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Objective: This study examines family strate-
gies for coping and adaptation to social disrup-
tion from the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill
(DHOS) in south Louisiana.
Background: The DHOS is a technological
disaster of unprecedented scale and ongoing
impact, including the socioeconomic disruption
of families.
Method: Using data from focus groups,
grounded-theory methods informed a the-
matic analysis of spill-related economic loss
and coping mechanisms among families in the
spill-affected region.
Results: Key findings were as follows: (a)
long-term economic impacts persisted but were
nuanced and differed across places; (b) for
families living in multistressor environments,
concerns about the DHOS spilled over into
other aspects of social functioning and became
enmeshed with perceptions of other environmen-
tal stressors; and (c) economic exposure after
the DHOS affected families differently based on
social position and community social structure.
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Conclusion: This study contributes to existing
knowledge on technological disaster and family
resilience in the face of environmental shocks
and stressors, underscoring the utility of the
conservation of resources model of stress in this
area of research.
Implications: This research offers information
about family-level response to oil spill impacts
and may be of interest to policymakers and prac-
titioners who work to support resilience in disas-
ter contexts.

Louisiana’s coastal communities are home to a
vibrant blend of cultures, livelihoods, and iden-
tities (Henry & Bankston, 2002). The State’s
abundant oil and gas reserves—both onshore
and offshore—have supported the development
of an oil and gas industry that employs workers
in all 64 of its parishes (U.S. Energy Infor-
mation Administration, 2019). The seafood
industry is another pillar of Louisiana’s econ-
omy. Commercial fishers in Louisana are among
the nation’s top harvesters of oysters, crabs,
shrimp, and crawfish (Louisiana Department
of Health, 2019). Although rich with natural
and cultural resources, coastal environments
and communities of Louisiana also are uniquely
vulnerable to environmental hazards (Coastal
Protection and Restoration Authority, 2018).
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Sociodemographic vulnerability can com-
pound the impacts of disaster, as about one
in five Louisianans lives below the poverty
line. Louisiana also has one of the highest
rates of poverty among children in the United
States (27.4%; U.S. Census Bureau, 2018).
The National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration estimates that communities
in Louisiana have sustained more than 70 sep-
arate “billion-dollar” natural disaster events
between 1980 and 2020 (National Centers for
Environmental Information, 2020). The present
study seeks to examine the effects of a parallel
and exacerbating danger: a human-caused tech-
nological disaster, the BP Deepwater Horizon
oil spill (DHOS). Here, we provide a qualitative
account of family coping in the aftermath of the
DHOS in coastal areas of south Louisiana.

The DHOS is the largest offshore oil spill in
U.S. history. It is estimated more than 200 mil-
lion gallons of oil were released into the Gulf of
Mexico between the time of the initial rig explo-
sion in April 2010 and the time it took to finally
cap the wellhead 3 months later. Across the five
Gulf states, more than 1,300 miles of shoreline
were oiled. Because the Deepwater Horizon rig
was located off the coast of south Louisiana,
coastal areas of the state bore the brunt of this
impact (Mississippi–Alabama SeaGrant Consor-
tium, 2019). The resulting damage to natural
ecosystems, communities, and economies war-
ranted complex and long-term cleanup, com-
pensation, and monitoring efforts. The disaster’s
economic, ecological, and social impacts con-
tinue to unfold.

As part of a larger mixed-methods study,
Resilient Children, Youth, and Communities
(RCYC), this analysis employed qualitative
techniques to draw insights on family coping in
the aftermath of the DHOS. Data were drawn
from more than 9 hours of recorded conver-
sations from focus groups with parents and
primary child caregivers living in six commu-
nities across south Louisiana. The objective
of this research was to obtain deeper insights
into the post-spill experiences of Louisiana
families as participants described strategies for
coping and adaptation to the social disruption
resulting from the DHOS. Our study contributes
to the existing body of knowledge around
human-caused disaster and family resilience in
the face of environmental shocks and stressors
(e.g., Arata et al., 2000; Bonanno et al., 2010;
Osofsky & Osofsky, 2018; Picou et al., 2004) by

highlighting how place shapes south Louisiana
parents’ and child caregivers’ individual and
family experiences.

Background

Disaster has been characterized for social
inquiry as “the physical impacts of or problems
caused for human communities by unplanned
and socially disruptive events” (Kreps 1984,
p. 311). Exposure to a disaster can threaten
the things people value most—including social
relationships, finances, and property (Arata
et al., 2000; Hobfoll, 2012). Technological—or
human-caused—disasters, such as the DHOS,
differ from disasters that people view as “natu-
ral” in many ways. Rather than being perceived
as an “act of God” beyond human control,
technological disasters often result in contested
narratives around disaster impacts, responsibil-
ity, and blame that spur greater social disruption
due to rancorous discord, distrust, and pro-
tracted litigation (Arata et al., 2000; Baum
et al., 1983; Picou et al., 1992, 2004; Ritchie,
Gill, & Long, 2018). Such contexts have been
termed corrosive community (e.g., Freudenburg
& Jones, 1991; Picou et al., 2004).

Exposure to a disaster takes different forms.
In the case of a technological disaster like an
oil spill, people may experience direct expo-
sure to the spill through touch or smell. Indi-
rect exposure involves secondary contact with
a disaster-affected individual, environment, or
community. For example, a fisher might come
into physical contact with oiled water or fish dur-
ing their work (i.e., direct exposure), but that
person also may experience economic disrup-
tion and social disorganization resulting from
the spill (i.e., indirect exposure). Indeed, indi-
rect exposures tend to affect much broader pop-
ulations (Arata et al., 2000; Palinkas, 2012;
Palinkas et al., 1993). For example, for com-
mercial and recreational fishers in Louisiana
and across the Gulf, short-term disruption of
the industry after the DHOS included fishery
closures and harvest bans, with longer last-
ing impacts related to public health concerns
about safety of seafood for consumption (Car-
roll et al., 2016; Simon-Friedt et al., 2016).
Those employed in the seafood industry, how-
ever, were not the only ones affected. Work-
ers in the oil and gas industry were challenged
with restrictions on platform work and a mora-
torium on drilling that halted employment in the
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months following the spill (Carroll et al., 2016).
Tourism along the coast also was negatively
impacted by effects to coastal environments
and marine resources, making vacationing in
the area less viable. For example, in Terre-
bonne Parish, eco/cultural tourism and recre-
ational fishing declined dramatically; tourism in
the New Orleans metropolitan area, historically
supported by a robust seafood restaurant indus-
try, also weakened (Nadeau et al., 2014).

