exclude entries that men-
tion natural disasters as rhetorical flourishes or
reference a specific candidate (one example that
came up frequently is the phrase “flood of im-
migrants,” or references to Representative Mike
Flood). After coding for context, 25 percent of
the sample remained, or 318 individual speeches.

Climate hazards are frequently identified and
defined as policy problems. Legislators who
spoke about natural disasters on the floor had,
on average, a higher number of disaster decla-
rations in their district (mean 3.21) compared
to those who did not (mean 1.83). Most legisla-
tors mentioned natural disasters only one time
on the floor (n = 117). However, other legislators
spoke more frequently about a natural disaster
in their district: for example, Doug LaMalfa (CA-
01, R) and Sheila Jackson Lee (TX-18, D) made
twenty-six and seventeen speeches, respectively.
Over 70 percent of legislators representing con-
gressional districts impacted by a disaster dec-
laration mentioned the disasters’ effect on their
congressional district in a speech. There was
no significant or substantive difference in the
likelihood that Democrats and Republicans
identified a natural disaster in their district as
a policy problem.

Partisan differences emerged when defining
and framing climate hazards as a policy prob-
lem. While the scientific community linked in-
creases in global surface temperatures with ex-
treme weather events and natural disasters,
legislators were more reticent to connect disas-
ters to climate change. Among legislators who
mentioned natural disasters, only 53 percent
connected the disaster to climate change in a
speech. There is wide variation in problem def-
inition by party: 21 percent of Republicans men-
tioned natural disasters and climate change,
and about 70 percent of Democrats mentioned
natural disasters and climate change in speeches
on the floor.

Many legislators took the opportunity to de-
fine the problem by assigning blame (n = 96, or
30.2 percent of the sample). Figure 4, panel A
presents differences in blame attribution by
party. Republican legislators were more likely

THE SOCIAL, POLITICAL, AND ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF CLIMATE HAZARDS

to define the problem by assigning blame (n =
24 legislators, or 39 percent of the sample). Re-
publicans attributed blame to a wide variety of
actors, ranging from inefficient bureaucracy to
the Joe Biden administration to environmental-
ists. Democrats and Republicans united in blam-
ing their fellow legislators for failing to mitigate
the harms from natural disasters. Democrats
overwhelmingly blamed climate change for the
harms accrued to their district.

To illustrate how Democratic and Republican
lawmakers vary in defining the policy problem
of natural disasters, I share two speeches on
the floor of the House of Representatives. The
lawmakers represent districts that were devas-
tated by Hurricane Ida in 2021. Representative
Sheila Jackson Lee (TX-18, D) earned an envi-
ronmental scorecard of 100, and mentioned
natural disasters and climate change in seven
of her speeches on the floor. Representative Jack-
son Lee argued that “natural disasters intensify
existing social and racial and ethnic inequities.
After a natural disaster, people in disadvantaged
communities have worse outcomes due to
stresses or exposures to other risks associated
with a disaster. Low-income people and people
of color are more likely to live in disaster-prone
areas, live in lower-quality housing that is less
safe when disasters occur, and have chronic ill-
nesses that make them more vulnerable”
(“House proceedings” 2022c¢).

Representative Jackson Lee connects natural
disasters to climate change, using an intersec-
tional lens to understand how climate hazards
disproportionately burden low-income and mi-
nority communities. In congressional district
LA-06, Republican Representative Garret Graves
offers a different framing: “Just to explain what
happens here, in the aftermath of a disaster. . .
you have an alphabet soup of agencies that come
in and offer assistance. It could be FEMA, it
could be the Small Business Administration, it
could be the Department of Agriculture, it could
be the Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment, or others. Madam Speaker, the last
thing in the world the victim of a disaster needs
is to be revictimized by their own government
bureaucracy” (“House proceedings” 2022c).

Many Republican representatives voiced frus-
tration with the inefficiencies of the federal gov-
ernment and FEMA, including Troy Nehls (TX-
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Figure 4. Results for Qualitative Coding of Speeches on the Floor of the House of Representatives,

Blame Attribution and Policy Solutions
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22) (“House proceedings” 2022a), and Randy
Webber (TX-14) (“House proceedings” 2022a).
Legislators also differ in their specific policy
solutions. Speeches that mentioned a policy al-
ternative or solution connect the disaster to an
action, such as sponsoring new policy or revis-
ing existing legislation. Republican representa-
tives focused on disaster response, resource
management, and infrastructure development
rather than broader climate change policies.
Consistent with Republican core ideology favor-
ing small government, many speeches called
for revising or reauthorizing federal legislation
rather than ambitious new policies. Republican
lawmakers had a distinct focus on policy related
to agriculture, farmers and ranchers (n = 26),

and food supply (n = 14), tailoring their policy
solutions to suit their constituents in rural ar-
eas. Democrats, in contrast, focused on spon-
sorship or advocacy of new legislation (n = 156
or 85 percent) aimed at climate change policy
or expanding federal capacity to respond to cli-
mate hazards. During this congressional ses-
sion, Democrats had many opportunities to
connect disasters in their district to climate
change policy during debates on the Inflation
Reduction Act. The online appendix includes a
detailed list of legislation discussed by repre-
sentatives.

To illustrate partisan differences, I offer two
examples where Democratic and Republican
lawmakers connected the policy problem of
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drought and wildfire to their preferred policy
solutions. Democratic Representative Joe
Neguse (CO-2), founder and cochair of the Bi-
partisan Wildfire Caucus, advocated for new
legislation focused on climate hazard mitiga-
tion strategies: “As climate-change-induced
drought means long-term reductions in rain,
snow, and necessary water supplies, this legis-
lation invests in droughtproof water projects
like water recycling, modern desalination, ad-
vancing water data management and technol-
ogy, protecting and restoring ecosystems”
(“House proceedings” 2022b).

Representative Neguse sponsored the Wild-
fire Response and Drought Resiliency Act, which
passed narrowly with one House Republican
voting in favor. In contrast, Republican Repre-
sentative Bruce Westerman (AR-04), chairman
of the Natural Resources Committee, used con-
cerns over droughts and forest fires to argue
against conserving almost three million acres
of public land across Colorado, California, Ari-
zona, and Washington state: “Do you care about
the health of our forests? Then don’t vote for
this bill. The most basic types of preventive
maintenance are illegal under wilderness des-
ignation. You can’t take a chain saw and cut
away fire traps, and you can’t trim branches or
overgrown timber stands and underbrush. (. . .)
Should this become law, with its restrictions on
fire prevention, we are going to see bigger and
hotter fires in Colorado than ever before (“Col-
orado Wilderness Act of 2021” 2021).”

Representative Westerman uses the problem
of droughts and fires to argue against federal
wilderness designations. While Westerman does
not represent an area routinely affected by
drought and wildfire, his position as chairman
on the Natural Resource Committee carries
weight in this policy debate.

