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ABSTRACT  

 

LIVING IN TRANSITION: A CULTURAL-ECOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF ADAPTATION 

TO DISPLACEMENT AND RELOCATION IN SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA AFTER THE 

WOOLSEY FIRE (2018) 

by 

Mariana Garcia Junqueira 

Doctor of Philosophy in Planning, Policy, and Design 

University of California, Irvine, 2020 

Professor Victoria Basolo, Co-Chair 

Associate Professor Keith Murphy, Co-Chair 

 

By the end of 2019, there were 70.8 million forcibly displaced people in the world, 

including 41.3 million internally displaced people (IDP) who were forced to leave their homes 

but are still in their home countries (UNHCR, 2019). In the U.S., specifically, in 2018, there 

were 1,247,000 disaster-related IDPs – most of them caused by wildfires in California (IDMC, 

2019). The Woolsey Fire (2018) alone destroyed at least 300 homes, immediately displacing 

their occupants. This is a study of Woolsey Fire survivors’ adaption to displacement and 

relocation, which often involves a transitional period of living in temporary or improvised home 

environments. From a cultural-ecological approach to environmental design, which recognizes 

“place” and “self” as mutually constitutive, this dissertation asks: How have Woolsey Fire 

survivors adapted to displacement and relocation? Further, as part of the process of adaptation, I 

ask: How have survivors made places for themselves while living in transition? In agreement 

with the aims of a cultural-ecological approach to research, this is a qualitative inquiry carried 

out through a Naturalistic Field Research method. This method allowed for an in-depth data 

collection (through the field and virtual observations, walkthrough sessions, and semi-structured 
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interviews) and interpretive analyses (through Domain Analysis and Coding). Findings 

characterize participants’ experiences of displacement and relocation from a geographical 

standpoint (i.e., serial relocation and compromising to stay local) and the emotional toll of 

disaster displacement, involving the trauma stemming from the loss of home, and exacerbated by 

failed disaster responses, especially in the process of re-housing. Despite the difficulties 

survivors face with the abrupt change in their home environments, findings show that 

commitment to remake place connections remains strong. Temporary housing occupied in the 

aftermath of the Woolsey Fire mainly supported design processes (e.g., homemaking), 

illuminating the wider role of the architecture of temporary housing in survivors’ recovery 

processes (i.e., as it allowed both the remaking of places and their meanings). Lastly, this 

dissertation illustrates some of the homemaking strategies employed by displaced Southern 

Californians living in transition after the fire, which includes, among other things, significant 

reliance on virtual environments. Virtual places, such as Facebook groups created for or by the 

survivors, supported real place-making goals by permitting community bonding, and 

consequently, driving community rebuilding. 
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Introduction 

After a natural disaster, governments, organizations, and citizens seek to help survivors 

cope with physical and psychological damages associated with the event. Certain evidence-based 

practices are aimed at promoting long-term recovery. Studies of such practices have accounted 

for the wide variability of responses to disasters worldwide. Over time, these studies have led to 

improved interventions in many sectors. However, disaster response failures have still occurred 

worldwide, especially in the provision of temporary housing to displaced survivors (for a state-

of-the-art survey on temporary housing after disasters, see Félix, Branco, & Feio, 2013). 

This dissertation investigates disaster response, specifically in the re-housing process, and 

addresses its failure in a unique, helpful way – by shifting the focus of investigation from a 

design product (i.e., temporary housing) to a design process (e.g., homemaking). The main 

argument of this dissertation is that by understanding survivors’ experiences of disaster 

displacement, including the strategies they employ to remake or rebuild a “home,” the role of 

people-environment transactions in one’s process of recovery is better understood. This in-depth 

understanding will allow for genuine improvement in future re-housing interventions, as it will 

drive relocation decisions and support homemaking efforts to be successfully employed, by the 

survivors themselves, while living in temporary housing. 

Quarantelli (1995) broadly defines temporary housing as a physical structure that 

functions to shelter survivors when a disaster occurs until they are permanently resettled. 

Further, his identification of four distinct stages of temporary housing (i.e., emergency shelter, 

temporary shelter, temporary housing, and resettlement) is still prevalent in post-disaster housing 

literature and is often employed in practice worldwide, with some variation. 
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Mostly in developing countries, both formal and informal sectors that implement disaster 

response measures have invested in standardized and technological solutions that are 

prefabricated and sent where needed, while trying to promptly provide economically-sound 

housing solutions. Yet, these solutions have often been considered inappropriate (Lizarralde & 

Davidson, 2006) and have even been rejected by their recipients (Oliver, 2003). Especially in 

developed countries such as the U.S., financial aid directed to locally available rental housing 

has been the norm.  

This course of action has been facilitated by the provision of Additional Living Expense 

(ALE), which is part of most insurance policies for homeowners. The purpose of ALE is to cover 

temporary housing rental costs while fire survivors are rebuilding. However, the amount and 

duration of ALE provided depend on the type of insurance that covers the insured household.  

For those without insurance coverage on their homes, ALE is paid through aid programs 

of agencies such as the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and the amount and 

duration of ALE are based on federally determined standards. Thus, ALE is not always 

consistent with the reality of local housing markets. Either way, displaced survivors have tended 

to receive inconsistent financial assistance.  

For most survivors, an insufficient amount or duration of ALE impacts their ability to 

find and maintain appropriate temporary housing. Paying for rent is extremely taxing on 

displaced fire survivors, given their many other financial burdens. While rebuilding, most 

survivors are likely still paying for the following: (a) insurance on their burned-out or under-

construction lots; (b) pre-fire mortgages on their destroyed homes; (c) Homeowners’ Association 
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(HOA) fees; (d) renter’s insurance on their temporary housing; and (4) current construction loans 

to pay for rebuilding (as many fire survivors have found to be underinsured). 

Given their urgent need for re-housing, people who are suddenly displaced are expected 

to readily accept any form of shelter. Yet, despite comprising structurally sound and functioning 

housing, several current solutions provided to temporarily house displacees have registered a low 

level of acceptance (in the case of standardized units) or satisfaction (in the case of available 

housing for rent). 

Extensive research has been conducted on the design of standardized solutions (Oliver, 

2003). This research seeks to understand failures and to guide redesigns that are better accepted 

by recipients. However, conducting design evaluations becomes harder when a variety of rented 

environments are involved. Hence these types of temporary housing solutions, prevalent 

especially in the U.S., have been understudied.  

Oliver (2003) stresses that a house is “built to serve a variety of functions, but one of the 

most important is to create living conditions that are acceptable to their occupiers” (p. 130). This 

point suggests that a “house” is not just confined to the building structure, but also refers to 

living conditions involving many aspects of a house occupant’s life. 

Especially in the U.S., where conventional housing is the suggested temporary solution, 

the mismatch between the needs of disaster survivors and the housing responses to displacement 

raises questions about the nature of failure in post-disaster housing. Are the survivors’ 

disaffections the result of housing design failures? In other words, have researchers asked the 

appropriate questions when seeking to learn from cases of temporary housing rejection or 

resentment?  
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By shifting the focus of investigation from the house as a product of design to 

homemaking as a design process, we may gain valuable insight into the role that people-

environment relationships can play in one’s recovery process, especially after traumatic 

experiences. Such an in-depth understanding can provide new directions in post-disaster research 

concerning design assessments and the successful provision of temporary housing to displaced 

survivors. 

This study defines the person-in-environment as the unit of analysis and asks the 

following research question: How have people made places for themselves while living in 

temporary housing? As this research proposal developed in late 2018, the State of California was 

burned by an unprecedented wildfire season both in Northern and Southern California. This 

study focuses on the aftermath of the Woolsey Fire, which began on November 8, 2018, in 

Ventura and Los Angeles counties. The Woolsey Fire killed three people, destroyed 1,643 

structures, and burned approximately 96,949 acres (California Department of Forestry and Fire 

Protection [CAL FIRE], 2019).  

As an incident that highly impacted a significant population in the Ventura and Los 

Angeles counties, a cultural-ecological analysis of adaptation to disaster displacement cause by 

the Woolsey Fire can shed light on how people in the U.S., especially in Southern California, 

view and cope with disasters, and how they see themselves and their environments. Further, 

describing survivors’ homemaking processes legitimizes their active role in driving important 

parts of disaster recovery. By understanding how these homemaking processes unfold, disaster 

planners and designers can facilitate them through solutions that are more responsive to peoples’ 

needs and wishes, which will, in turn, more consistently allow for a successful recovery process. 
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The Interpretivist Framework 

Philosophical assumptions underwrite different approaches to social science, and thus, 

setting out to answer the research question above through a cultural-ecological lens requires an 

understanding of the unique set of philosophical assumptions involved in the interpretivist 

framework.  

First, there are assumptions of an ontological nature, defined by Burrell and Morgan 

(1979) as the very essence of a phenomenon or how one sees the nature of reality. Taking a 

cultural-ecological approach to environmental design research means accepting that reality is 

created by and dependent on the people who create such reality to make sense of the external 

world (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Therefore, this study accepts the existence of shared values, 

world views, mores, traditions, customs, practices, and beliefs that are unique to a group of 

people and fundamental to their interactions with the external world. Also, this study 

acknowledges that people’s interactions with their environments vary across cultures and that 

understandings of an environment are shared within the cultural group.  

Second, there are assumptions of an epistemological nature, which relate to the way in 

which one seeks, creates, and communicates knowledge (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). To take a 

cultural-ecological approach to environmental design research is to believe that all processes of 

everyday life are informed by culture, and therefore, they cannot be seen separately from 

people’s interactions with the environment. Knowledge is thus considered of a “more subjective, 

spiritual or even transcendental type” (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 1). In other words, research 

questions, concepts, and theoretical frameworks themselves may be influenced by culture. 
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Consequently, knowledge is sought by achieving a deep understanding of such culture, rather 

than imposing universal expectations on the population being studied. 

Lastly, the two types of philosophical assumptions outlined above (i.e., ontological and 

epistemological) have implications of a methodological nature, as “[e]ach one has important 

consequences for the way in which one attempts to investigate and obtain ‘knowledge’ about the 

social world” (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 2). A cultural-ecological research emphasizes the 

importance of the experiences of individuals when creating, understanding, modifying, and 

interpreting the world in which they live (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Thus, taking a cultural-

ecological approach in this research means to aim for achieving “emic” understandings. This 

means that the viewpoint of interest is from within a social-cultural group (i.e., from the 

perspective of the subject, and in this way, subjective).  

In agreement with the aims of a cultural-ecological approach to research, this dissertation 

is designed as a qualitative inquiry focused on in-depth data collection and interpretive analysis 

that allowed for uncovering meanings of people studied. 

Naturalistic Field Research method 

A methodology for learning about cultural-ecological relationships must focus on the 

people and their environment (Mazumdar, 2012). Hence a qualitative interpretivist framework 

was best suited for this study. Interpretivists view experience and perspective as valuable sources 

of knowledge and seek to uncover the interpretations of reality that people have based on their 

understanding of the world (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Roth & Mehta, 2002). Further, 

interpretivists focus on understanding how meaning is created through the interaction between 

people, and between people and their environments (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011).  
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This study has thus defined the person-in-environment as the unit of analysis, and 

obtaining “as complete a picture as possible” of the phenomenon was needed to understand how 

these people see the world, the way they perceive constraints, and how they choose to act 

(Mazumdar & Geis, 2001, p. 262).  