Social structural factors can further influence
disaster exposure impacts. Those who hold dis-
advantaged social positions before disasters are
often at higher risk during the event and more
affected in its aftermath (Cope & Slack, 2017;
Fatemi et al., 2017; Mohammad & Peek, 2019;
Myers et al., 2008). For instance, individuals
who depend on renewable natural resources for
their livelihoods (i.e., renewable resource com-
munities or RRCs), such as fishers, are espe-
cially vulnerable to economic and psychosocial
impacts after an oil spill (Arata et al., 2000;
Cope & Slack, 2017; Gill et al., 2012; Parks
et al., 2018). Resilience approaches to under-
standing disaster recovery place a focus on
the complex mechanisms by which communi-
ties, families, and individuals prepare for, cope
with, and adapt to these types of stressors (e.g.,
Abramson et al., 2015; Gall, 2013). These ideas
are rooted in ecological social system theo-
ries (Miller et al., 2010), which highlight the
interdependence of nested micro, meso, and
macro-level social systems that influence each
other reciprocally (Boon et al., 2012; Bronfen-
brenner, 1977).

At the individual level, resilience may be
understood as a type of personal “hardiness”
derived from characteristics that enhance one’s
ability to cope with and adapt to stressful sit-
uations (Bonanno, 2004). At the community
level, resilience is a multidimensional concept
that considers the unique blend of resources and
assets that enhance a community’s ability to
collectively and cooperatively respond to stres-
sors or shocks (National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). At the family
level, resilience to disaster can be conceptual-
ized as processes and characteristics that enable
the family as a social system to prepare for,
withstand, and recover from disaster impacts
(Ronan et al., 2008; Walsh, 2004). Examining
family resilience is critical for studies of disaster
recovery. Families are among the most funda-
mental social units in society and the primary

mechanism for the care and socialization of
children.

Children are especially vulnerable to the
impacts of disaster because they are nested
within the family system and are dependent
on adults in their lives for safety, consistency,
and support (King et al., 2015; Osofsky &
Osofsky, 2018; Norris et al., 2002; Peek, 2008;
Williams et al., 2008). For children, the expe-
rience of disaster also is influenced by others
within their “family sphere” and neighbor-
hood community (Fothergill & Peek, 2015).
Parents and caregivers facing a disaster must
often make decisions that affect an entire
household.

Because a technological disaster can generate
such enduring and complex impacts, economic
and social disruption may spill over into other
areas of life, affecting functioning across inter-
connected individual, family, and community
systems. Owners of family-run businesses, for
example, may encounter special stresses related
to the disaster as they cope with interrelated
personal and professional economic disruption
(Stafford et al., 2013). Research in the years fol-
lowing the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill (EVOS)
yielded insight into indirect family impacts. For
instance, Picou et al. (1992) found that peo-
ple living in areas affected by the EVOS were
more likely to report a change in relationships
with family members than those living in a con-
trol community. Work disruption for individ-
uals and family members following a techno-
logical disaster can be exacerbated by stress-
ful litigation and compensation claims, lack of
institutional trust, increased perception of risk,
and perceptions of chronic community damage
(Picou et al., 2004; Ritchie et al., 2013). Fol-
lowing the DHOS, research has connected expo-
sure to spill-related economic loss with negative
health outcomes for children in both the medium
term (Beedasy et al., 2020) and long term (Slack
et al., 2020).

Studies of the impact of involuntary job loss
on family dynamics outside of disaster con-
texts also shed light on how human-caused dis-
asters may impact families. These outcomes
range from mental health challenges, such as
depression, to decreases in social participation,
altered fertility decisions, and marital discord
(Attewell, 1999; Brand & Burgard, 2008; Del
Bono et al., 2012; Doiron & Mendolia, 2012;
Sherman, 2009). The cause of job loss may
be an important consideration, as Doiron and
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Mendolia (2012) found that involuntary job loss
due to redundancy (such as a plant closing) was
associated with lower likelihood of marriage dis-
solution compared with job loss due to dismissal.
With this in mind, disaster-related job loss could
be less likely to cause marriage dissolution than
other types of job loss.

Although loss of income or employment may
be especially difficult for men who see the role
of provider as central to their masculine iden-
tity, flexibility in beliefs around gender norms
may enhance the capacity of individuals and
families to cope with job loss in prosocial ways
(Sherman, 2009). Therefore, within the disaster
context, it is important to understand the role of
families’ beliefs about and adaptive behaviors
around gender norms. Gender-adaptive coping
strategies include practices such as increased
acceptance of spousal employment, changes in
economic power dynamics within the home,
and a focus on the value of supportive, involved
parenting during times of economic distress
(Sherman, 2009).

Undoubtedly, the experience of both disaster
and job loss are stressful events. Hobfoll’s
conservation of resources model (CoR) of
stress suggests that individuals are motivated
to obtain and protect important resources, and
distress occurs when these resources are lost
or threatened (Hobfoll, 1989, 1998). The CoR
model identifies four resource types: objects
(e.g., possessions, natural resources), personal
characteristics (e.g., identity, self-esteem),
life conditions (e.g., relationship quality),
and energies (e.g., money, knowledge; Hob-
foll, 1989). This theoretical model has been
used to explain stress and trauma following a
variety of experiences including both disaster
(i.e., Arata et al., 2000; Binder et al., 2020;
Freedy et al., 1992; Hobfoll, 2012; Palinkas
et al., 1993; Ritchie, Little, & Campbell, 2018)
and changes to work–family dynamics (i.e.,
Grandey & Cropanzano, 1999; Hobfoll & Shi-
rom, 2001; Wayne et al., 2017). In the context
of oil spills specifically, Arata et al. (2000), Gill
et al. (2012), and Palinkas (1993) applied the
CoR model to studies of spill impacts after both
the EVOS and DHOS, and Ferreira et al. (2018)
used the framework to understand patterns of
intimate partner violence following the DHOS.
An important element of this theory is the idea
that individuals may employ strategies to offset
lost resources—through replacement, shifting
the focus of attention away from the loss, or

reevaluating resources to cope with the loss
(Hobfoll, 1989).

Both resilience and CoR theories are useful
concepts for connecting existing knowledge on
disaster impacts with research on family dynam-
ics. Indeed, Hobfoll (2001) tied vulnerability
to CoR, identifying that “those with greater
resources are less vulnerable to resource loss,
[whereas] those with fewer resources are more
vulnerable to resource loss and less capable
of resource gain” (p. 349). These bodies of
knowledge suggest that an event such as the
DHOS has the potential to incite multisys-
temic socioeconomic impacts, and resilient
individuals living in affected areas will employ
strategies to offset these impacts in response
to threatened or lost resources. We brought
together these two theoretical frameworks
to better understand the interrelationship of
work–family dynamics and economic effects of
oil spill exposure by examining how variations
in family characteristics affect the coping strate-
gies employed in response to threatened or lost
resources.

We employed qualitative analysis of narra-
tive data collected from six focus groups con-
ducted in south Louisiana to explore differential
impact, perceived stress, and subsequent coping
within families. The focus on family systems and
parent/caregiver perspectives builds on existing
qualitative research conducted in spill-affected
communities (e.g., Cherry et al., 2015; Gill
et al., 2016; King et al., 2015) and contributes
to the overall body of knowledge on family and
disaster (e.g., Fothergill & Peek, 2015; King
et al., 2015; Mohammad & Peek, 2019; Osof-
sky & Osofsky, 2018; Peek, 2008; Williams
et al., 2008).