Democrats and Republicans occasionally
work across the aisle. Representatives of Cali-
fornia and Colorado used disasters in their dis-
tricts to mobilize for new legislation. In Cali-
fornia, Representative Zoe Lofgren (CA-18)
thanked the bipartisan House Committee on
Natural Resources for their work on the Wildfire
Response and Drought Resiliency Act, remind-
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ing legislators that “fires don’t rage only in Dem-
ocratic districts. This calamity knows no po-
litical divide” (“House proceedings” 2022c).

CONCLUSION

This article makes a theoretical contribution to
the policy process literature, helping scholars
understand the dynamics of policymaking in a
polarized era. Partisanship is a critical frame
for understanding legislative behavior in re-
sponse to climate hazards. A natural disaster
serves as a focusing event if the political context
is right: disasters may change the legislative be-
havior of Democrats, increasing their votes in
favor of environmental policy issues. Content
analysis of speeches on the floor of the House
of Representatives demonstrates how Demo-
crats link natural disasters to climate change,
using their policy window to advocate for pro-
environmental policy during the 117th Congress.
Democratic Representatives also focus on en-
vironmental inequalities, demonstrating how
climate hazards disproportionately impact low-
income, minority residents.

For Republican legislators, major natural di-
sasters increase conservatism on environmen-
tal policy issues. Republican legislators are less
likely to vote in favor of environmental legisla-
tion after a major disaster, and their anti-
environmental policy stance is substantively
and statistically significant. There are myriad
mechanisms for increased conservatism: a di-
saster may spur a “rally around the flag” effect,
boosting support for the legislator and their
ideological position (Groeling and Baum 2008).
Alternatively, fear and insecurity stemming from
major natural disasters may renew support for
anti-environmental ideological positions among
conservatives (Bar-Tal 2020; Dorries 2010).*
While members of Congress who support pro-
environmental legislation after a disaster have
no change in their total campaign contributions
(Jud and Nguyen 2024), it is possible that fear
of donor reprisal impacts legislative behavior
on the right. Content analysis suggests that Re-
publicans define natural disasters as policy
problems that do not require pro-environmental
legislation. By connecting the problem of natu-

14. Although fear-based messaging in other domains is somewhat effective, its success within the environmen-
tal domain is mixed (see Reser and Bradley 2017 for a review).
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ral disasters to inefficiencies in the legislative
and executive branch or the federal bureaucracy,
the clear policy solution is less government over-
sight, not more.

Natural disasters have a long-lasting impact
on legislative behavior. Major disaster recovery
takes time, and communities must grapple with
housing and neighborhood reconstruction. Leg-
islators are especially responsive to issues re-
lated to their constituents’ daily life (Canes-
Wrone and Shotts 2004). Lags in emergency
assistance from FEMA and long-term aid from
federal agencies such as Housing and Urban
Development, inconsistencies in federal fund-
ing, and state and local capacity all impact di-
saster recovery (Teles and Martin 2021). The re-
alities of disaster recovery help explain the
long-lasting impact of natural disasters on leg-
islative behavior: congressional districts feel
the effects of disasters for years. Rather than
inspiring a brief change in behavior after the
event, natural disasters alter legislative behav-
ior on environmental policy issues.

Congressional testimony illustrates how pol-
icymakers seize policy windows to champion
policy and distribute blame. Representatives
define natural disasters as policy problems that
lead to their preferred policy solution. For Dem-
ocrats in the 117th Congress, natural disasters
offered proof of the existential threat of climate
change for their districts, allowing them to ad-
vocate for pro-environmental policy. Represen-
tatives connected climate hazards with struc-
tural inequalities in access to housing,
employment, and health, in vulnerable com-
munities, the economic burden of climate haz-
ards causes disproportionate financial strain,
building on existing inequalities. Many Repub-
licans critiqued the Biden administration’s re-
sponse to disasters in their districts, and some
argued pro-environmental policies, such as for-
est preservation, added fuel to forest fires.

Natural disasters occur locally, but have the
power to shape national policy. While numer-
ous studies have examined the effect of natural
disasters on local policy outcomes (Arceneaux
and Stein 2006; O’Donovan 2017; Zelin and Smith
2023), this article suggests that natural disasters
have deep impacts outside of their geographic
area. For example, the landmark Inflation Re-
duction Act (IRA) of 2022 is the first domestic
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legislative effort to combat climate change in
recent history, and will help the United States
meet its emission reduction commitments. The
IRA passed the House of Representatives on
party lines with a vote of 220-207. Legislation
passes by slim margins: a small change in an
individual legislator’s environmental policy po-
sition may have a large impact on national pol-
icy.

What do asymmetric findings along partisan
lines mean for environmental policy in the
United States? In the recent 2024 election, Re-
publicans gained control of the executive and
legislative branches, suggesting an uncertain
future for climate policy. I find that partisan-
ship conditions response to natural disasters,
but there are important nuances to this partisan
divide. For example, investment in green energy
and job growth may impact perceptions of en-
vironmental legislation: about 85 percent of the
announced investments from the IRA benefit
Republican districts and encourage job growth
in rural areas, which may shape perceptions of
environmental legislation for conservative vot-
ers (Gaffney 2024). Younger elected representa-
tives may also depart from President Trump’s
views on climate change: in interviews, young
conservatives identify climate change, conser-
vation, and energy as salient policy issues
(Bustillo 2024). Younger Republicans are much
more likely to say that human activity contrib-
utes to climate change (PEW Research Center
2024). Finally, the legislature may pursue envi-
ronmental policies that resonate more with Re-
publican voters: conservatives support expand-
ing both fossil fuel and renewable energy
sources (PEW Research Center 2024).

In lieu of concerted federal efforts, state leg-
islatures have accomplished important policy
victories in environmental protection. Many
states have established commissions to address
environmental injustice and climate hazard
mitigation policy. However, uneven state invest-
ment in climate adaptation policy may exacer-
bate inequality: regions that are more likely to
be impacted by climate hazards are also less
likely to invest in state climate adaptation pol-
icy (Avtar et al. 2023). As we grapple with an in-
crease in climate-change-related natural disas-
ters and a divided electorate, scholars and
activists must find ways to frame environmen-
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tal policies to appeal to voters and elected rep-
resentatives. Future research should examine
how scientists, academics, and government of-
ficials can galvanize conservative voters and
elected representatives to support environmen-
tal policy after natural disasters. Without con-
certed federal efforts in the legislature, inequal-
ity in climate hazard burden and adaptation
will continue to grow.
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Social Class Targeting of
Property Buyouts

MEGAN MULLIN

As local governments face the burden of responding to climate-related hazards, their actions layer on top of
existing class inequalities. This article reports on a survey experiment examining the responses of elected
city and county officials to a proposed voluntary buyout of properties at risk from climate impacts. An ex-
periment embedded in the survey tests whether politicians’ responses to a buyout proposal depend on iden-
tification of recipients as wealthy or low-income. Results show a significant difference in support across the
targeted recipients: even with an identical cost recovery period, elected officials were more likely to support
buyouts for low-income homeowners. The effect of social class targeting became larger after respondents
considered wide-ranging benefits and drawbacks of buyouts: they favored buyouts to a greater degree for
low-income recipients, and to a lesser degree for wealthy recipients, than for homeowners not identified with
a class marker. If these responses translate into differential provision of buyout opportunities across income
groups, it could help mitigate large class-based disparities in capacity to recover from disasters, while at the
same time contributing to class-based disparities in climate migration.