In this study, a Naturalistic Field Research (NFR) method was carried out. This method 

was appropriate because it neither focuses solely on the human/social dimension (as in the Social 

Sciences) nor strictly on the physical aspects (which is often the case in Architecture). In this 

way, this method allows for the study of both human/social and physical dimensions in their 

symbiotic relations (i.e., a sociophysical phenomenon).  

Participants. In this study, eligible participants were individuals (18 years of age or 

older) from any of the communities affected by the Woolsey Fire and suffered a total loss of 

their homes.  

Recruitment started through social media (i.e., Facebook). By identifying virtual groups 

dedicated to fire survivors by looking for keywords included in their names (e.g., Woolsey Fire, 

California wildfires, etc.), I reached out to the administrator of each group. With their 

permission, I started to conduct social media observations. These observations include 

consistently checking the public murals of each page, interact with content when appropriate, 

and identify public events to attend and meet survivors. Simultaneously, as I introduced myself 

and explained the scope of this research to the administrator of these groups, I asked them to 

refer eligible participants to me. The administrator of one of these groups, Tom, is a wildfire 

survivor himself.  Affected by the Thomas Fire that happened in the same area a year before, 

Tom created a Facebook group dedicated to the Thomas Fire survivors and founded a non-profit 



 
 

8 
 

organization to help survivors’ sift through the ashes in their burned-down lots in search of 

cherished possessions.  

Tom’s organization was also directly involved in disaster relief efforts employed in the 

aftermath of the Woolsey Fire. Since his Facebook group still existed even after a year and its 

members were active and concerned with the 2018 fires, Tom changed the group’s name and 

shifted its focus to the Woolsey Fire. In this way, this virtual space became dedicated to 

information sharing and networking among both Woolsey Fire and Thomas Fire survivors. Tom 

and his family also temporarily housed, in their ranch’s guest house, a couple that was displaced 

by the Woolsey Fire. By his suggestion, they were the first survivors to participate in this study 

in the summer of 2019. They also helped identify other potential participants—neighbors, 

friends, and friends of friends still living in temporary housing at the time, allowing for a 

snowball sampling strategy. In total, twenty-five survivors from nineteen different households 

participated in this study. 

Participants self-identified in terms of (a) original residential status (e.g., homeowner or 

renter), location of lost home; and (b) process of displacement (e.g., current residential status, the 

geography of relocations, and their respective duration). 

Of the nineteen participant households, only one was not a homeowner. Despite not being 

a homeowner, Linda was a long-time renter who lived in a Latigo Canyon two-story home for 35 

years. Among the eighteen participant homeowners, long-term living was also common. In 

addition, most households were made of one or two persons, accounting for twenty-five 

participants with ages ranging from 18 (in one case) to 73 years old. Most participants were over 

fifty years old. In terms of location, seven of the participant households were in the same 
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neighborhood in an unincorporated area in the Santa Monica Mountains, between Agoura Hills 

and Malibu. The remaining eleven households were from various areas impacted by the fire in 

and around Malibu.  

The process of displacement (e.g., current residential status, the geography of relocations, 

and their respective duration) of participants will be thoroughly described in Chapter 1 when 

discussing findings on the new geographies of displacement. 

The NFR as a method is often composed of three main phases: data collection, focusing, 

and analysis. Data collection involved multiple sources of information aimed at achieving an in-

depth understanding of the phenomenon (Mazumdar & Geis, 2001) to allow for triangulation 

(Yin, 1994) or confirmation. Data collection techniques used in this research are described next. 

Archival data, government statistics, and documents. Archival and media data were 

also analyzed to corroborate objective information (e.g., dates, meteorological data, and names 

of organizations involved in specific events mentioned by survivors).  

Interviews. A total of thirty-seven people participated in semi-structured interviews with 

open-ended questions. Some interviewees were interviewed more than once. Interviews were 

conducted by phone or in-person in appointments that each lasted between 1 and 4 hours. These 

interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed for analysis. 

Among the thirty-seven interviewees, four were government officials, including one Los 

Angeles county planner, one city mayor, one deputy city manager, and one consulting case 

manager who was hired explicitly to support one city’s displaced survivors. These interviews 

offered a perspective of local responses to the fire in one Los Angeles County city. In addition, 
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these government officials answered clarifying questions about policies in place, information 

gathered through archival data, government statistics, and documents.  

Eight interviews were conducted to support the narrative of this dissertation, by either 

presenting corroborating information or contributing a different viewpoint than that offered by 

participants. These interviews included four volunteers working with non-profit organizations 

acting in the realm of the following: direct and immediate disaster relief, communication and 

search efforts for survivors and lost pets, and long-term mental health program offered to 

survivors after the fire. The other four interviewees were private agents involved in the aftermath 

of the fire, including real estate agents and home insurance representatives. These non-profit and 

private actors involved in the disaster relief or recovery process contributed by offering insights 

on successful and failed initiatives stemming from their practical experiences in the aftermath of 

the Woolsey Fire. Moreover, some of these actors were able to draw comparisons among 

different responses to previous California fires’ responses in which they were involved. 

Lastly, twenty-five survivors from nineteen different households participated in this 

study. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted mostly in a participants’ temporary 

living arrangement. For conducting in-depth interviews, Kvale (1996) suggests that questions 

should be brief and simple, so that the different dimensions introduced in the answers can then 

be pursued. Three introducing questions were asked to all survivors in the following order: 1) 

Can you tell me about the day of the fire?; 2) Where have you been living since you left your 

home?; and 3) How has your current living arrangement (i.e., “this house”) worked for you and 

your family? Such opening questions often yielded spontaneous, rich, descriptions where the 

participants themselves provided the highlights of what they experienced, or as Kvale (1996) 

posits, participants select the main dimensions of the phenomenon under investigation. 
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Despite asking these three questions in a set order, there was no set wording to any 

questions, they had an adjustable level of language, and they allowed for clarification questions. 

Thus, wording modification occurred based on a participant’s narrated trajectory, especially for 

the second and third questions. The second question was often repeated as needed (e.g., Where 

did you go next?) since many participants relocated multiple times.  

Opting for an in-depth approach to interviews was informed by the type of knowledge 

sought and necessarily linked to the research question and underlying philosophical assumptions 

of this study. In-depth interviews are especially effective for collecting information to answer 

certain types of research questions, particularly, when the interest is in “understanding the 

perceptions of participants or learning how participants come to attach certain meanings to 

phenomena and events…” (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 98). Therefore, this type of interview was 

the most appropriate as it allowed me to seek a deeper understanding of people’s experiences 

(e.g., feelings and thoughts), and what these meant to them. 

Additionally, it was not expected that all participants would necessarily find equal 

meaning in like-worded questions (i.e., participants could have different vocabularies and ways 

of interpreting a question). Thus, as suggested by Berg (2004), carrying out semi-structured 

interviews allowed me to develop, adapt, and generate questions and follow-up probes that were 

appropriate to each given situation and the central purpose of this investigation. In this way, 

relevant questions arose from interactions during each interview, and each interview had the 

potential to generate new questions to be included in a subsequent interview. 

Follow-up questions (e.g., Really?) allowed me to extend the participants’ answers, and 

probing-type questions (e.g., How so?) were particularly useful when asking participants to 
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elaborate on something that was mentioned, as a way to draw out more complete stories and 

even discover new information. Specifying questions framed in a more operationalizing manner 

(e.g., What did you think at the time? How did you feel about that?) were also utilized to 

comprehend participants’ emotional reactions to certain narrated events. This allowed me to 

learn from the participants as much as they were willing to share, as the goal was to get past the 

general accounts and reach for answers that reflected many layers of depth. 

Visual Data. Almost all participants relied on visual data to complement their narrated 

accounts. These ranged from showing photographs and videos on their phones during an 

interview to sharing personal photo archives and media pieces afterward. Two themes were 

predominant in visual data provided by participants: (a) pre-fire records that showed their lost 

homes still intact; and (b) records of the fire as it developed (e.g., when the flames approached 

their neighborhoods, what they could see when evacuating, etc.). These will be used to illustrate 

narrated events throughout the chapters of this study. 

Observations. Observations were conducted in a few different ways. First, social media 

observations (of public murals on Facebook groups dedicated to fire survivors) were carried out 

to complement survivors’ accounts. These observations were conducted for about one year: six 

months in real-time and six months retroactively, from the day of the fire until around the event’s 

first anniversary in November of 2019. Virtual observations also contributed to learning about 

events that survivors were either organizing or attending so that I could conduct field 

observations.  

Thus, field observations were conducted at homeowners associations’ meetings, cultural 

exhibits where participants presented artwork (which they often mentioned during interviews as 
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one of the ways they coped with the disaster), and a few events that paid homage to the fire’s 

first anniversary. In-person observations encompassed not only the participant household’s 

temporary housing but also administrative and cultural events they attended. Data from these 

observations were recorded in fieldnotes, hand-drawn sketches, and photographs (when 

permitted). In this way, I was able to observe both the “routine and not-so routine” events of the 

participants’ everyday lives (Bailey, 2007, p. 82), as dynamics varied over the weeks and even 

months.  

The most important field observations were conducted at the participants’ temporary 

living arrangements. Visiting a home can tell us a lot about its residents as our surroundings 

often reflect a great deal about who we are (Bailey, 2007). Furthermore, while obtaining people’s 

accounts about activities within an environment through interviews is important, witnessing 

people-environment interactions is vital.  

A strategy used in this research was to conduct walkthrough sessions. A walkthrough is a 

combination of observations and interviews (to a lesser extent). According to Zeisel (1981), the 

first walkthrough was performed by Kevin Lynch in 1960, but it was only in 1968, with the 

organization of the Environmental Design Research Association (EDRA), that the walkthrough 

received scientific recognition, along with the conceptual and procedural consolidation as a Post 

Occupancy Evaluation (POE) tool (Preiser, Rabinowitz, & White, 1988). The traditional 

walkthrough relies on checklists, maps, and blueprints as a form of evaluating a buildings’ 

performance after occupation (e.g., if a building is working as it was intended work). However, 

in this study, the walkthrough was conducted in a free and open-ended manner.  
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Conducting a walkthrough in this way allowed for the descriptive identification of 

negative and positive aspects of the investigated environments, in which the physical aspects of 

the environment will elicit participants’ reactions to it (Preiser, Rabinowitz, & White, 1988). 

This “itinerant conversation” encompassed all spaces of a participant’s house, and was 

supplemented with photographs, sketches, and audio and video recording. The walkthroughs 

were conducive in allowing for the identification and characterization of all environments 

visited, their uses, their positive and negative aspects, their original and their modified traits, the 

memories and meanings attached to them, and their elements or the lack thereof, and others.  

Observations were focused on the physical environments themselves and on people-

environment interactions. These sessions were unstructured (i.e., without an observation guide), 

and I observed what was relevant as events unfolded. This approach, however, did not preclude 

me from focusing my attention on particular facets of the housing, based on features suggested 

by other qualitative researchers (e.g., Spradley, 1979; Bailey, 2007). For instance, some features 

were significant: the physical places themselves, the objects present, and the emotions felt and 

expressed about places and objects. 

In sum, the walkthrough facilitated understanding the temporary housing through the 

resident’s eyes. The amount—and especially the quality—of the information offered by a 

participant varied and revealed what was foremost in their minds.  