Objectives

Because resilience is a multisystemic concept
that considers the interplay of characteristics
across nested social systems, we first asked:
How do parents/caregivers in spill-affected
areas describe economic effects related to
the DHOS? By exploring participants’ stories
across place, we can explicate connections
between community-level attributes and indi-
vidual experiences. Next, with a more nuanced
understanding of how parents/caregivers in our
focus groups characterized economic effects,
we identified themes of perceived stress through
a CoR lens and connected this to resilience via
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coping strategies by asking: What strategies do
parents/caregivers and families in spill-affected
areas use to cope with these effects?

Data and Methods

The qualitative data used for this analysis were
collected as part of the larger RCYC project.
RCYC is a longitudinal, mixed methods study
that tracked long-term impact of the DHOS on
families and their children from 2014 to 2018,
building on findings from Columbia University’s
Gulf Coast Population Impact project. RCYC is
a collaborative effort between Louisiana State
University and Columbia University, funded by
the Gulf of Mexico Research Initiative.

Focus groups are often combined with quan-
titative surveys in mixed methods approaches
and offer the benefit of capturing both nuanced
qualitative narrative data and information
about interactional dynamics within a group
(Cyr, 2017; Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2000).
Focus groups are a collectivistic approach
that allow for the inclusion of multiple voices
through layered narratives (Madriz, 2000).
Compared with individualistic approaches,
collectivistic approaches also decrease inter-
action between the researcher and participants
while increasing interaction between the partic-
ipants themselves, reducing the influence of the
researcher over the process and empowering the
participants to shape discussions (Madriz, 2000,
p. 840).

Sample and Approach

Six focus groups were conducted in the follow-
ing Louisiana parishes: Vermilion, Terrebonne,
Lafourche, Plaquemines, Orleans, and St. Tam-
many. Portions of these parishes were identi-
fied as heavily impacted by the DHOS, and a
probability sample of households with children
was developed for a multiwave survey (for more
details on the sampling design, see Abramson
et al., 2013; Beedasy et al., 2020). In November
2017, focus group participants were drawn from
a larger sample of 484 survey participants. Focus
group participants were purposively selected
with the intent of capturing people in each com-
munity with a range of DHOS experiences.
Recruitment for focus groups was planned with a
target of approximately 10 participants per com-
munity, with a total of 46 individuals ultimately
participating across the six groups.

Each focus group was facilitated by a team of
three researchers: a lead facilitator, note-taker,
and timekeeper. Sessions were held on weekday
evenings in centrally located public venues
in each community (e.g., a public library).
All focus groups were audio-recorded, and
sessions lasted 90 minutes on average. The
lead facilitator guided the conversation using a
series of preformulated open-ended questions,
probing for details to responses and redirecting
side conversations as necessary (Holstein &
Gubrium, 1995). Focus group participants were
offered an institutional review board–approved
incentive of $50 as a token of appreciation.
Table 1 shows the question guide used in each
focus group.

Focus group audio recordings were tran-
scribed, and the qualitative data from the
narrative transcripts were then coded by three
researchers. An initial focus group codebook
was developed using the RCYC survey instru-
ment as a guide. The survey included modules,
such as “child health,” “adult health,” and “eco-
nomic impacts,” among others. These modules
were based on theoretical linkages to oil spill
exposure suggested by the extant literature. As
such, the initial codebook included codes such
as “responsible party,” “personal health,” “child
health,” “financial loss,” and “career change.”

With this codebook as a starting point,
grounded-theory methods were first used to ana-
lyze the narrative text (Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Strauss & Corbin, 1998). To prepare the text
for analysis, transcripts were unitized by a lead
coder who identified meaningful conceptual
breaks within the text (Campbell et al., 2013).
Unitization ensures that all coders are work-
ing with the same units of analysis within the
narrative transcripts and is especially useful for
conversational transcripts without clear breaks
or instances where multiple people are speak-
ing (Campbell et al., 2013). This method also
facilitates assessment of interrater reliability
and the identification of passages subject to
disagreements in coder interpretation.

In Stage 1 of the analysis, three researchers
worked independently to code the passages
from the narrative transcripts using variables
in the codebook while simultaneously employ-
ing blind, open coding techniques to create
new codes for emergent themes. In Stage 2,
an iterative process of discussion around revi-
sions to the initial codebook was used as new
information emerged. New codes drawn from
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Table 1. Resilient Children, Youth, and Communities Focus Group Question Guide

1. In April 2010, how did you learn about the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill, and how did you keep up with news related to
the disaster?

2. In what ways were you, your children and family, and your community exposed to and/or impacted by the oil spill?
(Clarify if needed: How do you think the oil spill has affected neighborhood children, families, and communities?)

3. Do you think that families and children are still experiencing problems related to the oil spill? If so, could you describe
these ongoing issues?

4. Who do you think the parents turned to for help when families and children had problems related to the oil spill?
5. What role do you think social media, like Facebook and Twitter, played as a means of communication among your

family, other community members, or the youth and children concerning the oil spill disaster and related issues?
6. In what ways have the needs of families and children changed (e.g., health, social services, education, and food)?
7. What do you think are the barriers to health care access? How do you think these barriers could be overcome?
8. What do you think are the barriers to social services access? How do you think these barriers could be overcome?
9. How has your community’s communication with public health services, social services or local or state officials on the

emerging needs of your community changed since the oil spill?
10. Was the BP compensation process an issue? If so, in what ways?

emergent themes included: “peer information,”
“regulation,” “food insecurity,” “water issues,”
“worker safety,” “environmental damage,”
“emotional response,” “community dynamics,”
“family dynamics,” “leaving community,” and
“protective factor.” (Not all codes were used in
this analysis.) All transcripts were then coded
using the revised codebook. Across the three
researchers working to code the focus group
data, interrater reliability for codes in this
analysis was 99.2%, calculated using a simple
percent-agreement method (Stemler, 2004). In
rare cases of discrepancies in coder interpre-
tation, the group discussed the passage in an
effort to reach intercoder agreement and, when
necessary, undertook a revision to the codebook.
All differences in initial coder agreement were
resolved via this iterative process.

Thematic analysis was then used to build on
the codes developed from the grounded-theory
strategy described earlier (see Braun &
Clarke, 2006), with a focus on instances in which
parents/caregivers in the focus groups brought
up financial loss. Because the focus group com-
ponent was part of a larger mixed-method study,
the initial code of “financial loss” was prefor-
mulated. During the grounded-theory coding
process, the “financial loss” code was applied
to passages that included mention of “suffering,
losing financially, or struggling to get by due
to spill.” From the full transcript narratives, the
coding team identified 129 unique instances in
which participants mentioned financial loss. It
is important to note that although some focus
group questions dealt directly with spill impacts

and compensation processes, mentions of finan-
cial loss could be found throughout each group’s
conversation.