Keywords: managed retreat, climate adaptation, property buyouts, climate justice, social class, survey
experiment, local government

In the United States, the burden of responding
to climate-related hazards falls overwhelmingly
on local governments. Through their control
over land use, their responsibilities for infra-
structure and public services, and their ability
to set taxes, local governments can help re-
duce—or amplify—harm and disruption caused
by flooding, wildfire, and other hazards. As com-
munities attempt to become more resilient to
climate risks, they may enact policies that rein-

force existing inequalities. Research in local po-
litical economy demonstrates that local govern-
ments historically have exercised their powers
in ways that benefit wealthy White property
owners, contributing to widespread segregation
and unequal access to public services (Einstein
et al. 2019; Fischel 2001; Rothstein 2017; Troun-
stine 2018). Mechanisms intended to manage
environmental risk often become instruments
for exclusion or the protection of property val-
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SOCIAL CLASS TARGETING OF PROPERTY BUYOUTS

ues (Glaeser and Ward 2009; Mullin 2009; Mul-
lin et al. 2019). More recently, however, local land
use and climate plans have started giving atten-
tion to equity and justice (Loh and Kim 2021;
Diezmartinez and Short Gianotti 2022), suggest-
ing a readiness among local governments to
address legacies of inequality as they confront
climate hazards.

Among the most controversial responses to
climate hazards is managed retreat: the reloca-
tion of people and properties out of high-risk
areas, especially through property buyout pro-
grams. For a purely willing participant, a buyout
provides a welcome avenue for exit from a dam-
aged or at-risk property. Those whose properties
have been identified as eligible for buyouts may
not have full agency over the decision, however,
whether for reasons of property ownership, fi-
nancial loss, event-related trauma, or percep-
tions of being coerced. Broader collective ben-
efits of buyouts can include avoided government
expenditures on infrastructure, response, and
recovery in areas most vulnerable to climate
hazards, as well as the provision of hazard mit-
igation and recreational benefits if acquired
properties are then used as amenities such as
restored wetlands or greenways. Yet buyouts may
also produce collective harms by contributing
to deterioration in property values, tax revenue,
and quality of life in the surrounding commu-
nity. The experience of buyouts both for recipi-
ents and for surrounding communities varies
widely across contexts, with benefits most likely
to be achieved when willing residents are
matched with public officials who have the ca-
pacity and political will to deliver a buyout (Phil-
lips et al. 2012; Koslov 2016; Siders 2019).

The decision-making processes that fund and
implement buyouts are complex and multilevel,
creating multiple avenues for inequities to man-
ifest (Kraan et al. 2021). One avenue is through
the decision making of local elected officials,
because local governments nearly always play
a leading role in coordinating and prioritizing
buyout proposals, as well as funding the buy-
outs at least in part. Decisions about buyouts
most commonly arise as part of post-disaster
recovery planning, though a growing number
of communities are executing buyouts as part
of long-term risk reduction programs. In either
case, local officials must consider a range of
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factors, including direct costs, competing re-
covery or mitigation needs, and the long-term
fiscal impacts of converting developed to vacant
lots (BenDor et al. 2020). On top of these con-
siderations about collective costs and benefits
are the identities of the residents who would
receive the buyouts. Property buyouts typically
occur in spatially concentrated clusters. Because
of widespread patterns of residential segrega-
tion—patterns reinforced by the amenities and
disamenities of living near water—affected res-
idents often share class-based attributes that
differ from the broader community. They may
be wealthier than the typical resident or poorer.
Consistent with how class and income have long
shaped local land use practice (Whittemore 2021;
Lens and Monkkonen 2016), the identities of
buyout recipients may contribute to local offi-
cials’ willingness to pursue a buyout.

This study investigates how the social class
targeting of a property buyout proposal affects
local elected officials’ support for the buyout.
Data come from a survey conducted in spring
2020 of over 400 elected US city and county of-
ficials nationwide. An experiment embedded
in the survey tested whether politicians’ re-
sponses to a buyout proposal brought forward
by a group of homeowners depended on iden-
tification of recipients as wealthy or low-income.
Results show a significant difference in support
across the targeted recipients: even with an iden-
tical cost recovery period, elected officials were
more likely to support buyouts for low-income
homeowners.

Because most local elected officials were not
likely to be familiar with property buyouts, the
survey provided information and opportunity
for reflection about a wide range of buyout ben-
efits and drawbacks. After respondents consid-
ered the impacts of buyouts, the gap in support
between income groups grew: Respondents ex-
pressed greater support for buyouts targeted
for low-income recipients and lower support
for wealthy recipients than for homeowners not
identified with a class marker. Preferences for
targeting low-income homeowners were stron-
ger among politicians representing more Dem-
ocratic communities, and survey responses in-
dicate that resistance to buyouts for wealthy
homeowners was rooted not in concerns about
cost, but instead in concerns about fairness.
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Although respondent officeholders were disin-
clined to support buyout proposals overall, their
responses demonstrated a clear preference to-
ward using buyouts to support recipients per-
ceived as in need. Implications for inequality
are complex. While this preference for targeting
buyouts to low-income residents could help nar-
row gaps in people’s financial capacity to re-
spond to climate hazards, it may contribute to
class-based disparities in climate migration.

PROPERTY BUYOUTS IN

US COMMUNITIES

Exposure to climate risks is escalating through-
out the United States, as communities confront
record-breaking heat, rising sea levels, escalat-
ing wildfire hazards, and more frequent and
intense storms. These hazards are not evenly
experienced across people from different in-
come and racial groups (Chakraborty et al. 2018;
Qiang 2019). When exposure is mapped onto
geographic patterns of social vulnerability, the
disparities in risk from the impacts of current
and future climate change are pronounced (Da-
vies et al. 2018; Martinich et al. 2013; Tate et al.
2016; US Environmental Protection Agency 2021).