Focusing Decisions. In NFR, analyses will emerge from the interaction between 

collected data and focusing decisions. Lofland and Lofland (1995) emphasize that “focusing” 

and “analyzing” can happen at the same time as data collection, as the reality of fieldwork is one 

of a complex overlapping and interweaving of tasks. Thus, while gathering data in the ways 
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earlier described, I also started “focusing the data,” which means that I began envisioning 

possible topics on which to concentrate, and further developing the questions to ask about those 

topics. According to Lofland and Lofland (1995), intellectually and operationally, in NFR, 

analyses will emerge from the interaction between collected data and focusing decisions. The 

purpose of this process is to achieve interpretations that arise from the data. 

Hence, from the early stages of data collection, approximately seven months after the 

fire, it became evident that the phenomenon under investigation (i.e., place-making after 

displacement) had started long before the survivors occupied a temporary house. The more 

participants that were interviewed, the more apparent it became that for most of these fire 

survivors, several months of precarious living arrangements had passed before they were able to 

relocate to what they considered temporary housing. Some participants were not even at that 

stage yet, and several meetings were conducted in hotel lobbies and at their burned-out lots. 

Among participants, the consensus seemed to be that how events unfolded while the fire 

approached the survivors’ homes (i.e., the circumstances of their forced displacement) shaped 

their subsequent re-housing experiences and thus represent a vital chapter in their stories of 

adaptation. 

This study’s research question was then operationalized as: How have Woolsey Fire 

survivors adapted to displacement and relocation? in which how survivors have made places for 

themselves in displacement is part of the process of adaptation.  

Data analysis. To this end, two strategies were used: Domain Analysis (Spradley, 1979) 

and Coding and Memoing (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). People structure their lives in terms of 

what things mean, and often subconsciously make use of meanings. Because this study takes a 
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cultural-ecological approach, in which cultures are understood as having characteristic world 

views, it was essential to this study that I acquired a deep understanding of how these people 

express meanings, before I could begin to understand their relationships with their environments. 

To uncover the system of cultural meanings that participants in this study use, I started analyzing 

the data through Domain Analysis. This strategy involved the search for large units of cultural 

knowledge, called domains (Spradley, 1979), and it was followed by Coding and Memoing.  

Coding and Memoing are at the core of developing a qualitative analysis (Lofland & 

Lofland, 1995). They represent a basic, continuing, and concrete way of asking questions of 

items (i.e., parts) about the incoming flow of data. Some general questions I asked myself were: 

“What is this before me an instance of?” and “What can I think of this being about?”  

Coding initiated the process of sorting, organizing, and categorizing data. Of critical 

importance was not to simply label or “code” parts of the data, but rather, to develop categories 

and, subsequently, themes that emerged from the array of data (Lofland & Lofland, 1995, p. 

186). Simultaneously, I engaged in Memoing. Memos are the “written-out counterparts” or 

explanations and elaborations of the coding and categories process (Lofland & Lofland, 1995, p. 

193). In other words, I wrote memos that were the theorizing write-up of ideas about codes and 

their relationships. My goal was to continually reflect on what I was learning through data 

collection, inform the continuity of data collection, and ultimately achieve “an interrelated set of 

memos that form a coherent analysis” (Lofland & Lofland, 1995, p. 193).  

In order to present the perception of others (i.e., the participants’ perspective) in the most 

truthful manner, Berg (2004) suggests that a greater reliance on induction is necessary, as it 

assurances a link, or “grounds,” such messages to the data from which they were derived (Berg, 
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2004). I thus went from coding to categorizing, and finally to the definition of themes, which are 

dimensions that seem meaningful to the producers of the messages (i.e., the participants in this 

study). By seeking an in-depth understanding of the Woolsey Fire survivors’ processes of 

adaptation to displacement and relocation, I was able to draw connections to how these people 

made do (i.e., how they chose to act and make/remake places for themselves).  

This analysis process is at the heart of what Glaser and Strauss (1967) described as 

grounded theory. As a result, the relevant literature and the findings in this study are organized in 

three empirical chapters. 

Chapter 1: New Geographies of Displacement lays out the context of the displacing event 

(the Woolsey Fire) and defines and situates displacement within the scope of disaster 

displacement research. Accordingly, this chapter presents research suggesting that extreme 

weather events (i.e., disasters) such as the significant wildfires of the last few years are not 

considered isolated incidents, but rather, they are indicative of impacts of climate change in 

California. This connection illuminates the urgency for further understanding of the collection of 

elements that may play a role in successfully addressing displacement and relocation efforts in 

the context of global climate change.  

The typical approach to linking climate change and human mobility has been to identify 

areas affected by climate change, to count the number of people living there, and to use this 

number for estimating the number of people likely to be forced to leave (Mearns & Norton, 

2010). However, this method is knowingly insufficient because many factors drive migration. 

Moreover, the effect of climate variability, including extreme weather events, is challenging to 

isolate. An alternative approach taken in this investigation was to acknowledge that human 
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mobility in response to climate variability is typically internal (e.g., within the state and country 

boundaries) and short-term (Mearns & Norton, 2010). In doing so, this study focuses on the 

Woolsey Fire as the immediate cause of internal forced displacement to investigate how 

survivors navigated displacement and relocation in Southern California. 

Findings revealed that cases of long-term living in temporary housing or permanent 

resettlement were rare among participants within seven months and one year after the fire. 

Displaced survivors often lived in transition for several months, relocating from and to various 

types of living arrangements. Some will potentially remain displaced for years to come. These 

findings confirm that ineffective responses often exert the most substantial influence on those 

people who are adversely affected by climate changes, and in some sense, consequences such as 

remaining displaced for years are more damaging than the actual disasters themselves. An 

analysis of new geographies of displacement in Southern California records how Woolsey Fire 

survivors that were displaced have relocated geographically and through time. Their “place” is 

crucial for these people, especially considering that when making temporary housing decisions, 

they needed to relocate multiple times and to make compromises (e.g., downsizing, looking for a 

roommate, or borrowing money from relatives) to remain local. 

Scholars have long agreed that a “place” is not merely a geographical point, but a 

confluence of meanings fostered at a location throughout time. Hence, to fully comprehend these 

people's experiences of displacement and relocation, we must look at the multiple meanings a 

place can have and how participants in this study viewed and coped with the loss of “place.” 

Chapter 2: Place, Displacement, and Trauma focus on “place”—what it means, why it is 

crucial, and how the theories of place offer us an in-depth understanding of displacement as it 
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pertains to one’s loss of place. Prior studies have provided compelling evidence of the negative 

consequences of forced residential displacement (Allen, 2013; Desmond, Gershenson, & Kiviat, 

2015; Desmond & Shollenberger, 2015; Evans, 2020). Correspondingly, other studies 

demonstrate that many people navigate sudden changes in their home environments with great 

difficulty (Brown & Perkins, 1992; Fried, 1963). However, these inquiries are mostly present in 

the Disaster Psychology literature and have exclusively focused on psychological constructs of 

disaster-related trauma. 

This chapter distinguishes place from space and summarizes how the notion of place has 

theoretically evolved along with Environment Design Research (EDR) scholarship. This field of 

study started as Environmental Psychology and developed extra-psychological approaches to 

examine people-environment relationships. This study used a cultural-ecological approach to 

collect and analyze data that revealed not only the psychological toll caused by disasters, but also 

demonstrated how such psychological toll is linked to place constructs such as property loss, lack 

of homeownership, and inability to make relocation plans. These and other themes uncovered 

through data analysis ultimately underline the particularity of trauma related to the loss of place 

and the inappropriate responses to disaster displacement in the case of the Woolsey Fire. 

One theme that strongly surfaced from accounts narrated by participants was the 

distinction between housing and home. In other words, it is revealed that a temporary living 

arrangement can be a house, but such an arrangement is not always a home. Survivors often 

distinguished their temporary living arrangements from their lost homes by pointing out the 

absence of meaning and memories embedded in the temporary house itself and its objects. In 

contrast, when referring to their lost homes, spatial features and objects were frequently related 

to people, meanings, and memories. In the findings of this study, the traumatic experience of 
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living in temporary housing is linked more to the meanings of a place, such as a home, rather 

than the place itself, thereby reinforcing the role of places such as a home to part of one’s 

identity.  

The meanings of home are explored in Chapter 3: Displacement and Replacements. 

Although the majority of studies on the topic have looked at traditional households (i.e., middle-

class families living in single-family detached houses), there is an increasing concern for people 

living in non-traditional housing arrangements (Després, 1991; Rivlin & Moore, 2001). 

Therefore, this chapter begins by reviewing mainstream literature on the meanings of home at 

the housing scale in contemporary North American culture but, ultimately, focuses on drawing 

parallels to expand investigation on home-meaning in transition. 

For instance, I look at other groups of people living in transition: immigrants (Fullilove, 

2016; Greene, Tehranifar, Hernandez-Cordero, & Fullilove, 2011; Mazumdar, Mazumdar, 

Docuyanan, & McLaughlin, 2000; Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2012, 2016), the elderly (Dupuis & 

Thorns, 1996), and homeless people (Moore, 1998; Moore & Canter, 1993; Rivlin, 1990; Rivlin 

& Imbimbo, 1989; Somerville, 1992). Through these parallels, this chapter draws a multifaceted 

conceptualization of home and homemaking.  

Accordingly, previous studies have shown that despite ruptures caused by displacement, 

commitment to remake place connections remains strong, and people press on to remake their 

lives and start again (e.g., Fullilove, 2013, 2016; Greene et al., 2011; Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 

2016). Thus, while somewhat different across groups, homemaking processes are indeed present 

in non-traditional housing arrangements, and they can flow throughout a lifetime. 
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These multiple and coexisting experiences offer us an in-depth understanding of how the 

people participating in this study are remaking places for themselves while dealing with the loss 

of their homes. The main contribution of Chapter 3 is thus to describe and illustrate, as 

uncovered by this investigation, what homemaking efforts look like for displaced Southern 

Californians as they remake place connections after the loss of their homes to the Woolsey Fire. 

In other words, this study reveals how temporary housing imposes barriers and affordances on 

the daily lives of survivors. Further, this chapter provides insight into some of the strategies they 

used to overcome such daily disaffections. 

Beyond a thorough description of homemaking strategies used by this study’s participant 

households, data also revealed how virtual environments, such as Facebook groups similar to the 

ones described earlier, have been consistently used by survivors for activities that go beyond 

information sharing. Such virtual places are being used to support survivors’ efforts to remake 

places.  

Stokols (2018) characterizes the cybersphere (e.g., the Internet) as intertwined with 

natural, built, and sociocultural environments. Virtual communications, when successful, can 

enhance collaboration and mutual understanding among people. In this way, virtual relationships 

developed on Facebook groups (devoted to a burned-out neighborhood, for example) were found 

to be complementary to real environments. That suggests that the virtual place created supports 

the goals and activities of the real (place-based) environment. 

Two positive outcomes were observed as arising from successful virtual communications 

in this case: neighborhood bonding and collaborative efforts for neighborhood rebuilding. In this 
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way, the restoration of survivors’ emotional ecosystem (i.e., meaningful place connections) 

preceded and have much supported the reconstruction of a physical place. 

