
121

Review Paper: Indicators of Life Recovery after Disasters 
and Emergencies

Maryam Nakhaei1*, Hamid Reza Khankeh2,3, Fatemeh Ghasemi4

1. Birjand Health Qualitative Research Center, Birjand University of Medical Sciences, Birjand, Iran.
2. Department of Nursing, University of Social Welfare & Rehabilitation Sciences, Tehran, Iran. 
3. Department of Clinical Science and Education, Karolinska Institutet, Solnavägen, Solna, Sweden.
4. Birjand Valiasr Hospital, Birjand, Iran.

* Corresponding Author: 
Maryam Nakhaei, PhD
Address: Birjand Health Qualitative Research Center, Birjand University of Medical Sciences, Birjand, Iran.
E-mail: maryamnakhaee.mn@gmail.com

Recovery is a part of disaster management cycle during which repair and reconstruction takes 
place, and individuals, groups, and communities retake what they have lost and ideally the 
risk of future incidents reduces. Life recovery is a subjective and multidimensional issue 
influenced by various factors, whereas valid measurable indicators in evaluating the recovery 
after disasters are helpful. This article considers the related texts with the aim of reviewing the 
indicators of recovery after disasters. The examined issues are basics of recovery, recovery in 
the form of process, as well as components and dimensions of recovery. 
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1. Introduction

mergencies and disasters, natural or man-
made, have destructive impacts and con-
sequences that may have deep and clear 
effects or uncharted results [1]. However, 
they are controllable and manageable 

through intelligent planning. Effective management 
at the time of disasters depends on anticipating and 
identifying the problems resulting from disasters and 
considering the necessary facilities at proper time and 
place [2, 3]. Although mitigation and preparedness 
plans reduce the vulnerability and impacts, and the re-
sponse lessen human and proper losses with the best of 
planning for disaster management, there will always be 
degrees of environmental and financial damages. Dam-

age to infrastructures, destruction of economic and so-
cial systems, and physical and psychological health 
consequences that require reconstruction, recovery, 
repair and return to functional conditions [2]. These ac-
tivities are managed within the recovery management 
process.

The concept of recovery seems to have a clear and 
specific meaning; however, in the literature, this con-
cept has been considered as an approach, model, phi-
losophy, paradigm, and so on. Two principal view-
points exist regarding this concept: one focuses on 
specific clinical and social dimensions and has tangible 
nature and the other asserts tangible and internal and 
subjective  dimensions [4-6].
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2. Recovery in Emergencies and Disasters

Disaster recovery has also been considered and defined 
from different viewpoints [7] and has been described as 
a goal, a phase of disaster management and/or a process

Although recovery is a part of the disaster management 
cycle, compared with other stages of that cycle, it has 
received less attention as regards to theoretical and op-
erational viewpoint [7], and its concepts have extensive 
overlap with concepts such as rehabilitation, reconstruc-
tion, restoration, and so on [7, 8].

In the disaster management, the recovery is defined as 
the stage following the response stage. However, it is 
difficult to pinpoint a line where the response ends and 
the recovery begins. A definite time cannot be suggested 
for rehabilitation, reconstruction, and recovery because 
these stages are interconnected. In fact, the response 
stage has not yet ended when the recovery and evalua-
tion phase begins [2, 9]. Certainly, as the activities of the 
recovery phase are more varied and different individu-
als, groups, and organizations are involved, this phase 
is least studied and least organized and its execution is 
more difficult than all other stages [2, 9-11].

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
states that recovery continues until all systems return to 
their normal or better condition [8]. International Strat-
egy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) defines recovery as 
"Decisions and actions taken after a disaster with a view 
to restoring or improving the pre-disaster living condi-
tions of the stricken community, while encouraging and 
facilitating necessary adjustments to reduce disaster 
risk." [12]. Several definitions of recovery have focused 
on structural repair or reconstruction and to distinguish 
between short-term and long-term recovery. Scientists 
such as Nigg have considered recovery beyond recon-
struction of physical environment and preferably as a 
social process influenced by conditions before and after 
the incident [13]. 

3. Life Recovery after Disasters; A Process

Although some definitions attend to returning to pre-
incident conditions, in some other definitions it is argued 
that since after a disaster the community experience  some 
changes, therefore, a return to conditions prior to the in-
cident does not happen, instead, the recovery is described 
as achieving an stable condition and recovery period is 
considered as an opportunity for renewal and upgrade  
[14]. In the literature review, it has become clear that life 

recovery is assumed as a individually long time and ongo-
ing process.

Initial studies have described the recovery as a four-
phased sequential description (emergency period; restora-
tion period; replacement and reconstruction period; and 
commemorative, betterment, and developmental recon-
struction period [8, 15].

In Hyogo Life Recovery Project, with the aim of de-
termining the dimensions and long-term processes of 
recovery, it was indicated that two different processes, 
damage alleviation and event evaluation, influenced life 
recovery outcomes. Damage alleviation is a process that 
in short term alleviates the impacts caused by damages 
from earthquake, losses, and or stresses with activities 
like housing construction, stress management, and liveli-
hood recovery.  Through event evaluation, social ties and 
community rebuilding efforts directly or indirectly facili-
tated the reframing of disaster experiences into positive 
narratives. [16]. 