The concentration of people with low in-
comes and people of color in areas with higher
exposure to environmental hazards is a legacy
of local government planning, zoning, and fi-
nancial practices that legalized segregation and
reinforced disadvantage. Zoning ordinances
dictate both the opportunity and the cost of liv-
ing in risk-prone areas, and development in
these areas has community-wide consequences
for protective expenditures over the long term.
Choices about where and how much to invest
in protection privilege some neighborhoods or
communities over others and may shift the fi-
nancial burden of protection from public to pri-
vate, or vice versa (Woodruff et al. 2020). Pro-
cesses of planning and development that have
unfolded over decades create zones of prosper-
ity and disadvantage that manifest vulnerability
to climate impacts (Hendricks and Van Zandt
2021).

Those experiencing high risk or repeat im-
pact from hazards such as flooding or fire might
choose to move, and studies show that extreme
events often drive outmigration (Boustan et al.
2020; McConnell et al. 2024; Hornbeck 2012).

THE SOCIAL, POLITICAL, AND ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF CLIMATE HAZARDS

But many who are most exposed to climate im-
pacts face barriers or incentive problems that
limit their mobility. They may not be able to
afford relocation if their house value is less than
what they owe on the property or than the cost
of purchasing a comparable property elsewhere
(Binder and Greer 2016; Keeler et al. 2022). Mean-
while, their incentive to sell may be low if they
expect federal disaster assistance to absorb some
of their expenses from remaining in place (Con-
rad et al. 1998).

Government funding for voluntary buyouts
helps enable relocation away from vulnerable
properties. Buyouts provide pre-event fair mar-
ket value for the purchase of properties that have
been substantially damaged, primarily by floods.
The largest source of government support for
buyouts is through the Hazard Mitigation Grant
Program (HMGP) under the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA). The Community
Development Block Grant program under the
Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment offers another avenue for federal funding
of buyouts, including for properties that are at
high risk of flooding, and not just those that
already have been damaged. On top of these
federal sources of support, numerous states and
localities have adopted their own buyout pro-
grams, self-financed from sales taxes, stormwa-
ter fees, green bonds, and general funds. In
combination, these programs have accounted
for thousands of additional property acquisi-
tions (K. Peterson et al. 2020). The number of
buyout programs is on the rise as localities ex-
pand their scope of activities in managing storm-
water and begin to consider buyouts as a tool
for managing wildfire risk (McConnell and Ko-
slov2024). In most cases—and by requirements
of HMGP funding—acquisitions are deed-
restricted against future structural improve-
ments, with parcels permanently converted to
green space or wetlands.

Regardless of funding source, local govern-
ments play a leading role in decision making
to offer property buyouts. Although policy pro-
cesses following an extreme weather event take
place across multiple venues (Albright and Crow
2015), it is typically a local government agency
that coordinates assistance requests for chan-
neling to state and federal authorities. Of the
more than 40,000 buyouts funded by FEMA as
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0f 2017, 94 percent were administered by a local
government (Mach et al. 2019b). Many states
also work with local governments outside of
disaster circumstances to identify and prioritize
at-risk properties. In deciding to pursue federal
or state support for a buyout program, a local
government must define which properties are
eligible and secure the agreement of participat-
ing property owners. It also commits to funding
the required cost-share (typically 25 percent un-
der the federal programs) and to managing the
acquired property. All in all, these are conse-
quential political decisions that engage the par-
ticipation of elected officeholders (Binder et al.
2020).

The impacts of property buyouts are context-
dependent, shaped by the discretionary power
of local decision-makers and the experiences
of policy recipients (Revillard 2024). Some prop-
erty owners battle to access a buyout, perceiving
it as the only option for leaving a place that has
already been abandoned (Koslov 2016). For oth-
ers, refusing a buyout is a form of resistance to
abandoning a place with history and commu-
nity attachment (Phillips et al. 2012). Buyouts
implemented with federal HMGP funding must
be voluntary, executed without invoking the lo-
cal government’s power of eminent domain,
but in some cases, property owners have felt
that they had no choice but to participate
(Binder and Greer 2016; Rakow et al. 2003; Sid-
ers 2019; de Vries and Fraser 2012). Renters and
mobile home park residents often have no voice
at all in decisions about loss of their homes
(Dundon and Camp 2021; Kraan et al. 2021).

Beyond those immediately participating in
the program, buyouts may contribute to dete-
rioration in property values and quality of life
for neighbors of the acquired properties and
have negative impacts for the broader jurisdic-
tion through the loss of tax revenue and repu-
tational status (Ruppert et al. 2018). They also
reshape the demographic makeup of commu-
nities if they contribute to disproportionate out-
migration by one group over another. For all
these reasons, the prospect of buyouts can seem
threatening, and even the prospect of long-term
planning for the abandonment of at-risk coastal
properties has sparked local political battles
(Bragg et al. 2021).

How these considerations influence the de-
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cisions of local officials may depend on the iden-
tity of potential buyout recipients. The collective
benefits of buyouts are highest when properties
are spatially clustered (BenDor et al. 2020). Be-
cause of widespread segregation in housing,
residents of any small cluster of units are likely
to be more economically and racially homoge-
neous than the broader community (Jayajit et
al. 2014; Ueland and Warf2006). In some cases,
the vulnerable area is a low-lying, inland flood
zone occupied by those who are most disadvan-
taged. In other cases, it is high-value properties
on the coast or riverfront that are most at risk.
All else equal, purchasing lower-value rather
than higher-value properties allows the limited
resources of disaster mitigation funds and cash-
strapped local governments to be stretched fur-
ther. Details of buyout implementation, includ-
ing requirements for benefit-cost analysis and
the importance of property value in the formula
for designating substantial damage, can addi-
tionally favor the purchase of low-value proper-
ties (Siders 2019). However, higher-value prop-
erties may offer larger contributions to collective
benefits such as infrastructure savings or land
for recreation or flood control (Binder et al.
2020). Layered onto these programmatic ratio-
nales are the preferences and biases that inform
government decisions of all types, potentially
including decision-makers’ predispositions
about different constituent groups.

POLICY TARGETING AND

PROPERTY BUYOUTS

Political scientists have documented the dis-
proportionate responsiveness of the US political
system to the interests and views of more afflu-
ent Americans (Bartels 2016; Gilens 2012; Wright
and Rigby 2020). This bias in representation
reaches down to the local government level,
where public officials better represent the views
of a community’s wealthiest residents than the
views of those who are less well-off (Schaffner
etal.2020). The lack of representation has mean-
ingful consequences, including decades of local
decision-making that has contributed to segre-
gation by income and race and disparities in
access to public services (Seamster and Purifoy
2020; Trounstine 2018). One of the primary do-
mains for class-based local conflict is in hous-
ing, because of the private benefits or harms
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that can result from decision-making about
broader public goods (Danielson 1976; Einstein
et al. 2019; Goetz and Sidney 1994).