Using these 129 mentions as a starting point,
passages coded as “financial loss” were then
sorted by type of financial loss discussed. Seven
subtypes of financial loss emerged from this
analysis: loss of property values, loss related to
oil and gas jobs, seafood industry loss, local
business loss, loss related to costs of consumer
products, and general loss. The “general loss”
code was used to identify situations in which
people spoke generally of spill-related financial
impact that did not clearly fit into one of the other
categories. (One individual also stated explic-
itly that they had not experienced a loss due to
the DHOS; this instance was coded under the
financial loss subtype “no loss.”) Each of the
seven financial loss subtype themes were then
reviewed for coherency across sorted passages,
as well as in relation to the data set as whole,
to ensure saturation (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It
is important to keep in mind that the collec-
tivistic approach of the focus group conversation
allowed for layering of narratives and question-
ing between participants, with potential for par-
ticipants’ perception of loss to change through
conversation with their peers.

Results

Place and Type of Financial Loss

As illustrated in Figure 1, which shows the
most frequently mentioned type of loss by
geographic area, place mattered in discussions
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Figure 1. Major Financial Loss Themes by Community.

of spill-related financial loss in the years fol-
lowing the disaster. Here, we discuss different
ways economic exposure following the DHOS
affected families differently based on social
position and community social structure. More
specifically, structural factors in each area influ-
enced the type of financial loss that emerged as
most salient in focus groups for each commu-
nity. These factors highlight the first key finding
of this analysis: Nearly a decade after the spill,
long-term economic impacts persisted but were
nuanced and differed across place.

Property values. Discussions of DHOS finan-
cial loss related to real estate or property values
and rental income varied by geographic location.
Comments about property values often refer-
enced proximity to water, citing either concerns
around water quality following the spill or gen-
eral mentions of vulnerability to flooding and
natural disaster risk. Participants in St. Tammany
Parish shared the most concerns about changes
in property values as a result of the spill com-
pared with other communities. In a group dis-
cussion around community vulnerability to both
natural disasters and the DHOS, one St. Tam-
many participant described uncertainty around
changing property values:

I knew a couple of people that live along the water,
and I’m not really sure if this affects any of you
or not … they’re still concerned with the oil spill
that it affects the impact of their value of their land
or their property. It may not be as bad now as it

was like those first few years after [the DHOS],
but … those are extremely expensive houses …
they kind of felt that because of the oil coming in
that their land … would not be as sellable because
they still were seeing oil.

Although losses in property value were less
frequently discussed in Orleans Parish, conver-
sations did emerge around financial loss from
rental property cancellations and subsequent
frustration with lack of compensation for those
losses. When asked by the group facilitator
about experiences with compensation for losses
following the spill, two participants described
the “instantaneous” impacts on waterfront rental
properties and the subsequent claims process:

R1: “We had [several] vacation rental houses dur-
ing the spill, everything was cancelled, all our
renters cancelled that were coming. We did apply
to BP, a flat denial. … And that’s our main source
of income is—our rental property.”

R2: “And it happened instantaneously. I saw it on
the news that … ”

R1: “[It’s] because they’re on the water.”

R2: “That night I started getting cancellation
emails from everybody, people cancelled 6
months, 7 months out. So, it was just—it just went
flat. And I approached BP with all of that evidence
I was like, “Wow.””

Variation in concern over real estate and rental
loss was likely related to higher property values
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in and around the New Orleans metropolitan
area. For many who work in New Orleans, St.
Tammany Parish houses several bedroom com-
munities situated along the north shoreline of
Lake Pontchartrain. Of the six study communi-
ties, St. Tammany Parish also had the highest
median household income, as well as the highest
average value of owner-occupied homes (U.S.
Census, 2017). In Orleans Parish, with its robust
tourism industry, participants with rental income
felt the sting of indirect financial loss combined
with the stress of unsuccessful attempts to offset
the loss through compensation claims.

Both examples included specific reference
to proximity of the property to water. This
association of water—in this case, waterfront
properties—with loss and uncertainty was a
theme echoed throughout focus group conver-
sations. For participants in St. Tammany Parish
especially, the perception of waterfront property
as desirable, or an indicator of social status,
appeared to have been challenged in the years
following the spill, exacerbated by the threat
of natural disasters and other environmental
stressors, such as nuisance flooding. Low-lying
coastal areas are especially vulnerable to nui-
sance flooding, a term used to describe any
flooding that “does not pose significant threat to
public safety or cause major property damage
but can disrupt routine day-to-day activities
and place strain on infrastructure” (Moftakhari
et al., 2018, p. 4218). As the St. Tammany
group’s discussion turned to relocation, one
participant described a desire to move due to
flooding, water quality concerns, and changes
to her property’s land-use classification:

Personally, my husband and I have been talking the
last year or so, if we get a chance we’re moving too.
Because, it’s just I’m not comfortable being out
there anymore. We were constantly flooding, every
time we flood, there is an oil sheen over the water
everywhere. … I can’t blame it on BP, there’s
no telling why. The Parish marks everything as
marshland now out there, because of it constantly
flooding. And we don’t flood from rain, we flood
from tide … they’re claiming most of our land
now as marshland.

Although anxieties around proximity to the
water were discussed in the other communities,
financial loss due to decline in property values
was not a common theme outside of Orleans
and St. Tammany Parishes. Compared with
these two communities, the median value of

owner-occupied homes was lower for Vermil-
ion, Terrebonne, Lafourche, and Plaquemines
Parishes (U.S. Census, 2017). Although the
difference in property values may explain some
variation in concern over spill-related losses
across these communities, those situated more
directly along the Gulf Coast also have faced
head-on the threat of another environmental
stressor—coastal land loss—for some time (Bur-
ley, 2010; Couvillion et al., 2017). It is plausible
that location and long-term, ambient exposure
to the threat of land loss, in addition to overall
lower home values, could influence personal val-
ues and perceptions of risk or loss with regard to
real estate in coastal parishes. These perceptions
could also interact with feelings of attachment to
family-owned property, resources such as home-
owner’s insurance or mortgage obligations, and
property ownership versus renting. Participants
who discussed property values seemed to con-
nect experiences of DHOS impacts with other
environmental stressors, such as flooding or
hurricanes; however, coastal land loss was not
explicitly mentioned in these conversations.

Oil and gas jobs. For participants in St. Tam-
many, Vermilion, and Lafourche Parishes, finan-
cial loss as a result of spill-related changes to
the oil and gas industry was a major topic of
discussion. Men and women impacted by losses
related to oil and gas jobs shared narratives of
family-level coping in response to changes in
income, work availability, and industry regula-
tions. When questioned about the overall impact
of the DHOS on families, one participant in
St. Tammany Parish shared her perspective as
a stay-at-home parent impacted by her spouse’s
reduced hours:

My husband worked in the oilfield industry too,
he worked for [an oil and gas company] and they
started cutting off a lot of their overtime and every-
thing like that, so, it was straight time check. He
was the only one working, I’m a stay-at-home
mom.