In sum, a combination of environmental conditions and human decisions established how 

the fire struck Southern California residents affected by the Woolsey Fire. Furthermore, a 

sequence of insufficient and, at times, inappropriate responses to the fire and consequent 

displacement of many families represented yet another trauma to survivors. This dissertation 

investigates both the conditions that created the disastrous fire and the responses from the 

various actors involved (e.g., government, organizations, and citizens). But this dissertation 

examines these issues mostly from the displaced survivors' point of view through a qualitative 

investigation of their experiences of adaption to displacement and relocation to temporary 

housing, where they have employed many strategies to remake places for themselves. 

This dissertation’s objectives are twofold. First, it represents a significant opportunity to 

correct misconceptions about the ecology of fire and survival in Southern California. Halsey 

(2005) warns there are quite a few false beliefs about California's most extensive plant 

community, the chaparral.  There are also myths involving California's historical fire regimes 

and modern-day wildfires that Californians have heard “so many times they assume they must be 

true” (Halsey, 2005, p. 9). Helping to correct these misconceptions is not just an academic 

exercise. When accepted by the community and government agencies, false beliefs can lead to 

poor planning and design decisions capable of damaging natural resources, complicating fire 

management, and eliminating opportunities for Californians to have a safer and more 

harmonious coexistence with their natural landscape. 
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Second, this study’s findings provide knowledge on how survivors navigate displacement 

from a cultural-ecological standpoint—i.e., how they have adapted to geographical relocation 

while coping with the loss of their emotional ecosystem—for planners, policymakers, and 

designers involved in disaster response. Furthermore, this study enables its readers to learn about 

the local cultural ways in which fire survivors in Southern California have adapted to a new 

place. The implications of this study highlight the importance of taking a cultural-ecological 

approach to disaster response, especially regarding the provision of appropriate temporary 

housing.  

Finally, this study is, above all, relevant to fire survivors. Characterizing their views of 

the event and their processes of remaking places legitimize the active role displaced populations 

can have in managing their recovery and adaptation. Also, by understanding how such place-

making processes unfold, governments, organizations, and citizens involved in disaster response 

can facilitate these processes for future developments by providing housing environments that 

are more responsive to peoples’ wishes and needs. This will allow for a more enjoyable and less 

traumatic transformation of temporary housing arrangements into what fire survivors can 

ultimately call their homes. 
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Chapter 1: New Geographies of Displacement 

This chapter focuses on displacement, which is an important component of the 

phenomenon under investigation. This chapter broadly defines and situates displacement within 

the scope of disaster displacement, a field of research that has gained traction as a response to 

on-the-rise, large-scale population displacement in the context of global climate change.  

Consistent with the global discourse and based on assessments made by the Office of 

Environmental Health Hazard Assessment of the California Environmental Protection Agency 

(CalEPA), the first objective in this chapter is to review how the major wildfires of the last few 

years are not considered isolated incidents. Rather, they are suggestive of the significant and 

increasingly discernible impact of climate change in California.  

Bright (2000) suggests that the process of environmental decline in which we live would 

be more comfortable if it were “gradual and predictable” (p. 22). However, instead of gradually 

changing, the current environmental dynamic is full of discontinuities, or “very rapid shifts that 

are much harder to anticipate” (Bright, 2000, p. 23). In addition, overlapping conditions (e.g., 

warming climate and anthropogenic pressures) have allowed disasters to reach much higher 

proportions than they had in the past. According to Bright (2000), events characterized by 

discontinuities (i.e., rapid shifts) and synergisms (e.g., overlapping environmental and 

anthropogenic pressures) catch us by surprise. This point suggests that the most troubling 

attribute of extreme weather events related to adverse impacts of climate change may be the fact 

that they are unique, unprecedented, and potentially catastrophic. 

By acknowledging that wildfires represent an immediate and escalating threat to 

California’s environment and people, the second objective in this chapter is to discuss the 
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ecology of fire and survival in Southern California. Based on an extensive literature review, 

lessons from past fires arise in the form of a wide-ranging list of experts’ suggestions on how to 

deal with similar events in the future. Thus, knowledge production and communication on the 

matter at our local scale seem to be concentrated in two categories: the past and the future. 

However, little is known about the present: “How have survivors of the latest wildfires adapted 

to displacement and relocation in Southern California?” 

Environmental surprises tend to “subvert our sense of the world because we so often 

assume that a trend can be understood in isolation” (Bright, 2000, p. 23). Yet this fragmented 

form of inquiry is becoming increasingly substandard. According to Norman Myers, one of the 

most active pioneers in the field of environmental surprise, “when one problem combines with 

another problem, the outcome may be not a double problem, but a super-problem” (Bright, 2000, 

p. 24). The issue is that we have hardly even begun to identify many of the aforementioned 

problems. 

The concept of “environmental surprise” is a useful framework for understanding why 

repeating measures that previously worked for disaster recovery may no longer be sufficient in 

responding to new climate change-related environmental events. Consequently, this concept 

illuminates some reasons why it may be unsatisfactory to apply lessons learned from previous 

typical natural events to more complex, extreme, and super-events that frequently catch us by 

surprise.  

Therefore, while we may draw lessons from past wildfires in Southern California, to 

successfully address, adapt, and recover from what is to come, we must adjust our philosophical 

assumptions and, consequently, research methods. This shift allows an understanding of how 
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other elements may play a role in survivors’ experiences of adapting to displacement and 

relocation after a recent major wildfire in Southern California. 

1.1 Displacement: A Social Dimension of Climate Change 

The Earth's climate is a complex, interactive system influenced by its internal dynamics 

and by changes in external factors, both natural and human-induced (The Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2014). Climate, which is generally defined as “average 

weather,” is usually described in terms of the mean and variability of temperature, precipitation, 

and wind over an extended period (i.e., about 30 years). The warming of the climate system is 

unequivocal. Globally, each of the last three decades has been successively warmer than any 

preceding decade. In the U.S., the annual average temperatures have increased by 1.3 °F to 1.9 

°F since record-keeping began in 1895 (IPCC, 2014). Much of this increase has occurred since 

the 1970s, and over the last 50 years, many regions in the United States have witnessed an 

increase in prolonged periods of excessively high temperatures (Melillo, Richmond, & Yohe, 

2014).  

Consistent with global and U.S. observations, California temperatures have also risen 

since records began in 1895 (CalEPA, 2018). In the last decade, several years showed 

unprecedented temperatures: 2014 was the warmest on record, followed by 2015, 2017 and 2016. 

These warming trends have been accompanied by record-low snowpack, which caused 

California to experience, in 2015, the most extreme drought since weather indicators have been 

recorded by instruments in 1895 (CalEPA, 2018).  

Accordingly, a growing body of evidence suggests that anthropogenic global warming 

has increased the likelihood of extreme weather events to occur, which means such events have 
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occurred with increasing frequency. Moreover, a synergistic combination of various climate 

change effects has exacerbated the intensity of these extreme weather events. Hereinafter, these 

events are referred to as “disasters.” According to Mearns & Norton (2010), disasters are 

extremely likely to cause an increase in short distance “distress” displacements and relocations.  

Displacement is defined as a situation in which people are forced to leave the place where 

they normally live. According to a report by United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR), in 2019, there were 70.8 million forcibly displaced people in the world, the highest 

number of this category ever on record. The number includes 25.9 million refugees, 3.5 million 

asylum seekers, and about 41.3 million internally displaced people, who were forced to leave 

their homes but are still in their home countries (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Forcibly displaced people worldwide. 

Source: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 2019. 

 

A more elaborate definition of displacement describes a four-stage process that includes 

the following: an antecedent phase, marked by the push factors to relocation; an uprooting phase, 

involving loss of place, possessions, and connections with people; a transition phase, marked by 

relocation and rapid changes in a physical and social environment; and a resettlement phase, in 

which people try to forge new ties and connections in the new place (Greene et al., 2011). In this 
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context, an inherent part of displacement is that of relocation to a new environment coupled with 

a transitional period of living in a temporary and/or improvised environment.  

These living environments are often characterized by their “less-than-ideal conditions” 

and will be referred to as “precarious” in this study, to emphasize its unstable, temporary and/or 

improvised nature. Precarious environments can be structurally-sound, but they are fraught with 

heightened uncertainty due to an inability to change conditions (either due to lack of resources or 

lack of ability/ options). 

With over 70.8 million people known to be displaced worldwide, instances of groups of 

people living in precarious environments are staggering. An extremely brief list includes 

informal housing all around the world (e.g., precariously built Favelas and Palafitas in Brazil, 

densely populated slums in India and Comunas in Colombia, and unstructured Colonias in the 

U.S.); refugee and migrant camps (e.g., Latin American citizens living on the U.S.-Mexico 

border, Venezuelan citizens that have crossed the border to live in the streets of Northern Brazil); 

post-natural disaster shelters and temporary housing (e.g., California residents threatened by 

mudslides evacuated to public buildings, Japanese citizens still living in temporary houses some 

nine years after the 2011 Great Earthquake and Tsunami); and post-human-made disaster 

temporary housing (e.g., victims of the 2019 dam breakage in Brumadinho, Brazil, join the 

victims of the 2015 dam breakage in the neighboring town of Mariana, Brazil, where they have 

been living in hotels and temporarily rented houses ever since).  

Currently, two types of scenarios seem to be the main causes of the phenomenon (i.e., 

displaced groups of people living in precarious environments), specifically the inability to deal 

with (a) a persistent condition such as poverty and informality, and (b) a disturbing event such as 
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war, or natural and human-made disasters. This is a study of the second type: a group of people 

living in precarious environments after a disaster struck, leading to displacement and relocations. 

Although displacement can take many forms, one aspect that makes these events 

analogous is the human experience of loss for which definitions or categories are not always 

precise. It is not uncommon for the media to speak of people’s displacement as a “diaspora,” and 

for people displaced by a disaster to describe themselves as “refugees” (Erikson, 1976). 

In this study, displacement is examined within the scope of disaster displacement, a field 

of research that has gained traction as a response to on-the-rise, population displacement in the 

context of global climate change. Simple clarifications such as these serve one of the objectives 

of this study, which is to prevent perpetuating popular misconceptions but rather to promote 

pressing environmental awareness and literacy. 

1.1.1 Disaster Displacement 

The terms “climate refugee” or “environmental refugee” (Raleigh & Jordan, 2010, p. 

103) are often used in the media and other discussions to define a person displaced in the context 

of droughts, sea-level rise, as well as extreme weather events such as hurricanes, tsunamis, or 

wildfires. However, these terms can cause confusion, as they do not exist in international law 

(UNHCR, 2019). Additionally, scholars have argued that the increasing usage of such terms 

conflate the idea of disaster victim with that of refugee and reduces the complexity of real 

situations (Raleigh & Jordan, 2010).  

A refugee is defined as a person who has crossed an international border “owing to a 

well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
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particular social group or political opinion” (1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees). 

In some contexts, the definition extends to persons fleeing “events seriously disturbing public 

order” (1969 OAU Convention; 1984 Cartagena Declaration).  

There may be situations where the refugee criteria of the 1951 Convention or broader 

refugee criteria of regional refugee law frameworks may apply. One example is if drought-

related famine is linked to situations of armed conflict and violence, which is an area of study 

known as nexus dynamics. Regardless, the term “climate refugee” is neither endorsed by the 

UNHCR, nor by the latest scholarship produced on the topic. The most accurate way to 

characterize the population involved in this investigation is to describe them as “persons 

displaced in the context of disasters and climate change” (UNHCR, 2019).  