How do class-based considerations shape
politicians’ responses to buyouts for willing
property owners? Prior literature offers four pos-
sibilities. If demonstrated patterns of bias in
local representation and outcomes reflect the
personal biases of elected officials, they might
favor buyouts that are targeted for wealthy con-
stituents. The interests of the affluent consis-
tently win out in local disputes over housing
(Einstein et al. 2019), and politicians could jus-
tify a preference for buying out higher-value
properties based on their perceptions about
impacts on the broader community. Whereas
acquired properties in affluent areas often be-
come neighborhood amenities, adding to nearby
property values, local planning processes fail
to deliver the same benefits in less-affluent ar-
eas, where buyout sites more commonly become
neglected or used for large-scale flood infrastruc-
ture (Loughran et al. 2019). A politician’s prefer-
ence for buyouts that target wealthy residents
might therefore become stronger after consid-
eration of community impacts, because of the
dominant belief that a city’s interests are aligned
with those of its affluent residents (P. E. Peter-
son 1981).

Alternatively, local officials might favor buy-
outs for low-income residents, perceiving that
they have few or no other options for moving
from an unsafe property. If buyouts are a scarce
resource to be distributed among those exposed
to hazard, a commitment to fairness or envi-
ronmental justice would lend itself to a prefer-
ence for distributing buyouts to those with less
wealth. Redistributive policies that promote
upward mobility and make the poor better off
are widely perceived as more fair (Rodon and
Sanjaume-Calvet 2020). Social constructions
depict the wealthy as less or perhaps equally
deserving of benefits as compared to the poor,
and the two groups are notably different in their
perceived political power (Ingram et al. 2007;
Kreitzer and Smith 2018). If politicians conceive
of buyouts as a redistributive benefit, they
should be more likely to favor the policy when
it is directed at targets who have been con-
structed as dependents—deserving, but limited
in power. Buyouts fit well with the type of policy

THE SOCIAL, POLITICAL, AND ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF CLIMATE HAZARDS

benefits that dependents typically receive: highly
visible but narrowly applied, and offering re-
cipients little control over implementation
(Schneider and Ingram 1993).

The third possible impact of class-based con-
siderations is for judgments about buyouts to
depend more on whether any group is targeted
than on the identity of the particular targeted
group. Politicians often favor policies depicted
as more universal over those directed toward
identified groups of recipients (Skocpol 1991).
Mass public support for policies also tends to
elevate general over specific benefits, for exam-
ple favoring welfare policies directed at eco-
nomic risks such as unemployment or housing
loss that are not primarily experienced by those
who are economically disadvantaged (Rehm et
al. 2012). When faced with decisions about ben-
efits for a subset of constituents, politicians
might prefer if those considerations were not
made salient. Finally, politicians may not be
responsive at all to identifying markers when
considering a buyout proposal. Audit studies
testing whether public officials demonstrate
class bias in responding to constituent requests
have produced null results across numerous
political settings, including for city mayors
(Carnes and Holbein 2019; Hayes and Bishin
2020).

The purpose of this study is to understand
how social class targeting affects local elected
officials’ responses to voluntary property buy-
outs. The study contributes to a growing, mul-
tidisciplinary literature on buyouts that gener-
ally focuses on completed buyouts, through case
studies or quantitative analysis of the distribu-
tion of federally backed buyouts over time. The
latter studies show that buyouts have occurred
in counties that are wealthier and more popu-
lous than counties without buyouts, highlight-
ing the importance of local government capac-
ity in securing federal and state support after
disasters. Within counties, results are more
sensitive to modeling choices related to the treat-
ment of income and race, but suggest that neigh-
borhoods receiving buyouts have lower incomes
and housing values relative to surrounding
neighborhoods (Elliott et al. 2020; Mach et al.
2019a; Nelson and Molloy 2021).

Because of the complexity of buyout pro-
cesses, any patterns in observed buyout inci-
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dence cannot be attributed to decisions by local
public officials. Buyouts may be more prevalent
for lower-value properties because of higher ex-
posure to natural hazards, higher likelihood of
severe damage, higher willingness among prop-
erty owners to accept a buyout, or many other
processes not in the control of local officials.
This article brings an explicitly political lens to
understanding decision-making by local elected
officials—including those who have yet to face
serious impacts from flood, fire, or severe
storms—by asking them directly about their
buyout preferences. In examining the attitudes
of a broad swath of elected officials, and not
just those who have already faced buyout deci-
sions, we can begin to anticipate how property
buyouts and managed retreat might help shape
the futures of climate-impacted communities.

STUDY DESIGN

The study used a pre-registered vignette survey
experiment to test the impact of class-based tar-
geting on local elected officials’ support for a
buyout proposal. Because most local elected
officials are not likely to be familiar with buyout
policy, the survey provided information and op-
portunity for personal reflection about the wide-
ranging impacts of buyouts. When people begin
to form opinions about a new public issue or
policy question, they typically do so in an envi-
ronment of competing messages (Chong and
Druckman 2007). Exposure to different argu-
ments or frames can motivate more conscious
consideration in opinion formation (Druckman
2004). Research on deliberative democracy has
demonstrated that internal reflection about ar-
guments related to an issue contributes to
changes in opinion and policy knowledge, some-
times to an even greater degree than the discus-
sion stage of a deliberative process (Esterling
et al. 2011; Goodin and Niemeyer 2003; Luskin
et al. 2002). Although politicians may be more
directionally motivated than members of the
mass public in how they process new informa-
tion (Baekgaard et al. 2019), individual reflection
is nonetheless a critical part of collective policy
learning (Heikkila and Gerlak 2013). To the ex-
tent possible within the limitations of a single
survey, the design simulated the competing mes-
sages environment that would exist in commu-
nities as they consider a buyout proposal.

259

Figure 1illustrates the experimental design.
The survey presented a vignette, displayed in
figure 2, introducing the concept of buyouts
and outlining a buyout request from a group
of homeowners who had experienced repeated
flooding. The buyout would be funded primar-
ily from a state program and, consistent with
HMGP requirements, would require a 25% lo-
cal match. In the experimental element of the
vignette, respondents were randomly assigned
to learn that the request had come from low-
income homeowners (33 percent of respon-
dents), wealthy homeowners (34 percent), or
homeowners not identified by income (33 per-
cent). Wording of the vignette was otherwise
identical, and respondents were asked their
likelihood of supporting the buyouts. In order
to elicit responses based on respondents’ at-
titudes about the recipient homeowners,
rather than the direct cost of the program, the
vignette specified an identical thirty-year cost
recovery period across all conditions. It also
stated that homeowners were requesting the
buyout, so that assumptions about buyout re-
cipients’ consent would not confound the re-
sults.