Some studies about recovery have attended to life re-
covery of survivors in different time periods, such as 
Kimora study (2009) in which it was indicated that after 
the accident, the survivors pass through 4 time sequence 
stages including disorientation, acceptance of new real-
ity, utopia, and reentry to everyday life [17]. Although 
there may exist certain differences in different societies, 
there are common elements in the time sequence and the 
arrangement of this process. 

Also, Xu (2012) described the recovery process in two 
phases of transitional, and comprehensive recovery. The 
transitional recovery takes place immediately after the in-
cident by taking the recovery’s short-term steps and also 
by preparation for comprehensive recovery [18].

In addition to determining the path of recovery process, 
the mechanisms for accessing the recovery outcomes  
are among the most important issues for recovery and 
have been considered in different studies.

4. Indicators of Recovery

There is no consensus over the meaning of recovery, 
how to evaluate it, or the characteristics of a successful 
recovery. In the past decade, there have been efforts to 
design a systematic model to explain and measure the 
recovery process after disasters [14, 19]. The scarcity of 
measurable indicators and the focus of studies on case 
studies have limited the possibility to compare the out-
comes between different incidents and their follow up 
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[14, 19, 20]. For this purpose, in various studies, efforts 
have been made to identify and examine the components 
and dimensions of life recovery after disasters and to de-
sign indicators for measuring the outcomes. 

In Hyogo life recovery Project, to determine the dimen-
sions and long-term processes of life recovery, seven 
critical element of housing, social ties, community re-
building, physical and psychological health, prepared-
ness, economic and financial situation, and relation to 
government have been identified [16]. 

In Sakamoto study (2009) emphasized social ties and it 
was indicated that the priority of indicators is different in 
various communities. In addition to the elements defined 
in the Hyogo project, Sakamoto introduced religion as 
an effective component [21]. Disaster life recovery is a 
subjective issue that could be different as regards to dif-
ferent social values and life conditions. Therefore, so-
cial dimensions and social capital have important roles 
in recovery [17, 21, 23]. 

Abramson study (2010) was conducted to develop an 
operational measure of individual recovery and deter-
mined, and a stable housing, economic stability, physi-
cal health, mental health, and social role adaptation have 
been considered as important factors [20]. In addition, 
Dwyer study (2014) considered structural and non-struc-
tural recovery at community level. The components con-
sidered in this study include community planning and 
capacity building, economic recovery, health and social 
services recovery, housing recovery, recovery of infra-
structures, recovery of natural and cultural resources, 
public information and warning, and operational coor-
dination [19].

Several studies have attended to assessment of recovery 
in one dimension; however, the comprehensive recov-
ery planning that is referred to as “long-term recovery” 
should consider all physical and non-physical needs of 
damaged areas. Recovery would be effective when it con-
siders the social, cultural, religious, and economic dimen-
sions. And as long as all needs of a damaged community 
have not been met, the community would not be free of 
the incident’s consequences, and recovery would not be 
complete [2, 9, 24]. Similarly, Khankeh study (2013) has 
discussed the comprehensive recovery plan and consid-
eration of various elements of physical, psychological, 
mental health, and social and livelihood issues [24].

Design of the recovery indicators, especially at the 
individual level, is among the important issues consid-
ered not only by planners and policymakers but also 

by practitioners specialized in the field of recovery af-
ter accidents and disasters. These indicators can also be 
employed as tools for determining the direction and the 
degree of progress prior to and after the incident.

5. Conclusion

Disaster recovery is a part of the disaster and emer-
gency management cycle, during which, repair and re-
construction takes place and individuals, groups, and 
communities retake what they have lost, and ideally, the 
future accidents risks is minimized.

Disaster recovery activities can be divided into short-
term and long-term activities. The short-term phase be-
gins immediately after the incident and can be considered 
as the transitional stage from response phase to recovery 
one. These activities are carried out with the aim of pre-
serving the vital support systems. However, community’s 
long-term activities of renovation and rehabilitation aim 
to reach normal conditions or even improved levels and 
need a thorough planning and much coordination because 
recovery provides specific opportunities, though limited, 
for renovating the structures more resilient than they were 
before. The plan for recovery after disasters should be pro-
portionate to long-term objectives of the community and 
be based on principles of sustainable development. A good 
recovery is a comprehensive recovery and is planned with 
a look at the communities’ interests and by considering the 
principles of sustainability.

Therefore, disaster recovery can be defined as a process 
to preserve and maintain, to renew structure, and to re-
shape the physical, social, and economic and natural envi-
ronment through planning before and implementing after 
the incident. In this definition,  outcomes with sustainable 
recovery were mentioned, also it was indicated that indi-
viduals, groups, and organizations are affected differently 
by disasters and as a result, the complete recovery pro-
cess is not necessarily linear and is influenced by social 
parameters. Therefore, recovery after disasters does not 
take place in the same shape and speed in all individuals.
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