Definitions of what constitutes a disaster have varied in the literature. Disasters have been 

categorized based on damages associated with an event (Baum, 1987), duration (Bolin, 1985), or 

the subjective psychological responses to such disasters (Davidson & Baum, 1986). According to 

Erikson (1976), “In social science usage, as well as in everyday speech, the term disaster refers 

to a sharp and furious eruption of some kind that splinters the silence for one terrible moment…” 

(p. 253). In short, a disaster is an event with a distinct beginning and a sharp end; it is, by 

definition, extraordinary: a disturbance of the natural processes of life (Erikson, 1976). 

Disaster displacement refers to situations in which people are forced to leave their homes 

or places of habitual residence as a result of a disaster or to avoid the impact of an immediate and 

foreseeable disaster. This type of displacement results from the fact that affected persons are 

exposed to a disaster in a situation where they are too vulnerable and lack the resilience to 

withstand the impacts of that disaster (UNHCR, 2019). 
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A further aspect of disaster displacement is that climate change often affects people 

inside their own countries. Disaster displacement thus typically creates internal displacement 

before it reaches a level where it displaces people across borders (UNHCR, 2019). In other 

words, disaster displacement is a forced or involuntary form of human mobility that mostly 

occurs internally (and only sometimes across international borders), and the Internally Displaced 

People (IDP) are tracked by the United Nations Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 

(IDMC).  

1.1.2 Climate Change, Disaster, and Displacement in California 

In 2017, the United Nations IDMC recorded 18.8 million disaster-related internal 

displacements. In 2018, 17.2 million new disaster-related internal displacements were recorded 

in 146 countries (IDMC, 2019). In the U.S., new internal displacements are, by a vast majority, 

caused by disasters. For instance, in 2018 alone, which is the most recent year on record, there 

were 1,247,000 new displacements in the U.S. (Figure 2). Disasters are currently the only source 

of internal displacement in the country. 
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Figure 2: Annual displacement figures by disaster events from 2008-2018 in the U.S. 

Source: IDMC, 2019 (Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

Furthermore, within the latest decade recorded (2008-2018), all annual displacement 

figures recorded in the country were disaster-related, and new displacements have substantially 

increased toward the end of the decade (2016, 2017, 2018) when compared to the early 2010s. 

This data is consistent with an increase in the frequency and intensity of disasters as predicted by 

climate change researchers.  

The IDMC also uses information regarding the probability of future disaster scenarios to 

model displacement risk based on probable housing destruction. According to their latest 
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assessment for risk of future displacement, the average expected number of displacements per 

year for sudden-onset disasters in the U.S. is about 232,658.  

By breaking down the 2018 figures for new disaster-related displacements in the U.S., it 

is possible to understand further types of disasters occurring in the U.S. and how they are 

geographically distributed, as seen in Figure 3: 

 

Figure 3: People displaced by disaster events in 2018 in the U.S. 

Source: IDMC, 2019 (Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

Notably, all but one disaster among those recorded in 2018 were weather-related events. 

The exception was a volcano eruption (which is a geophysical event) in Mount Kilauea, Hawaii, 

on May 4, 2018. This volcano eruption resulted in 2,800 IDPs in Hawaii.  
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Also noteworthy is the cluster of events that appear at the bottom right of the graph in 

Figure 3. This clustering effect shows two essential characteristics of weather-related events. 

First, the fact that these events are concentrated on the right side of the chart means that most 

disasters in 2018 happened in the second half of the year (from May to November). Such 

occurrence of events, while consistent with typical disaster seasons in the U.S., also points to 

characteristics of a new pattern. For instance, the Atlantic hurricane season runs from June to 

November, and a typical wildfire season in California might begin in mid-summer and run 

through early fall.  

However, in 2018 experts took note of an emerging new pattern related to California state 

wildfires. According to Daniel Swain, a climate scientist at the University of California, Los 

Angeles (UCLA), and the National Center for Atmospheric Research, major wildfires appeared 

in the first week of July. Wildfires also occurred as late as November (Ortiz, 2018), indicating 

that fire seasons may be running longer. California is experiencing prolonged periods of wildfire 

occurrences annually because of a cumulative effect that is changing the landscape. In other 

words, “climate change is affecting how dry the vegetation is, and that affects how fast the fire 

spreads” (Swain in Ortiz, 2018). 

A second takeaway can be found from the clustering effect shown in Figure 3. The 

concentration of events towards the bottom of the chart indicates that the vast majority of events 

in 2018 caused about 40,000 IDPs. In other words, within a year (from November 2017 to 

November 2018), three significant disasters occurred, having a great capacity to generate IDPs, 

which are represented toward the top half of the graph.  
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The two major events with the highest representation (toward the top of the figure) were 

hurricanes, or storm types of hazards, as labeled by the IDMC (2019). On August 31, Hurricane 

Florence hit South Carolina, North Carolina, Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, leaving 

464,000 recorded IDPs. On October 7, Hurricane Michael passed through the U.S. states of 

Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, and Maryland, leaving 375,000 IDPs. The third most 

displacing event in the U.S. in 2018 was the Woolsey Fire, which swept through Southern 

California on November 8, leaving 182,000 recorded IDPs (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: People displaced by disaster events in one year (Nov.2017 – Nov.2018) in the U.S. 

Source: IDMC, 2019 (Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 
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Noteworthy in the context of this study is the fact that the other three events that appear 

to have registered similar or slightly lower displacing capacity, as seen in Figure 4, are all 

wildfires that also affected California in one year.  

In October 2017, a series of wildfires ravaging through California resulted in 106,000 

IDPs. During November and December of the same year, Southern California was 

simultaneously hit by the Thomas, Creek, Rye, Skirball, and Lilac Fires. The result was a total of 

204,000 IDPs altogether.  

One year later, on November 8, 2018 (hours before the Woolsey Fire started), the Camp 

Fire quickly devastated entire communities in Northern California within hours of starting, 

including the town of Paradise. The Camp Fire resulted in 53,000 IDPs. 

By examining the current figures of IDPs recorded in California, we find a picture that 

corroborates the fact that the primary force driving internal displacement in the U.S. are disasters 

mostly concentrated in Southern California, and with usually high IDP figures— i.e., events that 

resulted in more than 1,000 IDPs (Figures 5 and 6).  
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Figure 5: The IDMC tool for IDP updates worldwide shows that California’s displacing events 

in the past six months are all disasters and are concentrated in Southern California (April 2020). 

Source: IDMC, 2019. 
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Figure 6: The IDMC tool for IDP updates worldwide shows that Southern California’s 

displacing events in the past six months are in their majority wildfires (as of April 2020). 

Source: IDMC, 2019 – Adapted by the author, 2020. 

 

Further, these events are mostly wildfires, which is consistent with the fact that California 

is considered a fire-prone area due to its ecological features. 

1.1.3    Ecology of Fire and Survival in Southern California 

California chaparral is a Mediterranean type shrubland. Although it can be found in parts 

of Oregon up north, to the south of the border in Baja California and upon isolated mountain tops 

in Arizona, chaparral is essentially California flora. Chaparral exists in every single county 

(Sacramento has the least, San Diego the most) and is a key element of California’s State 

Ecosystem (Halsey, 2008). Unfortunately, a significant number of Californians do not know 
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what chaparral is, or refer to it by terms like “brush,” “undergrowth,” or worse, “fuel,” because it 

tends to ignite and create wildfires (Halsey, 2008, p. 10). Given the confusion of these terms, 

further clarifications are needed.  

A wildfire is any uncontrolled fire spreading through vegetative fuels that threaten to 

destroy life, property, or resources (CAL FIRE, 2019). Chaparral is highly sensitive to when and 

how frequently fires occur. The natural interval between chaparral fires ignited from random 

lightning strikes in the wilderness is probably anywhere between 30 to 200 years (Halsey, 2008). 

However, a completely new fire regime exists today (Halsey, 2008; Ortiz, 2018). The natural 

interval started to vanish thousands of years ago when humans first became a significant 

influence in California. As the population has grown, so have the fires.  

Native Americans started the vegetation modification, Spaniards expanded it, and current 

residents have pushed the wildfire accelerator to its highest levels. Winter rains lead to abundant 

vegetation that, following the warm, dry summer months, become potential fuel for fires. 

However, under adequate rainfall, chaparral can build up a sufficient seed bank in the soil and 

recover after a fire within 15 to 20 years, depending on location and species mix (Halsey, 2008). 

Hence, before the Euro-American settlement, the state’s diverse vegetation had a fair experience 

of low-severity fires with periodic recurrence.  

More than 40 percent of the state’s landscape supported high fire frequencies (fire return 

intervals of less than 35 years), and another 15 to 20 percent of the state’s landscape supported 

moderate fire frequencies (fire return intervals of 35 to 100 years) (Keeley & Safford, 2016). 

However, when fires occur more frequently, the chaparral can be converted to highly flammable, 
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non-native, weedy grasslands (Halsey, 2008). Over vast areas of California, intervals between 

fires have compressed so much that chaparral has essentially been eliminated. 

Fortunately, much of the chaparral-covered landscape in Southern California is within 

four National Forests: the Cleveland, San Bernardino, Angeles, and Los Padres. However, due to 

the “multiple use” philosophy of the Department of Agriculture, some national and local 

policies, and/or simply illegal activity, National Forest lands have been used as the default 

location for community infrastructure (e.g., power lines, roads, dumps, etc.). An increase of 

population pressure (through building near these areas) creates the potential for increases in 

human-caused ignitions of wildfires that threaten the environment and its inhabitants. 

Thus, it is correct to say that California’s Mediterranean climate predisposes its landscape 

to fires (Keeley & Safford, 2016). However, human activity and a changing climate have 

contributed to exacerbating the phenomenon to an increasingly unsustainable level. For instance, 

drought conditions have magnified the problem; thus, it is wrong to say that chaparral is 

“adapted” to fire (Halsey, 2008). Too much fire or fire at the wrong time is devastating, and 

ongoing global climatic change and associated warming temperatures will likely further increase 

fire risk by creating drier fuels. 

This over-emphasis on California’s vegetation (or fuel) can elicit “phobic reactions” and 

strengthening other misconceptions, such as the belief in a need to “clear the brush” (Halsey, 

2008, p. xii). Many Californians reject the idea that chaparral should be allowed to grow 

naturally and instead promote highly managed landscapes they believe will prevent wildfires. All 

other variables that contribute to how fires behave or ignite, including wind, fuel moisture, 

topography, and the presence of flammable houses, are ignored or minimized. 
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Changes in population and land use can have immediate and dramatic effects on the 

number and sources of ignitions, as well as the availability and flammability of fuels. For 

example, the escalation of fire losses at the wildland-urban interface is often attributed to new 

housing development within or adjacent to wildland vegetation (Syphard, Keeley, Massada, 

Brennan, & Radeloff, 2012). Fire losses result in increasing shrubland acreage burned. In the 

long term, fire management and land use that suppress surface fires can lead to changes in the 

density and structure of the vegetation biomass fueling wildfires, thereby increasing the 

likelihood of large or severe fire occurrences. 