Following the vignette, the survey displayed
lists of benefits and drawbacks to buyouts, ask-
ing respondents to rate the importance of each.
These questions provided the opportunity for
learning and reflection about the impacts of
buyouts on recipients, other homeowners, and
the broader community. Considerations in-
cluded on each list came from the literature on
property buyouts (for example, BenDor et al.
2020; Environmental Law Institute and Univer-
sity of North Carolina-Chapel Hill 2017; Koslov
2016; Ruppert et al. 2018; Siders 2019) and were
presented in randomized order. Although the
intent was to balance the number, complexity,
and strength of considerations across the two
lists, a buyout program’s direct costs is likely to
be the strongest consideration in its availability
and accessibility to local elected officials and
in their ability to apply the consideration to an
unfamiliar policy (Chong and Druckman 2007).
After rating the importance of each benefit and
drawback, respondents were asked again about
their likelihood of supporting the local cost
share for the buyout in a question that repeated
the identity of recipients as wealthy or low-
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Figure 1. Experimental Design
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income for those respondents assigned to a
treatment group.

The survey was conducted by CivicPulse, a
nonprofit organization that maintains compre-
hensive lists of US government officials and their
publicly available contact information for the
purpose of conducting surveys on government
issues. For this survey, CivicPulse invited a ran-
dom sample of township, municipal, and county
elected officials to participate. A total of 616
elected officials responded. Results are reported
for the 435 respondents who received the same
survey instrument.’ To protect respondents’
confidentiality, CivicPulse did not provide their
specific jurisdictions in the data release, shar-
ing only the terciles that a respondent’s juris-
diction fall into for population, urbanicity, ed-
ucation, and county-level presidential vote. I
used these terciles in my analyses, but could

Perceptions
of drawbacks

not introduce additional covariates specific to
an officeholder or a jurisdiction, such as data
on local buyout history or hazard exposure.

Online appendix table A.1reports descriptive
information provided by CivicPulse about the
respondents, who come from forty-eight states.?
The jurisdictions represented by the local gov-
ernment officials who responded to the survey
are somewhat larger and more urban than the
averages nationwide, but they are a more rep-
resentative sample than in most local govern-
ment research, which typically uses a minimum
population threshold when sampling jurisdic-
tions. Demographic characteristics of respon-
dents generally conform to what is known about
people who run for office. As reported in table
A.2, random assignment produced treatment
groups that were well-balanced on most per-
sonal and jurisdiction characteristics.

1. Respondents randomly selected to receive an additional long survey module on an unrelated topic before the
buyouts module were omitted from the analysis in order to remove any bias from selective non-response. For
more detail on non-random attrition in this survey, see the supplementary material in Mullin and Hansen (2023).

2. The online appendix can be found at https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/11/4/254/tab-supplemental.
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Figure 2. Buyout Vignette

recovered over 30 years based on future savings.

Some local governments have used voluntary buyouts to help people whose homes are at risk from
flooding or wildfire. Buyouts also can reduce hazards community-wide and save local governments
money over the long term by bringing down costs for emergency response and damage to public facilities.

Suppose, after repeated flooding, a group of [low-income/wealthy/--] homeowners in a town or small city
requested buyouts from a state program requiring a 25% local cost share. The local cost is expected to be

With only this information, how likely or unlikely would you be to support the buyouts?

Source: Author-designed survey vignette.

Two survey questions measured respondents’
perceptions about risks to their own communi-
ties from extreme weather events. Aggregate re-
sponses to these questions appear in figure 3.
When asked about their level of concern about
risks from flood, wildfire, and other extreme
events over the next twenty years, elected offi-
cials exhibited a good deal of variation in their
responses. The modal response was slight con-
cern, but over a quarter indicated that they were
very or extremely concerned. Respondents were
also asked about the percentage of properties
in their communities that they expected would
be damaged by extreme events over twenty years.
The mean response was 16 percent of proper-
ties, and less than 4 percent of respondents ex-
pected no properties to be damaged. Analyses
in table A.3 reveal lower levels of concern among
Republicans (relative to independents and Dem-
ocrats), elected officials in the Midwest, and city
officials (relative to county). Damage expecta-
tions were highest among Democrats and female
elected officials, and lowest among those in the
Midwest.

The survey was in the field from April 2 to
May 14, 2020—during the early weeks of the
COVID-19 lockdown, and before George Floyd’s
murder sparked widespread protests spotlight-
ing racial inequality. While the epidemic and
associated lockdowns may have contributed over
time to higher levels of sensitivity toward people
with low incomes, evidence from an unrelated
panel survey shows that Americans’ mean sup-
port for economic inequality and inequality-
oriented government policies had not changed
in May 2020 from a year prior (Wiwad et al. 2021).
Because buyout policy is less directly tied to
inequality than the policies examined in that

study, as well as less familiar to most respon-
dents, attitudes reported here should be simi-
larly consistent with attitudes prior to the emer-
gence of COVID-19. How well the survey
represents current attitudes is less clear. Over
the five years since this survey was conducted,
the United States experienced an average of
twenty-three $1 billion weather and climate di-
saster events per year, a rate more than double
that of the decades prior to 2020 (NOAA 2025).
Rising public attention to these climate risks
and the growing visibility of environmental jus-
tice on the national political agenda may con-
tribute to even stronger preferences among lo-
cal officials for policy that supports economically
disadvantaged people in confronting climate
impacts. These preferences may also be more
divided than at the time of the survey, reflect-
ing the growth in partisan polarization that has
coincided with rising attention to environmen-
tal justice and climate risks (Egan and Mullin
2024).

RESULTS

Elected officials’ overall responses to the buy-
outs vignette, aggregated across experimental
conditions, appear in figure 4. Unsurprisingly
for a complex policy choice in an unfamiliar
domain, some respondents reported that they
would be neither likely nor unlikely to support
the described buyouts. However, over two-thirds
provided a directional response, with a major-
ity of these (62 percent) indicating when first
asked that they would be unlikely or very un-
likely to support the buyouts. After respondents
spent time learning and reflecting about the
advantages and disadvantages of voluntary buy-
outs, opposition increased. With the support
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Figure 3. Concern About and Perceptions of Risk to Community from Extreme Events

over Twenty Years
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Source: Survey responses to the questions, “Turning to your own community, how concerned, if at all,
are you about risks from flood, wildfire, or other extreme natural events over the next 20 years?” [top]
and “If you had to guess, approximately what percentage of properties in your community will be dam-
aged by flood, wildfire, or another extreme natural event within the next 20 years?” [bottom].

Note: N = 435.

scale scored 0-1, the mean score declined by
0.05, a statistically significant difference (p <
.001) driven mostly by an increase in those very
unlikely to support the buyout.