When conversation in Vermilion Parish
turned to the impacts of the spill on work life,
the group shared experiences with both the
fishing and oil and gas industry. One participant
described slowdowns in offshore work that
affected his income as the sole breadwinner for
his family:

And as far as the impact, I mean on family and
stuff—I work offshore and on land, so financially,
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when the work slowed down—I’m the main source
of income—your income goes down, everybody
suffers from it. You do your best to kind of change
things around, but you did what you had to do, you
know? So, it did impact a lot.

These two passages highlight the impact that
oil and gas losses had on both the individual
and on gender dynamics within the family
system, with examples of stressed breadwin-
ner/homemaker roles from both perspectives.
Oil and gas industry employment plays a
role in the economies of all six RCYC study
communities. For a variety of historical and
structural reasons, the oil and gas industry in the
United States has been historically classified as
a “male-dominated industry” (McKee, 2014).
With an average annual salary in North America
of more than $70,000 in 2019 (U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2019), individuals employed in
the oil and gas industry often make well above
the median income for their community. Impacts
of the DHOS on oil and gas jobs represent a
threat to incomes sizeable enough to support
single-income households, creating stress and
subsequent shifts in family dynamics. Both
participants described “changing things around”
to adjust to different means of securing income,
relating these experiences to their identities as
a homemaker and breadwinner, respectively.
Nested within the family system, each individual
must cope with personal role stress while also
making decisions that affect the family system
as a whole.

Seafood. Along the coast in Terrebonne, Plaque-
mines, and Lafourche Parishes, as well as in
Orleans Parish, conversations about economic
effects also turned to seafood. Discussions
around seafood-industry losses connected envi-
ronmental and economic impacts to narratives
of family business and cultural values. In the
Lafourche Parish focus group, the facilitator
prompted members of the group to speak about
their own experiences and perceptions of spill
impacts on children, families, and the com-
munity. In response, the owner of a seafood
business shared a story of financial loss and
perceptions of ongoing challenges for other
fishers in her community:

At the time we had a seafood business. And so,
I mean, of course, it impacted us. People weren’t
going out and catching things, and so we suffered
financially because, I mean, if you can’t buy it, you

can’t sell it, and you can’t fish it, and stuff like
that … and I know the shrimpers too, they were
having a really difficult time with their catch the
last several years.

In Terrebonne Parish, the group discussed
DHOS-related fishing impacts at length. One
participant described changes she had noticed
in the culture around commercial fishing in her
community:

It’s the livelihood of the area. Our culture was
commercial fishing, and it would carry on down
each generation. The younger generation doesn’t
have that anymore because it’s gone because their
parents had to sell what they had, so, they can find
a job and make ends meet. So, it’s everything. The
livelihood is just not there.

In Orleans Parish, discussions of
seafood-related financial loss highlighted frus-
tration around financial assistance processes.
Some group members voiced concern for people
living in rural areas outside of the city, as well
as members of underrepresented groups, such
as Vietnamese fishers living in the area. One
participant shared:

In this community … most of us is fishermen.
We have boat, shrimp boat, fishing boat. I have
commercial fishing boat … some of them have
had [help] from the oil spill, but some don’t. Like
me, I have none. And—I have my boat, it’s a big
boat. They turn me down, and I ask them for help,
and they turn me down.

These conversations capture the ongoing
impact of the spill and other environmen-
tal stressors on the seafood industry across
RCYC parishes. These economic impacts are
multifaceted, with immediate environmental
and regulatory impacts followed by longer
term effects on harvest and demand (Carroll
et al., 2016). Indeed, many participants men-
tioned not only changes in market price but
also fluctuations in seafood harvests, when
discussing experiences of financial loss.

Compared with discussions of oil and gas
loss, which sometimes referenced a return to (a
more regulated) normalcy in recent years, par-
ticipants who had experienced seafood-related
losses described the ongoing impact and
lamented cultural and trade-knowledge loss.
For example, in a discussion around vulnera-
bility and economic effects on both oil and gas
and fishing, one participant in Terrebonne
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Parish described changing norms around
intergenerational fishing trades and a perceived
change in opportunities for youth:

[Children] were brought up that during shrimp
season, the parents took them out of school, or they
home-schooled them because they were out on that
boat. They were learning a trade. What their dad
did, their grandfather, and their grandfather and so
on and so on did. And they taught their kids. So,
future generations can know the old ways. It ain’t
like that no more.

Continuing the discussion of impacts on fish-
ers in Terrebonne Parish, another participant
shared a story that touches on the role of seafood
in his own family’s foodways, describing a visit
from his son complicated by changes in avail-
ability of shrimp and crabs:

My son came home from overseas, I asked him, I
said, “What you want me to cook you?” He said,
“Daddy, all I want is a boiled crabs and boiled
shrimp.” So, thanks to this lovely lady right there
[points to another focus group participant], her
husband sold me some shrimp. So, I had shrimp,
and I had crabs to give to my son. But what I used
to go catch, now, I got to buy.

Seafood culture is visible and included in
tourism promotion across south Louisiana. For
example, Delcambre, a town situated on the
border of Vermilion and neighboring Iberia
Parish, is home to the annual Delcambre Shrimp
Festival, nearby Morgan City hosts the annual
Shrimp and Petroleum Festival, and there
are numerous competitive recreational fish-
ing events throughout the year. Participants
explicitly emphasized the cultural value of the
commercial seafood industry—both personally
and in communities—and struggled with the
challenge of maintaining or letting go of a
livelihood and lifeway.

Local business and product costs. In Orleans
and Terrebonne Parishes, participants discussed
the spillover of economic impacts from the
DHOS onto other local businesses. They shared
narratives of loss or compensation experienced
personally or by others in the community, such
as bartenders, tax preparers, and hairdressers.
Some expressed frustration and resentment
around perceptions of unfair compensation pay-
outs for people working in less visibly affected
industries, evidence of “corrosive communi-
ty” contexts that can emerge from protracted

litigation after technological disaster (Picou
et al., 2004; Ritchie, Gill, & Long, 2018).

One participant expressed concern about
financial struggles of “mom and pop” compa-
nies, as well as larger corporations in the area:

R1: “Everybody is invested in today’s little com-
panies. Mom and pop company, you might say.
They’re dissolving. They’re finished with it.”

R2: “Close the doors.”

R1: “Big companies are even struggling. All of
these big contracts, some of the biggest they got
in the world … economically, it really just hurt
the economy. It was devastating.”

The cost of additional spending on consumer
products to buffer against spill-related damages
was another key theme in Orleans and Plaque-
mines Parishes. Descriptions of increased
household product costs varied, including
expenses related to air quality and home repairs
following the spill. In Orleans Parish, the facil-
itator asked the group about ongoing impacts
of the DHOS on families. In the conversa-
tion that followed, two participants described
making home repairs with health concerns in
mind:

R1: “We had to change our [air] ducts because I
couldn’t put enough freshener in there and I was
trying to get the smell. And then, we took up our
rug just to have a floor.”

R2: “Yeah, we took the rug up too, because the
allergy.”