Mistakenly seen by the general population as unnatural, chaparral fires are, in fact, 

naturally intense and burn vast areas. When the weather is dry, and the Santa Ana winds pick up, 

chaparral fires usually will not stop until the winds stop, or when the flames reach the ocean. 

Thus, the two most important variables in determining whether a fire becomes “horrific” are fuel 

moisture and wind. Vegetation will not carry the flames without the right conditions.  

Hence, although wildfires are a natural part of California's ecosystem, they are getting 

larger and more frequent, following the most severe drought since the beginning of record-

keeping and a long-term warming trend that has accelerated since the mid-1970s. In the 2018 

report Indicators of Climate Change in California, the Office of Environmental Health Hazard 

Assessment of CalEPA described 36 indicators that both individually and collectively show 

discernable evidence that climate change is occurring in California and is having significant, 

measurable impacts in the state. Wildfires are not only a direct consequence of many indicators 

listed in the report, but wildfires themselves are described as an indicator of climate change in 

California. Moreover, the area burned by wildfires across the state is increasing in tandem with 

rising temperatures. 
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The worsening effects of wildfires have been identified through multiples lenses, such as 

ecology, public health, and economics. A quick way of assessment has been to look at ecological 

damage based on acreage burned throughout time. Data from CAL FIRE (2018) shows a trend 

toward rising acres burned by wildfires statewide (Figure 7):  

 

Figure 7: Statewide annual acres burned from 1950-2018. 

Source: CAL FIRE, 2018 – Adapted by the author, 2020. 

 

The total area burned annually ranged, since 1950, from 32,000 acres in 1963 to 1.4 

million acres in 2008. Although the 1,000 acres’ fires are fewer in number when compared to 

fires affecting smaller areas, fires affecting 1,000 acres or more account for most of the area 
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burned each year. Admittedly, most wildfires are less than 1,000 acres, yet they account for only 

about 10 percent of the total area burned each year. This percentage suggests that larger fires are 

still less frequent than smaller fires, but they are becoming more destructive (even larger) and 

account for approximately 90 percent of the total area burned each year. 

This recent increase in area burned by wildfires in California is also reflected in the fact 

that five of the most extensive fire years since 1932 occurred within the past two decades, 

namely in the years 2013 (Rim Fire), 2012 (Rush Fire), 2003 (Cedar Fire), 2017 (Thomas Fire), 

and 2018 (Mendocino Complex). Moreover, 15 of the 20 largest wildfires occurred since 2000 

(Figure 8): 

 

Figure 8: Top 20 California fires since 1932, by acreage burned. 

Source: CAL FIRE, 2017 – Adapted by the author, 2020. 
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Throughout the Western region of the U.S., massive wildfires (affecting more than 1000 

acres) have thus increased in number and acreage burned over recent decades (Westerling, 2016; 

Dennison, Brewer, Arnold, & Moritz, 2014).  

The number of massive wildfires in the western U.S. was found to be strongly correlated 

with mean temperatures from March through August (Figure 9). As with massive forest fires, 

wildfire activity in grass and shrubland in the Western region of the U.S. have also increased 

significantly over the same period in terms of frequency and area burned (Westerling, 2016). 

 

Figure 9: Large Western U.S. wildfires and spring-summer temperature. 

Source: Westerling, 2016. 

 

As mentioned earlier, California's Mediterranean climate predisposes its landscape to 

fires (Keeley & Safford, 2016). However, beginning in the mid-1980s,  heightened temperatures 

in the spring and the summer and early spring snowmelt have also been associated with 

increased large wildfire activity in western U.S. forests (Westerling, Hidalgo, Cayan, & 

Swetnam, 2006; Westerling, 2016). The findings of these studies implicate climate as a dominant 

factor for driving fire activity changes in the western U.S. over the past several decades.  
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Wildfires have also been assessed through a public health lens, in which the number of 

injuries and fatalities indicates how the degree of danger for a particular disaster. For instance, 

while the Camp Fire burned through 153,336 acres, approximately half the area burned by the 

Thomas Fire (281,893 acres), it killed 85 people and became the deadliest fire in California’s 

history. 

In tandem with the increase in area and threat to public health and safety, fires are also 

becoming a greater financial burden. Thus, an economic lens has also been used in assessing 

wildfires’ impacts. For instance, California experienced costly fires in 2017 and 2018. In 2018 

alone, insurance claims topped $12 billion for the November wildfires (which include the Camp 

and Woolsey fires), making them the most expensive in state history. 

Lastly, if we look at the damage of structures, or buildings, as they relate to people’s 

home environments, and will potentially cause internal displacement as earlier discussed, fires 

can be viewed through a social-ecological lens. In this sense, although not considered the largest 

or deadliest wildfire in most recent years, the Woolsey Fire is among the most destructive with 

1,643 burned structures, among which at least 300 were homes. In fact, the Woolsey Fire had 

such a high impact in people’s home environments, that it is ranked among the top 25 worldwide 

disaster-related new displacements in 2018, whereas the Camp Fire, which was deadlier and 

costlier, is not ranked at all (Figure 10):  
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Figure 10: Disaster-related new displacements in 2018. 

Source: IDMC, 2019 (Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

In sum, the changing conditions in California’s ecology shown so far create an increased 

risk for extreme wildfires that spread rapidly, burn with a severity that damages the ecosystem, 

and are costly to suppress and recover from (Crockett & Westerling, 2017). The several factors 

that were described as likely contributing to this trend, including warming temperatures and 

earlier snowpack melt, along with increasing ignition frequencies (both lightning and human-

caused) and others, are not mutually exclusive and may have synergistic effects. This synergism 

contributes to turning wildfires that had previously been natural to California into unprecedented 

disasters that fall within the aforementioned category of environmental surprises.  
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Thus, shifts in land use, population growth, and housing development (The United States 

Department of Agriculture [USDA], 2015) are essential factors in the fire equation. Given such 

factors, fires in turn impact people-environment relationships. The Woolsey Fire is at the center 

of this investigation and is thoroughly discussed in the next section. 

 

1.2 The Woolsey Fire 

Fire and life in California are intimately connected. According to Halsey (2008), one 

cannot truly know California nature without a thorough understanding of fire, and those who live 

next to wildland areas cannot develop a sustainable, fire-safe environment without understanding 

the natural rhythms of the surrounding landscape. Halsey (2008) further emphasizes that it is the 

lack of such connections that accounts for many of the misconceptions dealing with chaparral, 

fire, and our relationship to the natural world. 

As California’s environment is increasingly at risk from wildfires, scientists predict that 

the most substantial changes in structure damage will occur in wildland-urban interfaces. 

Moreover, the most impacted structures will be proximate to major metropolitan areas in the San 

Francisco Bay Area, in the Sierra foothills northeast of Sacramento, and coastal Southern 

California (Westerling & Bryant, 2008). In the next century, substantial increases in residential 

wildfire risk are projected to result from rapid, sprawling growth in areas on the peripheries of 

wildland areas (Bryant & Westerling, 2014). 

Increasing residential wildfire risk is already a reality in coastal Southern California, as 

exemplified in Figures 5 and 6. Santa Barbara, Ventura, and Los Angeles counties were hit 
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especially hard in the last few years, as significant fires swept through large contiguous areas in 

2017 and 2018 (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11: Woolsey Fire and Thomas Fire perimeters. 

Source: CAL FIRE (GIS Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

A wildland-urban interface is a geographical area identified by the state as a “Fire Hazard 

Severity Zone” under the PRC §4201 through 4204 and Government Code §51175 through 

51189, or other areas designed to be at significant risk from wildfires (CalEPA, 2019). What has 
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been seen in the last few years (as shown in Figure 11) is consistent with what is currently 

identified as fire hazard areas at the intersection of Ventura and Los Angeles counties (Figure 

12). 

 

Figure 12: Fire Hazard Areas in Ventura in Los Angeles counties. 

Source: CAL FIRE (GIS Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

This area is mostly occupied by the Santa Monica Mountains, a National Recreation Area 

in California. According to the National Park Service (NPS), in 2010 (most recent data on 
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record), the average fire return interval for the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation 

Area was about 28 years. However, some areas have burned much more frequently than others: 

“There are fire corridors that have burned again and again because of especially high winds 

during Santa Ana events and common sources of ignitions. A few places in the park have burned 

more than ten times since 1925, which is a mean fire return interval of about eight years” (NPS 

Santa Monica Mountains, 2015).  

For instance, there is a significant fire corridor running from the Santa Susana Pass in the 

Simi Hills down to the coast through Malibu Canyon, then west to Puerco, Corral, Solstice, and 

Latigo Canyons (NPS Santa Monica Mountains, 2015). Substantial damage to native vegetation 

occurs in high-frequency fire corridors, making these areas even more fire-prone. 

 

Figure 13: Santa Monica Mountains – Communities at Risk from wildfire. 

Source: NPS Santa Monica Mountains, 2012. 
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If wildland-urban interfaces areas are going to be hit the hardest, more massive and 

extreme wildfires can be especially challenging for rural, low-income households residing in 

such fire-prone areas. Accordingly, property loss is more likely to occur in smaller, more isolated 

housing clusters that are difficult for firefighters to reach (Syphard et al., 2012). This is because 

rural residents may have a lower capacity to protect themselves and to recover from fire impacts 

than people living in more affluent communities (Collins & Bolin, 2009).  

Since wildfires represent an immediate and escalating threat to California’s environment 

and people, drawing lessons from past fires may no longer be enough to derive plans and 

policies. To successfully recover from potentially massive wildfires that may arise from 

synergisms and discontinuities in the context of climate change, we must further understand how 

changing conditions may play a role in a survivor’s experience of adapting to displacement and 

relocation after a major wildfire in Southern California. 

Thursday, November 8, 2018, was ominous. The day began with a mass-casualty 

shooting at a bar in Ventura County, a wildfire that destroyed the town of Paradise in Northern 

California, the fast-moving Hill Fire, and, less than an hour later, the Woolsey Fire in Ventura 

County. The latter also spread into Los Angeles County (Figure 14). The Woolsey Fire reached 

one of the most populous areas of the nation, and an area well protected by emergency services. 

However, numerous significant factors, when aligned, created the conditions for “a perfect 

storm” and led to an event never experienced in the Los Angeles region (Citygate, 2019, p. 1). 
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Figure 14: The Camp Fire, in Northern California, and the Woolsey and Hill Fires in Southern 

California, November 8, 2018. 

Source: CalFire (GIS Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

According to the After Action Review of the Woolsey Fire Incident (AAR) commissioned 

by the Los Angeles County to evaluate the causes and their response to the event, the prime 

takeaway is the need for an ongoing public policy discussion regarding significant development 

in Very High or High Fire Hazard Severity areas. A review of California’s fire history indicates 

that five of California’s deadliest (casualties) wildfires have occurred over the past two years; six 
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of the most destructive (structures) wildfires happened over the past ten years; and 15 of the most 

extensive (acreage) wildfires occurred over the past 19 years (Citygate, 2019). 

The Woolsey Fire alone burned through 96,949 acres, or 151.5 square miles, across two 

counties (Figure 15). This acreage is approximately 1/3 the area of the City of Los Angeles. 

1,643 structures were destroyed, and 364 structures were damaged in both counties (Citygate, 

2019). Among the structures destroyed, at least 300 were homes (CAL FIRE, 2019). 