Effects of Targeting on Buyout Support

Results from the targeting experiment appear
in figure 5. Effect estimates are from OLS regres-
sions with robust standard errors, controlling
for covariates specified in the study’s pre-
analysis plan (partisanship and education of
the respondent, and population size and gov-
ernment type of the jurisdiction). As shown in

the top panel of figure 5, elected officials initially
were more likely to support buyouts when they
were targeted for low-income homeowners. Sup-
port also was higher for low-income targeting
than for targeting to the wealthy, consistent with
a pre-registered hypothesis about the directional
effect of class targeting. Specifying recipients
as low-income increased buyout support by 0.07
points on the 0-1 outcome scale, an effect that
is modest in size but significant. Targeting buy-
outs to wealthy homeowners had no effect on
buyout support. In combination, attaching a
class identifier to the buyout recipients had no
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Figure 4. Likelihood of Supporting Buyout, Before and After Presentation of Benefits and Drawbacks
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Source: Survey responses to the vignette, aggregated across treatment and control groups.

Note: N = 435.

effect on initial buyout support, counter to my
pre-registered hypothesis that elected officials
would be more likely to support buyouts when
the policy was portrayed in more universal terms
and recipients were not specified as wealthy or
low-income.

The second panel of figure 5 shows the effect
of targeting on change in support after reflec-
tion about the advantages and disadvantages
of buyouts. Although all respondents were ex-
posed to the same arguments for and against
buyouts, expectations about who would receive
the buyouts could have influenced how respon-
dents interpreted and processed those argu-
ments. Results show that the decline in support
for a buyout proposal after consideration of bal-
anced arguments is concentrated among those
faced with a proposal to buy out wealthy home-
owners. Exposure to buyout considerations
slightly increased buyout support for low-
income homeowners while significantly reduc-
ing support targeted to wealthy homeowners,
counter to a pre-registered hypothesis. The bot-
tom panel shows that after reflection, elected
officials clearly favored buyouts to a greater de-
gree for low-income recipients, and to a lesser

degree for wealthy recipients, than for home-
owners not identified with a class marker. Be-
tween the two groups with class identifiers, sup-
port was 0.16 points higher for low-income
recipients as compared to wealthy recipients, a
difference of more than half a standard devia-
tion in the outcome. As a comparison, the effect
of targeting buyouts to low-income rather than
wealthy homeowners was approximately the
same size as the difference in overall buyout
support between Democratic and Republican
officeholders.

Effects of Targeting on

Buyout Considerations

To understand the mechanisms producing a
preference for buyouts that target low-income
homeowners, I examined responses to substan-
tive arguments about the benefits and draw-
backs of buyouts. Response distributions on
the importance of these considerations appear
in figure 6. The items are highly intercorrelated,
especially for buyback benefits; on average, re-
spondents did not draw large distinctions in
the importance of different benefits. Those seen
as most important were community-level ben-
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Figure 5. Effects of Class Targeting on Buyout Support, Before and After Presentation of Benefits and

Drawbacks
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Note: Estimates from OLS models presented in online appendix tables A.5-A.7. N = 405.

*p <.05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed)

efits, especially those with fiscal effects like
avoided infrastructure damage and savings on
emergency response. Respondents attached
slightly less importance to risk reduction for
immediate recipients or their neighbors. Among
drawbacks, the direct cost of buyouts was clearly
the overriding consideration for elected officials.
Concern about fairness to other at-risk property
owners and loss of properties from the tax base
also resonated for respondents. Whether framed
as a benefit or drawback, the use of vacated land
lagged behind other considerations.

Figure 7 displays the effects of class target-
ing on the importance that respondents at-
tached to these various considerations. Overall,
targeting did not have a sizable impact on how
respondents perceived the benefits and draw-
backs of buyouts. For several of the arguments
about buyout benefits, any specification about
the policy’s beneficiaries increased the perceived
importance of the benefit, regardless of whether
the beneficiaries were specified as wealthy or
low-income. Any form of policy targeting may
have made it easier for respondents to visualize
how these benefits would manifest in their own
communities, but responses did not meaning-

fully diverge based on the class identity of re-
cipients.

Among drawbacks, the absence of any treat-
ment effect on the importance of direct costs
is notable, because it provides assurance that
results are not attributable to expectations about
program cost. If respondents were withholding
support for buyouts under the wealthy home-
owner condition out of concern about cost, then
buyout cost should be a more important con-
sideration for those respondents. Instead, their
concern is equal to those considering buyouts
for low-income or unspecified homeowners,
suggesting that considerations other than cost
are likely driving the difference in buyout sup-
port across class recipients.

Among all stated policy benefits and draw-
backs, only the argument about unfairness in
subsidizing at-risk homeowners generated sig-
nificantly different responses between the two
treatment groups. Unfairness was deemed a more
important consideration when buyouts were tar-
geted to wealthy homeowners. Although the sub-
stantive effect size is small, this result suggests
that politicians’ responses to a buyout proposal
are rooted partly in their beliefs about fairness.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



SOCIAL CLASS TARGETING OF PROPERTY BUYOUTS 265

Figure 6. Importance of Buyout Benefits and Drawbacks
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Source: Survey responses to the questions, “Local officials have discussed a variety of possible benefits
and drawbacks to voluntary buyouts. In thinking about your own views on the issue, how important or
unimportant are each of the following benefits of voluntary buyouts?” [top] and “How important or un-
important to you are each of the following drawbacks of voluntary buyouts?” [bottom].

Figure 7. Effects of Class Targeting on Importance of Buyout Benefits and Drawbacks
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Risk reduction for —— e Direct costs
participating homeowners — — of buyouts
Risk reduction to —— —— Unfair to owners of
neighboring properties — —_— other at-risk properties
Risk reduction to —— —t Unfair to subsidize
the community —— — at-risk homeowners*
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restoring open space — — from tax bases
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Source: Survey responses to questions about buyout benefits and drawbacks.
Note: Estimates from seemingly unrelated regression models presented in online appendix table A.8
and A.9. Difference between treatment group coefficients significant at * p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed).
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Differences in Targeting Effects

Across Officeholders

To further explore officeholders’ motivations,
I'tested the heterogeneous effects of buyout tar-
geting across respondents’ personal political
attributes, constituency characteristics, and
perceptions of risk in their own communities.
Personal attributes included three political con-
siderations and predispositions: the respon-
dent’s self-reported partisanship, whether they
faced an opponent in the previous election, and
their ambition to run for higher office. Con-
stituency characteristics included demographic
composition of the respondent’s locality and
partisan composition of the county. Perceptions
of risk were measured with the two questions
reported in figure 3. Tests for heterogeneity in-
cluded interactions between these attributes
and treatment, first for each of the two target-
ing treatments separately, and then with the
two class treatments combined together for a
single measure of targeting.