In describing rug removal in their home, the
second speaker mentioned concerns over aller-
gies, echoing several other focus group discus-
sions around product costs that highlighted con-
cerns over out-of-pocket costs for health treat-
ments and changes in health and wellness behav-
iors. This is further illustrated in the following
remarks from two Orleans Parish participants:

“My son is taking allergy pills every day. He
gets—he has headaches. He got sensitive skin; I
have to buy sensitive products.”

“I mean, it—it impacts … everything. Like foods,
you can’t eat certain foods because it can—it can
trigger an attack. Or trigger an allergy outbreak, or
eczema … it impacts economically all around the
board.”
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These conversations overlapped with other
discussions around personal health and health
care access and may be examples of spill-related
illness anxiety (Ayer et al., 2018). Because many
participants who described out-of-pocket costs
also experienced uncertainty about the source of
the allergy or illness, the cost of these expenses
could be interpreted as both financial and emo-
tional. Of the six RCYC communities, Orleans
Parish has the lowest median income (U.S. Cen-
sus, 2017). In terms of vulnerability, households
with lower income stand to be disproportionally
affected by these types of out-of-pocket costs.
Needing to allocate limited funds—especially
for childcare necessities—creates stress as
caregivers weigh costs and need.

General economic loss. Although many con-
versations around financial loss included spe-
cific references to the preceding themes, some
described more general concerns about personal
or financial loss or descriptions of loss that did
not clearly fit into a category. References to
general economic loss were the most frequent
subtheme that emerged from coding, and the
top subtheme for Plaquemines and Terrebonne
Parishes. Some mentions were brief, with par-
ticipants interjecting conversationally with state-
ments such as “the economy just went down.”
Others identified an overall reduction in the
number of available jobs or described changes
they had seen in their community as a result
of an altered economy. When a conversation
around spill-related health concerns and envi-
ronmental quality in Plaquemines Parish turned
to relocation, one participant shared general con-
cerns about the economy and local youth. She
empathized with the struggles of those facing
few legitimate career opportunities:

They don’t have nothing down here for these kids.
They could go in the lane and play. But they got
drug dealers out there. We’re not hating on them
at all because some of them—some people, you
can’t get a job down there because you got to know
this person, you got to know that person. Some
of them are overqualified, some underqualified.
I mean, there’s just nothing. And they could put
some stuff down there for these kids. They really
could.

A participant in Terrebonne Parish expressed
similar sentiments around the relationship
between limited economic opportunity and
crime as part of the group’s larger discussion

on both seafood-related losses and health in
Terrebonne Parish:

And the crime rate. I mean, when you don’t have
a job, and you don’t have money, and you don’t
have this, and you don’t have that, people are doing
whatever they have to do.

Moreover, a crabber in Terrebonne Parish
shared that he had noticed persistent negative
changes in cultural norms among crabbers. His
words simultaneously sympathized with others’
loss while expressing frustration with stealing:

That’s the same thing with the crab traps and those
people out there trying to make a living. They are
setting 250, 300 traps out there. And there were
people—they’re not working and all that. They
want to feed their family. I understand that. But
don’t go robbing somebody’s crab traps. And I was
always told, if you’re going to take something out
of somebody’s trap, be nice enough to at least set
it back and put it back in the water. But people
nowadays, it’s not like it used to be back in the
old days. The old days, you go talk to the man that
owns the crab traps, he’d tell you, yeah; you can
run about five, six, seven traps.

When speaking of general losses, participants
often referenced their community as a whole or
others in their community and brought up delete-
rious impacts on the fabric of social ties therein,
such as crime. In the preceding passages, we see
evidence of the corrosive community contexts
that may emerge after technological disaster,
which also have been documented in communi-
ties impacted by the EVOS (Picou et al., 2004).
In Plaquemines Parish, most participants refer-
enced their community when discussing gen-
eral loss—a circumstance possibly related to the
size or close-knit dynamics of the community.
Those who spoke of general loss at the indi-
vidual or family level primarily referenced per-
sonal experiences with seeking employment or
described balancing multiple jobs with family
roles. Across all communities, more women than
men connected general loss to family-level expe-
riences. In Terrebonne and Plaquemines, both
men and women connected general economic
loss with crime. These conversations did not
address perceptions of personal safety but rather
shifted the focus to structural stressors, express-
ing sadness for others’ limited opportunity and
the loss of a valued sense of community and
quality of community bonds.
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Families Coping With Financial Loss

Narratives of resilience through coping and
adaptive mechanisms emerged organically from
discussions about financial loss. Many partic-
ipants reflected on immediate and long-term
changes in both their personal and professional
lives in response to spill-related impacts. Dis-
cussions of coping strategies were organized
into three general categories: (a) coping through
changes at home, (b) coping through changes at
work, and (c) changing place. These categories
are not mutually exclusive. Discussions around
adjustments to work or home often overlap or
tie into mentions of leaving the community
altogether, a consideration complicated by
multigenerational ties to land and trade. The fol-
lowing analysis focuses on coping strategies at
home and work, including overlapping dynam-
ics and tensions between these systems. The
passages that follow call attention to a second
key finding: for families living in multistres-
sor environments, economic concerns about the
DHOS exhibited a “spillover” into other areas of
social functioning and became enmeshed with
perceptions of other environmental stressors.

Coping with changes at home. Parents/
caregivers described coping with spill-related
financial loss through a variety of strategies
employed within the family system. Some
spoke of a process of adjustment through chang-
ing family activities and relationships to cope
with reduced income or increased stress. Others
articulated shifts in attention to positive aspects
of the experience or changes in personal value
systems in the years following the spill.

Several conversations included references to
the impact of stress on marital relationships, an
example of threatened or lost personal condi-
tions (Hobfoll, 1989). Both men and women
described marital discord and even divorce as
a result of financial loss. For example, when
describing the cumulative stress of Hurricane
Gustav in 2008 followed by the DHOS in 2010,
a participant in Terrebonne Parish shared:

So, I had a double whammy. So, this oil spill actu-
ally impacted me financially, mentally because I
went into a deep depression. My marriage was on
the line. I felt worthless.… My husband and I
fought like cats and dogs. We were that close to
divorce.

In Vermilion Parish, the group was asked
about impacts of the spill on families, and one

participant shared that financial losses had con-
tributed to marital strain immediately after the
spill:

[An impact] for me also was separation that finally
led to divorce because of money.

Other family-level changes involved adjust-
ing family roles or altering expectations and val-
ues around work and financial power within the
household. Several participants described nav-
igating strain between traditional gender roles
in their relationship and loss. These statements
echo existing research that suggests involuntary
job loss may be especially stressful for men who
see the provider role as central to their mascu-
line identity (Sherman, 2009). In St. Tammany
Parish, the facilitator asked the group to reflect
on family impacts. A participant described the
strain of coping with a threatened breadwinner
identity while working to “land on his feet” after
the spill:

Just being a breadwinner and not getting up and
going to work every day, that’s a pride thing.… I
was out of work for a little while. But other than
that, just get back at it … I landed on my feet, and
better off actually, finding a better job. But it was
just scary for a while not being the provider that
I’ve always been.