Accordingly, this was the wildfire that caused the highest number of IDPs in 2018. As previously 

shown, more than 250,000 people were evacuated and temporarily displaced. With at least 300 

homes totally lost, a significant number of these people became permanently displaced after the 

fire. 
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Figure 15: The Woolsey Fire Perimeter. 

Source: Los Angeles County (GIS Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

Although not the largest nor the deadliest wildfire in California’s history, the Woolsey 

Fire was so damaging in terms of home environments that it currently ranks seventh among the 

most destructive wildfires in California’s history and the fourth most destructive fire in the last 

decade (CAL FIRE, 2019). 

1.2.1    The Start, Spread, and Responses to the Woolsey Fire 

The term “fire season” has become somewhat outdated in California as wildfires are a 

year-round threat. Monitoring fire weather is also a year-round discipline for the California fire 

service. On November 6, 2018, meteorologist and fire technical staff saw evidence of increasing 

fire weather conditions. According to the AAR, on November 7, per existing protocols, fire 

agencies up staffed predetermined resources, and the CalFire relocated resources across the 

State.  

On November 8, the relative humidity dropped from 100% at 7:00 AM to 7% at 11:00 

AM in the region that would be consumed by the Woolsey Fire (Citygate, 2019). Although the 

weather forecast called for moderate temperatures in the mid-70s, winds blowing from the east 

became sustained, hot, dry. At 2:30 PM, these Santa Ana winds were sustained at 23 miles per 

hour (mph) with gusts up to 37 mph. Thus, meteorologically, “the conditions for a large-scale 

fire incident were perfect” (Citygate, 2019, p. 19). 
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Historically, two distinct fire seasons existed in California depending on geography. In 

Northern California, the fire season ends with precipitation towards the end of summer, and in 

Southern California, the fire season may extend past Thanksgiving. These regional differences 

had always allowed for statewide firefighting resources to be redeployed to Southern California, 

so as to stand ready for regional threats once Northern California fires had ceased. Although the 

Woolsey Fire erupted late in the traditional fire season of Southern California, Northern 

California was still experiencing extreme fire weather conditions. Once the major Hill Fire in 

Ventura County started in extreme fire conditions on the western Highway 101 corridor, the 

normally available mutual aid was quickly exhausted (Citygate, 2019). 

Hence, November 8, 2018, is a significant day in California wildfire history (as shown in 

Figure 14). Approximately eight hours before the ignition of the Woolsey Fire, the Camp Fire 

(the deadliest in California history) ignited in Butte County just east of Paradise. Significant to 

the Woolsey Fire is that over 1,000 fire personnel were assigned to the Camp Fire, pulling from 

the statewide pool of firefighting resources (Citygate, 2019). Seven hours later, the Hill Fire 

ignited less than one hour before the Woolsey Fire in the Hill Canyon area of Santa Rosa Valley, 

only 3.5 miles east of the City of Camarillo. The Ventura County Fire Department deployed a 

full brush fire ground and aerial unit response to the Hill Fire. Still, initial fire attack resources 

were outflanked, trapping about 100 motorists on Highway 101 in both directions. The fire 

quickly jumped Highway 101 within approximately 15 minutes from the time of dispatch, 

running approximately three miles in 15 minutes. Crews were quickly overpowered, and direct 

operations were rendered ineffective by strong winds, steep topography, and flammable, 

drought-stricken fuels in the path of the fire. Based on these initial conditions, the Hill Fire was 

believed to have the potential to reach the coast by nightfall (Citygate, 2019).  
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Meanwhile, at approximately 2:24 PM, the Woolsey Fire was first reported at the 

Ventura County Emergency Communications Center as a request for a “smoke check,” resulting 

in the initial deployment of the Rocketdyne Fire Department and one Ventura County fire 

engine. Initial ignition occurred in the Woolsey Canyon of the Santa Susana Mountain range on 

the old Santa Susana Field Laboratory (SSFL) property (Rocketdyne) in Chatsworth, which is 

now owned by the Boeing Company. At 2:33 PM, before fire engines arrived on the scene, the 

event was upgraded to a full wildland fire unit response, which also triggered Los Angeles 

County Fire and the Los Angeles City Fire to respond per the established Santa Susana Mutual 

Threat Zone (MTZ) agreement. The first two ground units and a helicopter arrived on the scene 

between 2:45 PM and 2:51 PM. All reported a wind-driven fire growing from five to 

approximately 30 acres in six minutes. The initial wind direction pushed the fire in a southerly 

direction the first day. The fire then crossed the 101 Freeway between the San Fernando Valley 

and the Conejo Valley and headed into the Santa Monica Mountains, in alignment with the 

geographic canyon features, and thus, conducive to a rapid-fire run toward the Pacific Ocean 

(Citygate, 2019). 

The Santa Susana MTZ agreement calls for a massive initial joint response from three 

fire departments: Ventura County Fire, Los Angeles County Fire, and Los Angeles City Fire. 

However, due to the two other competing fires in the state, local and eventually region and 

statewide mutual aid systems were unable to respond to the many incident resource requests. 

Through the mutual aid request system records, the AAR emphasized that resources were 

repeatedly requested for the Woolsey Fire, but those requests went unfulfilled in the first 21.5 

hours of the incident. The report concluded that during the first two days of the Woolsey Fire, 
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53% of the fire engine mutual aid requests were unfilled, which totals 874 units not sent to the 

site (Citygate, 2019). Meanwhile, the fire burned 96% of its final footprint during these 48 hours. 

The large differences in wildfire acres burned in California are primarily due to variable 

weather conditions and situations in which fires occur in remote locations that are difficult to 

access (CAL FIRE, 2010). In other words, the size of a fire is influenced by the presence of 

strong winds, the dryness of vegetation due to lack of rainfall, and the ease of accessibility to 

firefighters. In this case, the extensive drought of previous years, the lack of availability of 

personnel, and the difficult terrain in which the fire gained momentum played an important role 

in the disastrous outcome. Moreover, a study found that compared with non-Santa Ana fires that 

occur mostly in June through August affected higher elevation forests, Santa Ana fires, which 

occur mostly from September through December, spread three times faster and occur closer to 

urban areas (Jin, Goulden, Faivre, Veraverbeke, & Sun, 2015). In this case, the influence of 

Santa Ana winds was evident. 

Additionally, the high fire frequency in the Santa Monica Mountains, especially in the 

corridor that goes from the Santa Susana Pass in the Simi Hills down to the coast through Malibu 

Canyon, led to very little “old growth” chaparral and a complex vegetation pattern created by 

overlapping fires. These non-native, younger species burned easier, faster, and were certainly 

factors in the quick spreading of the wildfire. 

Although the cause of the Woolsey Fire still appears as “under investigation” in official 

documents made available by CAL FIRE (2019), a $360 million settlement of lawsuits in the 

Thomas and Woolsey fires was announced on November 13, 2019, between Southern California 

Edison and public entities affected by the disasters. Although Edison did not admit wrongdoing, 
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spokesman David Eisenhauer considered the settlement “a compromise that recognizes the risks 

of litigation” (Ventura County Star, 2019). 

The hundreds of individuals, businesses, insurance companies, and public entities that 

sued Edison over the fires alleged that, among other things, Edison’s negligence in maintaining 

its equipment caused the Thomas and Woolsey fires, in 2017 and 2018, respectively. While a 

criminal probe into the Woolsey Fire has delayed the public release of a report on the official 

cause, Edison acknowledged that barring any new evidence, its equipment at the southeast of 

Simi Valley was likely “associated” with the start of the Woolsey Fire (Ventura County Star, 

2019). 

Informally, many participants in this study have mentioned the existence of evidence of 

this “association,” and attributed this fact to luck, as a local news reporter happened to capture 

the start of the fire while on his way to cover the Hill Fire incident. Stu Mundel’s aerial 

photograph and tweet (Figure 16), which became part of the fire cause investigation, depicts the 

fire as it started on November 8, at the SSFL site, immediately south of Simi Valley. 
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Figure 16: Aerial photo from CBSLA showing the start of the fire at the SSFL site. 

Source: https://twitter.com/Stu_Mundel/status/1060692904107110400 

 

The SSFL site, which closed in 1996, housed ten nuclear reactors as well as rocket engine 

test facilities and is highly contaminated with radioactive and toxic wastes remaining from 

decades of poor disposal practices and numerous accidents (Brown, 2018). Residents became 

understandably concerned about the possibility that contaminants had been spread by the fire. 
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Still, real-time radiation and particulate sensors in the Southern California region, the closest of 

which is about 18 miles away from the from SSFL, have shown no measurable increases in 

radiation. The site was surveyed, and no radiation above normal background levels was detected 

(Brown, 2018; California Department of Toxic Substances Control [DTSC], 2019; Los Angeles 

County Department of Public Health, 2019). 

1.2.2    Population Affected by the Woolsey Fire 

Previous research suggested that in general, more reliable data is available when 

analyzing internal migration and displacement than when looking at cross-border migration 

trends: “Local, contextual information is probably more reliable than are country-level data 

because vulnerability differs significantly across disaster-affected communities” (Mearns & 

Norton, 2010, p. 26). Thus, the somewhat homogeneous make-up of the population in the area 

affected by the Woolsey Fire is not seen as a weakness in this study, but rather, this population is 

validated as a group of people with similar circumstances.  

For instance, the median household income in the area affected by the Woolsey Fire in 

Ventura and Los Angeles counties does not vary greatly, with the majority of households 

affected earning between $100,000 and $150,000 or above (Figure 17).  
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Figure 17: Median Household Income in the area affected by the Woolsey Fire. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (GIS Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

Similarly, in most areas affected by the Woolsey Fire, there is a 75 percent rate of 

homeownership, in comparison to renting and other arrangements. In this study, homeownership 

has shown to play an essential role in people’s experiences of displacement and will be further 

discussed in Chapter 3: Displacement and Replacements. 
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Figure 18: Homeownership Rate in the area affected by the Woolsey Fire. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (GIS Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

Race and ethnicity are yet another characteristic of the affected population that does not 

vary significantly. The population is predominantly white throughout the entire area affected by 

the fire. Latinos are the second largest group in most areas, followed closely by Asians. The 

exceptions (still within the fire perimeter) appear in some areas of Ventura County, in which 

Asians are the second-largest group, followed closely by Latinos (Figure 19). 



 
 

63 
 

 

Figure 19: Race in the areas affected by the Woolsey Fire. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (GIS Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

In the areas affected by the fire, the population median age is 45 to 54. A slight difference 

across counties can be observed (Figure 20), as the lowest median age (21 and under) is found in 

Los Angeles County, and the highest median age (55 and over) is found in Ventura County. 

Accordingly, most participants in this study were, indeed, older. Moreover, a significant number 

of the participants were retired or close to retirement. 
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Figure 20: Medium age in the areas affected by the Woolsey Fire. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (GIS Data) – Figure by the author, 2020. 

 

Disaster scholarship advises that more research should be undertaken in areas where 

livelihoods are fragile, not necessarily because of poverty but because of the unique 

characteristics of the population. In this case, as demonstrated by this study’s participants, what 

exacerbated the issue for many of the disaster survivors was their occupation.  

The majority of the population affected by the fire belong in the older age group, and 

many of them live off retirement funds. Moreover, certain areas affected by the Woolsey Fire are 
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considered retreats for artists and other professionals with connections to the outdoor 

environments. Many participants declared to be artists, entrepreneurs, or self-employed with 

home-based businesses. In this case, the margin for disaster was found to be exceedingly narrow. 