Overall, respondents’ personal political con-
siderations do not seem to play a role in explain-
ing their preference for buying out the proper-
ties of low-income, rather than wealthy,
homeowners (table A.10). Across partisanship,
the competitive context of an incumbent’s own
seat, and their plans for future officeholding,
the two class targeting treatments had similar
effects. Democrats more strongly support buy-
out proposals overall, but they are not differen-
tially responsive to the identity of buyout re-
cipients. Targeting of any kind reduces buyout
support among Democrats and Republicans
more than among independent officeholders,
but this result is is only weakly significant. The
results also lend no support for two pre-
registered hypotheses that any form of targeting
would have a larger effect on politicians expe-
riencing electoral pressure because of their am-
bition for higher office or the competitiveness
of their current seat. In fact, those who did not
intend to run for higher office were the most
responsive to targeting, though there is consid-
erable uncertainty around that result because
of the small portion of the sample (7.5 percent)
in the category of “not ambitious” based on the
survey’s question wording (online appendix B).

Elected officials may be influenced more by
the composition of their communities than by

THE SOCIAL, POLITICAL, AND ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF CLIMATE HAZARDS

their own political predispositions in respond-
ing to the vignette. Controlling for other po-
litical and community characteristics (table
A.11), the partisanship of a respondent’s home
county has the strongest association with their
response to the vignette. Elected officials rep-
resenting more Democratic areas were more
favorable to buyouts designated with any class
identifiers, and especially those designated for
low-income households. Although the variable
for partisanship is measured at the county level
rather than for the specific municipalities where
most respondents serve, the result may reflect
responsiveness to constituency preferences for
more redistributive policy, consistent with other
findings of policy responsiveness in local gov-
ernment settings (Tausanovitch and Warshaw
2014). Combined with the results on buyout con-
siderations, the targeting of buyouts for low-
income households may reflect a concern about
fairness that is more prevalent in more strongly
Democratic communities. This result is not de-
cisive, however, considering the mismatch in
measurement scale and the multiple tests (with
mostly null results) conducted in the heteroge-
neity analysis.

Finally, the tests offer no evidence that the
effects of targeting differ across local officials
based on their level of concern about or expec-
tations for impacts of extreme events in their
own communities. Consistent with a pre-
registered hypothesis, risk concern is associated
with higher overall support for buying out prop-
erties from willing owners; a shift in concern
from the minimum to the maximum value is
associated with a 0.14-point increase in support
for the buyout proposal. The test of a hypoth-
esized relationship between damage expecta-
tions and buyout support produced a null result
(table A.4). Neither concern nor expectations
about damage is related to the class-based treat-
ment effects (table A.12). Whether or not a pol-
icymaker anticipates that they may face a buyout
decision does not seem to affect their attitudes
about who should benefit from the policy.

DISCUSSION

As climate impacts become more visible and
widespread, local governments are coming un-
der growing pressure to take actions that protect
lives and property. In some cases, the decision
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is about protecting residents in place through
the construction of physical infrastructure. In
others, the decision is to reduce exposure
through regulation that controls development
in risky locations. Where residents are already
exposed and protection in place is not viable,
the decision is to help people relocate out of
harm’s way. Managed retreat is attracting more
attention as a growing number of states and
cities develop programs for voluntary buyouts,
even in the absence of federal financial assis-
tance.

This article offers evidence about local
elected officials’ support for managed retreat.
The broadly representative survey was con-
ducted in the absence of a pressing hazard or
event that would bring buyouts to the top of a
local agenda. Instead, it presented a typical sce-
nario and balanced policy arguments to encour-
age deliberate reflection on a topic that, in many
settings, can prompt resistance and heated de-
bate (Bragg et al. 2021). Results indicate that
even outside a setting where buyouts might be
considered in the short term, buyouts were not
immediately popular among elected officials,
and deeper consideration increased opposition
to a buyout proposal. Opposition was particu-
larly strong, especially after consideration, for
buyouts of properties of wealthy homeowners.

When asked directly about their concerns
related to buyouts, the leading concern for pol-
iticians was the direct financial cost. Because
cost concerns were no higher among those con-
sidering buyouts for wealthy homeowners than
among those presented with a proposal for low-
income or unspecified homeowners, the direct
cost of the buyout proposal seems not to be the
primary driver of differences in support in this
survey. In the real world, the importance of cost
cannot be ignored. Since the time of this study,
buyouts of high-value properties have been un-
dertaken, but with unusual conditions that min-
imize taxpayer support. In the coastal North
Carolina community of Rodanthe, oceanfront
properties that had received national press cov-
erage for the public hazard created as they col-
lapsed into the sea finally were removed in 2023
through buyouts funded from the federal Land
and Water Conservation Fund, which invests
earnings from offshore oil and gas leases. In
2024, the southern California coastal city of Ran-
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cho Palos Verdes obtained a commitment for
$42 million in FEMA HMGP funds for voluntary
buyouts of less than two dozen high-value prop-
erties being destroyed by landslides. The 25 per-
cent local match is being borne by property
owners—a departure from the provision of pre-
disaster fair market value under other HMGP-
funded programs—while the city pays only cer-
tain in-kind costs. In both contexts, covering
even a 25 percent share of buyouts for all the
high-value properties on the verge of collapse
may be a fiscal impossibility for local govern-
ment. It may also defy decision-makers’ ideas
of fairness, which the survey demonstrated to
be an important consideration when buyouts
were targeted to the wealthy.

The vignette experiment has limitations. On
the one hand, it is overly general, ignoring the
specifics of any community context. On the
other hand, it is overly specific, with responses
that apply only to the language of the vignette.
Responses are first (and second) impressions,
about a policy that may not be relevant in many
respondents’ communities. Although the sur-
vey was designed to encourage reflection, it can-
not capture opinion change that would occur
after a community conversation. Future work
could be designed to test explanations of local
officials’ preferences in more depth and explore
attitudes toward buyouts of less willing property
owners.

Even with these limitations, the study offers
a glimpse of the complex interplay between lo-
cal inequality and political response to climate
risk. If treated as a redistributive policy, prop-
erty buyouts may help mitigate the gap in adap-
tive capacity across income groups. Poorer
households have fewer options for hardening
their homes against natural hazards or finding
buyers for properties they want to leave. Buyouts
can provide an exit option for those who lack
financial flexibility to reduce their vulnerability
through other means. Yet while buyouts offer
an option to those who feel trapped, inequities
persist through migration and resettlement.
After a buyout, property owners from less-
wealthy neighborhoods resettle farther from
their old homes and from one another, disrupt-
ing structures of social support (Elliott et al.
2023). Meanwhile, those with more privilege of-
ten relocate through market means to safer
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housing in more affluent neighborhoods (see
Elliott et al. 2026, this volume). Buyouts must
also be considered as part of the full package
of local government actions to protect commu-
nities from climate risk. In other areas of ad-
aptation policy, patterns of privilege continue
to be replicated. Local governments are more
likely to plan for flood risks when those risks
are concentrated in high-income neighbor-
hoods (Buntaine et al. 2025), and they make
investments in protective infrastructure that
ultimately allow the wealthy to adapt in place
(Mullin et al. 2019). In combination, the conse-
quences of local decision-making may be to re-
locate people with the most economic need,
even as localities continue to protect remaining
property owners.
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