Responding to another conversation around
family impacts, a participant in Vermilion Parish
expressed sensitivity to the emotional toll of a
family members’ job loss. She described her
attempts to modify interactions between mem-
bers of her household in an effort to shift focus
from the loss:

Not that you walk on eggshells, but you kind of
watch what you say and what you ask for and what
you do, because I know it’s not their fault.

For some, financial loss prompted adjust-
ments in family recreational activities in an
effort conserve resources. Adjusting to eco-
nomic changes following the spill, a participant
in Vermilion Parish described reevaluating the
“pros and cons” of necessary household costs
versus family recreation:

We couldn’t go places we wanted to go, because
we were afraid—you had to say, okay—you might
have wanted to go on a little vacation you did every
year, but you couldn’t go because of the gas prices.
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And you had to weight that against something
else you needed, like if you needed, I don’t know,
maybe a new refrigerator or air-conditioner or
something, you had to weigh your pros and cons
in that kind of way, with the economy the way it
was.

In Vermilion Parish, the group discussed
impacts on community and family, and one par-
ticipant expressed perceptions of community-
wide financial loss, taking a similar shift in focus
onto the role of community support in buffering
the impact of financial loss for families:

Like these men here … and other people, other
families that were hurt by it, because of the
lack of money, the lack—you know, everything
went down—that’s when we all get together,
the churches, I mean the people itself, we come
together and help each other.

Coping with changes at work. While some
coping strategies were employed by individuals
and their families at home, parents/caregivers
also described changes at work. In many cases,
participants related work impacts to family
impacts, indicating a spillover effect between
the work and family systems. Parents/caregivers
described working harder or more flexibly in an
effort to offset or replace lost resources associ-
ated with the financial impacts of the spill. This
involved a variety of strategies—from balancing
multiple jobs or increased commutes to altering
work activities, selling equipment, or pursuing
skills or training for new careers.

In Plaquemines Parish, limited job availabil-
ity was central to discussions around general
economic loss, and the group discussed changes
they would like to see in their community.
Several people expressed a desire for local
job growth. Agreeing with this sentiment, one
participant described the strain of balancing
encroaching time commitments for her job
commute with highly valued time spent with her
children:

I drive an hour and 20 minutes a day to one job.
When I get off of that job, I got to come and travel
30 minutes more to the next job. When I get home,
my kids are in bed sleeping. I hardly get time with
them. Like talking about it, when we do see each
other, it’s like we done seen Jesus, when we finally
get a day with each other.

Another participant in Plaquemines echoed
her sentiment:

A lot of women down here, they got two or three
jobs. That’s how they’re trying to do it. That’s
the only way it’s going to happen for you to
move forward and have something better for your
children, set them up, is for to have two or three
jobs. Some people have four.

Both passages speak to strain between
attempts to replace lost monetary resources
through balancing multiple jobs while seeking to
achieve a high-quality parent–child relationship.
For these participants, conserving conditional
resources such as quality relationships are
weighed against other types of resources.

When asked about the ongoing impacts of the
spill on children and families, one participant in
Vermilion Parish described an attempt to replace
lost income through piecing together odd jobs
and coming to terms with adjusted expectations
of work. He described a turn to “different ends”
to stay financially afloat, leveraging his carpen-
try skills. He connected his own experiences
to perceptions of others’ experiences in his
community:

A lot of people trying to find different ends to
maybe meet their bills. Some people went to car-
pentry. I’ve done that before, I mean I just had to go
do a little carpentry, make some of the ends meet.
Or go cut some grass, stuff like that. Little odds
and ends jobs.

Implicit in this statement is the presence of
community or professional connections capable
of facilitating informal jobs. Individuals with
strong networks and social capital are often bet-
ter positioned to leverage these relationships to
piece together side jobs, orchestrating resource
gain following loss (Hobfoll, 2001; Nelson
& Smith, 1999). This statement also connects
with a previously discussed passage in which
a Vermilion Parish participant expressed belief
in the ability of community connectedness to
support families facing loss through “coming
together to help each other.”

While some participants navigated loss by
juggling multiple jobs or shifting focus, oth-
ers buffered losses differently. In Terrebonne
Parish, where diminishing job opportunities and
seafood-related losses were central concerns,
a participant shared the difficult decision she
made to pawn shrimping equipment so that she
could purchase necessities for her infant during
fishing closures. She went on to describe the
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impact of this decision on her work once the
season reopened:

We actually had to take all of our tools and pawn
them just for diapers and baby formula.…The
tools that we used was actually like the pullies
and all of that, the wenches and all of that was on
the shrimp boat to pull up everything. So, when
the season was finally open, we had no pullies, no
wenches. So, we was pulling everything in by hand
until we could make that money back to get the
pully. Still, to this day, we do not have wenches or
pullies on our shrimp boat.

Ultimately these experiences led her and her
spouse to actions that indicate a reevaluation of
resources—training for a new career and diver-
sion from the culturally significant livelihood
they had both grown up with in Terrebonne
Parish:

The trawling business is not doing good. Me and
my husband have went back to school. We got
our GED diploma. We’re now in college.… We
have to turn to this because the shrimping and the
oystering and all of that is no good for us. We have
to actually look for higher quality things that don’t
really meet our necessary lifestyle that we’re used
to … the bayou life.

This passage highlights adaptation and the
role of resource conservation strategies in facil-
itating resilience: This participant did not return
to baseline functioning after the disruption of
the spill; instead, she landed in an adapted,
reevaluated role. According to this passage, she
also appeared to be in a partnered, heteronorma-
tive relationship, a factor that may have placed
her in an advantaged social position relative to
others who may possess different relationship
characteristics.

Many parents/caregivers connected their
motivation to undertake changes in work to
a personal commitment to their own role as
a parent/provider and a desire for positive
outcomes for their children. These sentiments
can be found throughout many of the passages
outlined earlier, but also in the following brief
expressions from parents/caregivers:

“That’s the only thing. The will to go on for my
kids.”

“I might have to hang upside down on a light pole
just to get the money to go get things I need for my
kids.”

Discussion

Using data from six focus groups conducted
with parents and caregivers living in areas of
south Louisiana affected by the DHOS, this
study explored how people who bear primary
responsibility for children characterized eco-
nomic loss across place and described sub-
sequent coping mechanisms. Grounded-theory
coding techniques informed a thematic analysis,
yielding a range of financial loss types and fam-
ily coping strategies for navigating spill-related
social disruption.

The findings presented here build on the
extant literature on technological disasters,
stress, and family functioning within coupled
human–environment systems in several ways.
First, this analysis lends support to the idea
that economic effects in the years following the
spill are nuanced, persistent, and differ across
place, expanding and recontextualizing existing
understandings of family-level disruption, such
as those produced following the EVOS (e.g.,
Picou, 1992). Eight years after the onset of
the DHOS, many focus group participants and
their families still felt indirect impacts from the
spill, a finding consistent with previous litera-
ture on long-term social disruption following
human-caused technological disasters (e.g.,
Arata et al., 2000; Baum et al., 1983; Picou
et al., 2004; Ritchie et al., 2018-1). Second, for
families living in environments that present mul-
tiple stressors, economic effects of the DHOS
appear to exhibit “spillover” into other areas of
social functioning, becoming enmeshed with
perceptions of other acute and ambient environ-
mental stressors. Although conversations about
economic loss often addressed spill-specific
damage to natural ecosystems, many partici-
pants also expressed concerns about the effects
of the DHOS combined with other environ-
mental stressors—including both acute natural
disasters such as hurricanes, as well as lower
impact threats such as nuisance flooding. Third,
indirect exposure and toxic community dynam-
ics after the DHOS have affected families
differently based on social position and commu-
nity social structure. Focus group conversations
provided place-specific, magnified details to
support existing theory and research around
the social impacts of human-caused disaster,
and especially indirect exposure via economic
effects and toxic community dynamics (Arata
et al., 2000; Cope & Slack 2017; Dyer, 1993;
Gill et al., 2012; Palinkas et al., 1993; Parks
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et al., 2018; Picou et al., 2004; Ritchie, Gill, &
Long, 2018).

Finally, these findings underscore the utility
of the CoR model to understand long-term
changes in individual and family-level coping
in response to the enduring impacts of tech-
nological disasters (Arata et al., 2000; Gill
et al., 2012; Gill et al., 2016; Hobfoll, 2012;
Palinkas et al., 1993; Palinkas 2012; Ritchie
et al., 2018-2). Parents/caregivers across the
focus groups employed a variety of strategies to
cope with individual and family-level impacts of
financial loss after the spill. Both emotion- and
problem-focused strategies facilitated adaptive
capacity, thus enhancing resilience. We see
examples of participants coping with lost or
threatened resources across all categories iden-
tified by Hobfoll (1989): objective resources
such as belongings; conditions such as rela-
tionship quality; personal characteristics such
as role identity; and energies in the form of
money or trade-knowledge valuable to future
generations. Hobfoll (2001) connected the CoR
model with social vulnerability, suggesting
that individuals with more resources are “less
vulnerable to resource loss and more capa-
ble of orchestrating resource gain” (p. 349).
Indeed, narratives shared throughout the focus
groups demonstrate the salience of relationships
between vulnerability, resource conservation,
and resilience.

Limitations

Although a strength of the qualitative approach
used here is the rich detail it generated on
people’s oil spill experiences, a limitation is
that the findings cannot necessarily be general-
ized beyond our focus group participants. More-
over, we do not know the degree to which
selectivity bias influenced the sample of peo-
ple who ultimately participated in the focus
groups. This limitation may be particularly rele-
vant in small, close-knit communities, given the
potential for the emergence of contested narra-
tives, distrust, and blame following technolog-
ical disasters (see Picou et al., 2004; Ritchie
et al., 2013). Although the focus groups were
implemented with “family-friendly” logistics in
mind (i.e., held on weekday evenings in centrally
located public venues with children welcomed),
access to resources such as time, childcare, and
transportation could have presented barriers to
participation. We also know that myriad forms

of social marginalization can influence who does
and does not participate in the research pro-
cess. Finally, a key limitation of any collec-
tivist approach to data collection is the poten-
tial for one, or several, individuals within the
observed group to unduly influence the opin-
ions and dynamics within the group as a whole
(Stewart & Shamdasani, 2015). However, this
limitation must be weighed against strengths of
such methods. Focus groups, in particular, may
empower participants to shape discussions and
also allow for large amounts of data to be gath-
ered in a limited period of time, including infor-
mation about interactional dynamics in conver-
sation (Madriz, 2000).

Implications

Almost a decade after the onset of the DHOS,
individuals, families, and communities continue
to build their lives along the coast of south
Louisiana. Thriving in a place vulnerable to
environmental hazards requires personal hardi-
ness, flexibility, access to resources, and social
support (Abramson et al., 2015; Bonanno, 2004;
Hobfoll, 2001; Osofsky & Osofsky, 2018; Slack
et al., in press). From a policy and practice stand-
point, this study provides important insights
into family-level responses to the unique eco-
nomic and social impacts of oil spills. Policy-
makers interested in supporting resilient coastal
communities in Louisiana must consider the
long-term, enmeshed impacts of the DHOS with
other environmental stressors on populations
characterized by different social characteristics,
as well as the interconnectedness of individ-
ual, family, and community systems. In addition,
findings from this study underscore the rela-
tionship between socioeconomic vulnerability,
resilience, and access to resources before, dur-
ing, and after disaster. As such, our results sup-
port the development of policies and interven-
tions that mitigate economic exposure to disaster
through direct support to households—both in
the immediate aftermath and the long-term fol-
lowing an event such as an oil spill.

The DHOS presented complicated and
wide-ranging economic impacts to coastal
communities in Louisiana (Carroll et al., 2016;
Nadeau et al., 2014). Long after the initial spill
incident, parents and caregivers in impacted
areas often found themselves working to buffer
the impact of social disruption and financial
loss. Service providers involved in direct work



902 Family Relations

with parents, caregivers, and family groups
should consider the potential for such dynamics
to be relevant in the lives of clients in both
the immediate and long term. To this end, the
development of psychosocial assessment and
intervention tools intended for use in commu-
nities vulnerable to such hazards should take
into consideration the unique impacts of tech-
nological disasters compared with other disaster
types. Further, such experiences should be con-
sidered within the larger context of cumulative
disaster exposure and adversity (Mohammad &
Peek, 2019; Osofsky & Osofsky, 2018).

Focus group participants in this study shared
a variety of emotion- and problem-focused
strategies to adapt to disruption from the spill.
In direct practice, narratives that explore the
use of adaptive coping strategies may be ele-
vated in collaborative conversation as examples
of “strengths and resources” to support the
development of richer appreciation for personal
capacity (Madsen, 2007) as one element of a
strengths-based approach to supporting personal
resilience (Bonanno, 2004).

Conclusion

For several decades, sociological research on
disaster has explored questions about social
organization in response to unplanned disrup-
tion (e.g., Kreps, 1984). Resilience approaches
to understanding social response to disaster have
generally sought to highlight the contours of
human capacity for adaptation in the face of such
events to better inform planning, recovery, and
response. To this end, the present study offers a
nuanced characterization of family-level coping
in response to spill-related economic disruption
through parents’ and caregivers’ conversations
around financial loss. Key findings contribute
to existing bodies of knowledge on techno-
logical disaster—specifically the DHOS—and
family resilience, underscoring the utility of the
CoR model in understanding such dynamics.
For parents and caregivers of children living
in spill-impacted areas of south Louisiana,
long-term economic impacts persisted for years
but are nuanced and differ across place. Families
experienced disruption from the DHOS differ-
ently based on social position and community
social structure. Finally, for families living in
environments with multiple stressors, concerns
about the DHOS spilled over into other aspects
of social functioning and became enmeshed

with perceptions of other environmental
stressors.
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