Most participants described having lost not only their homes but also their archives, inventories, 

and their ability to continue to earn their primary source of income, i.e., they lost their 

livelihoods in tandem with their home. 

So far, this section described the way in which the events unfolded while the Woolsey 

Fire approached the homes of participants in this study (i.e., the circumstances of their forced 

displacement). These circumstances shaped fire survivors’ subsequent experiences of internal 

displacement and relocation. The next few sections in this chapter depict the findings that arose 

from this first stage of the investigation that asks the question: How have Woolsey Fire survivors 

adapted to displacement and relocation?  

For data analysis, the grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) approach was used to 

capture emergent themes arising from the data. This process involved the conversion of the data 

into text form through transcription, reading, and familiarization with the data. Portions that 

revealed participants’ experiences related to the disaster and displacement, as well as how they 

navigated relocation, were identified, coded for emergent aspects, ideas, and themes. These were 

then organized into broader thematic categories. Themes that emerged are described in the next 

few sections, namely in 1.2.3 Frustration: Expectations versus Realities of Fire Response and 

1.3 Internal Displacement after the Woolsey Fire. 
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1.2.3     Frustration: Expectations versus Realities of Fire Response 

The Los Angeles County Fire, Ventura County Fire, and Los Angeles City Fire 

immediately sent resources to stop the Woolsey Fire. This planned multi-jurisdictional response 

was more substantial than that of a typical reaction from a single jurisdiction (Citygate, 2019). 

However, the fire immediately presented unprecedented complexities, which this section will 

now discuss below.  

From the Woolsey Fire’s ignition, on Thursday afternoon (November 8), to noon on 

Friday at noon (November 9), it had burned all the way to the Pacific Ocean in Malibu. Most of 

the fire growth occurred after the fire crossed Highway 101 and required approximately 6.5 

hours to reach the ocean. At times the agencies responding to the fire were “overwhelmed in the 

first hours by this incident’s speed and weight of impact, exposing some limitations between the 

agencies and systems as they meshed into a single, wide-area regional response team in less than 

24 hours” (Citygate, 2019, p. 5).  

The expected fire behavior and rate of spread far exceeded the past experiences of 

emergency responders, policymakers, and the community members in the Santa Monica 

Mountains fire corridor areas with canyon or drainage generally running to the ocean. 

Experienced firefighters recounted witnessing fire behavior unlike anything they have witnessed 

in the past (Citygate, 2019), and this surprise factor is also consistent with most survivors’ 

stories.  

Patricia, for instance, remembers that her children called her that night to say that their 

old neighborhood was on fire, which was only three miles away from where she had been living. 

To her surprise, flying embers were the cause of houses burning in their old neighborhood. On 
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this point, Patricia remarked: “you would think that just the houses up against the mountains 

would be in danger, not the ones in the middle of the community. But the ones in the middle of 

the community were burning too.” Patricia also attributed her late evacuation to the disbelief of 

such unexpected fire behavior:  

We didn't really think the fire was going to come, [that] it was going to burn your house 

down, because for the past 50 years, the fires would go straight to the canyons, to the 

beach, and they would pass right by us… We are… like in a mini valley. So, they just 

went all around us every time (Patricia, July 12, 2019, Interview). 

Only when Patricia saw the flames coming over the crest did she realize that “it didn't 

look good.” She then immediately started gathering her belongings in preparation to evacuate.  

Other participants in this study expressed similar surprise on how the fire behaved that 

night in comparison to many other fires of previous decades they had experienced while living in 

the area in previous decades. Cecilia, for example, recalls coming back from a camping trip on 

that Thursday morning and hearing about the Hill Fire. However, she only heard about the rapid 

start and spread of the Woolsey Fire in the evening, at about 7:00 PM:  

So, I started paying attention to that one. I saw it was getting worse. And so, I started 

slowly packing some things up, and I told my son, you know, “It's getting a little closer,” 

and he said, “Don't worry, don't worry,” because we have evacuated about 5… 5, 7 times, 

because I lived in Malibu too. So, I have evacuated from everywhere. And he goes, “We 

always come back, it'll be fine.” It would have to go through Ralphs, the high school, all 

this to get to us, but we didn't take into consideration [the fire] coming from the back, to 

us (Cecilia, August 6, 2019, Interview). 
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Not only did the fire spread quickly, but it also shifted its usual course. According to 

another survive named Linda, as the fire advanced, she monitored her surroundings from her 

house that sat upon the top of a crest in Latigo Canyon. Linda’s neighbor of half-mile down, at 

the bottom of the hill, could not “see north,” so she kept calling to check-in. Linda recalls not 

seeing anything and repeatedly replied: “I can see the smoke coming over Corral [Canyon]. It 

still has to go down three more ravines before it gets here… just don’t worry about it, don’t 

worry about it… it’s nowhere near us” (Linda, August 19, 2019, Interview).  

However, at about 9:15 in the morning, a Monrovia Sheriff's Department patrol car 

“came blazing up the street with sirens.” Linda remembered thinking:  

Well, first off, you can only do 10 miles an hour on my street, and he wasn't telling us 

mandatory evacuation, he was screaming “Evacuate!” I'm looking to the north, north-

south, and there's nothing up there… So, I walk outside… I had to walk up a little. Well, 

there's another building in front of my house, and I walk up to the back… the fire was 

there. So, the previous 10, 15 years that I've been doing that, 58 years I've been dealing 

with [fires], all the fires have come from the north, the south, you know, the north-south. 

This fire came from the west. So, by the time I got to the driveway, it was too late… I ran 

back to my house, grabbed the animals... Put [them] in the car and drove down my 

canyon. I drove down my street, which is less than a half-mile and crest backed up to the 

top… And by the time I got to that point of less than a mile away, I watched my house 

blow up. It was that fast (Linda, August 19, 2019, Interview). 
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According to the ARR, “the winds during the early evening of November 8, while largely 

out of the northeast, were wandering slightly to the north and more easterly. The fire spread over 

the evening and early morning hours, widening to the east and the south” (Citygate, 2019, p. 27). 

Cassie also had little time to prepare for what she thought was just another evacuation 

like the many she went through since moving to Malibu in 1962. Cassie had already lost a home 

in a 1978 fire when her family was out of the country on vacation. Without having the chance to 

evacuate, it was a total loss for the family. This time, Cassie was told to leave: “We had been 

evacuated several times in that period of time that we lived there. And we just thought, well, we 

will just go back like [sic] we have before. Except [for] this time, there was no going back.”  She 

put her four dogs and four cats inside her car and piled what she could, a few articles of clothing 

and a box of documents, to contain them. Cassie also reminisced, “And, if I had had any idea, I 

would have definitely packed… not realizing we were not coming back” (December 17, 2019, 

Interview). 

Thus, expectations by community members regarding the fire agencies’ capabilities to 

safely order evacuations and to confront a fast-moving wildfire were harshly reset by the many 

surprises presented by the Woolsey Fire. 

The Woolsey Fire was so surprising that Patricia and Ralph never received an official 

evacuation order. To warn them, a neighbor called at about 2:30 AM Ralph attributes their 

survival to this call and to their instincts, which led them to start preparing for imminent 

evacuation by loading some valuables into their cars. However, Patricia and Ralph had a unique 

perspective as the fire approached, as she was the president of their homeowners’ association, 

and Ralph, the chairman of the emergency preparedness committee. Their own evacuation 
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decisions were thus tempered, at this early hour of the morning, by the absence of official 

evacuation orders and firefighting response: 

We had this conversation. We had this… what I call it a “come to Jesus talk…” We 

looked at each other, and we said, “Are we going to start putting things in the cars? Or… 

should we go around? You're the president. I'm the chair of the emergency preparedness 

committee. Should we just go around to all the homes, that 214 other homes, and 

evacuate the elderly and the handicapped because everybody is sleeping?” It's 2:30 in the 

morning, and maybe some people do not know that this fire is approaching (Ralph, July 

12, 2019, Interview). 

Having to make this decision shaped Ralph’s experience, and its repercussions took a toll 

on his subsequent recovery process.  

I went out the door and we… this is the subject of a lot of psychological guilt and second-

guessing, in hindsight, because of what we did. So, I want to make it very clear what we 

did. We… I, mostly, went out in the golf cart and started going around the neighborhood 

pounding on doors, getting people to evacuate… At 6:00 in the morning, we had been 

doing mostly evacuating, hardly removing any stuff, we kind of decided to give up our 

house, if our house was going to burn, and praying that the firefighters would come. But 

we kind of knew that… they probably would not come (Ralph, July 12, 2019, Interview). 

Throughout the night, while evacuating neighbors and tending to his wife, who tried to 

pack some clothes and documents, Ralph’s frustration became directed at the lack of firefighting 

presence. As he fought back the tears eight months later, he described one of his biggest 

disappointments that night: 
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We responded to a 93-year-old man's house because we saw a fire truck come ahead of 

the ambulance. In this country, when you have an ambulance going through any zone, 

when a fire truck can accompany, they do, but the fire truck, in this case, was ahead of 

the ambulance by about five minutes. We responded to that man’s house with the fire 

engine, the fire truck, and we asked them, “When will backup be here?” And they said, 

“Soon,” but backup never showed up before the fire got there. The ambulance came, they 

picked up the 93-year-old man, his caretaker had called, and he left in an ambulance, and 

I saw the ambulance go out with the fire truck behind it. [voice breaks, cries] We didn’t 

get much in the cars because of my preoccupation. I have tremendous guilt. We are in 

counseling [cries]. We have PTSD. It’s severe (Ralph, July 12, 2019, Interview). 

Especially in the Malibu coastal area, residents expected a more robust firefighting army 

of resources. Still, as described in the AAR itself, many factors prevented that from happening. 

Throughout this study, participants who lost their homes in the Malibu coastal area expressed 

frustration regarding inadequate fire response. 

Cassie, who lives in Malibu Park across Zuma Beach and about a mile and a half up from 

the Pacific Coast Highway, explained why she thinks her area burned so terribly: 

…because it came over in the Santa Monica Mountains where there were no structures. 

No air drops. No effing fireman, no water. Anything I should get off so… I’m so angry. 

My house and 200 of my… neighbors did not have to burn. So many people screwed up. 

It all added up to disaster such as the city not putting in the generators they were 

supposed to put in to make the pumps work at Pacific Coast Highway to pump the water 

up one mile to the big water tank. Actually, there were two of them. One was a little 



 
 

72 
 

further out, to keep those water tanks filled. With the Edison cut, the water pumps no 

longer worked, and they were… the following week they were to replace the big water 

tank. So… the fire hydrant across the street was a joke, it didn't work because there was 

no water (Cassie, December 17, 2019, Interview). 

Furthermore, Cassie recounted a decisive event that was continually mentioned by almost 

every participant in this study: 

We evacuated and we went down to Zuma Beach parking lot. Where they had 10 or 12 

fire trucks lined up sitting there because some head honcho told them, for their orders, 

they were not to put out structure fires that were there, to only save lives. Excuse me, we 

all evacuated. So what life are you going to save? When they took it to heart, people were 

crying and pulling on their arm, “Please, my house is only three doors away, save my 

house, it's starting to catch on fire.” You have many of those stories (Cassie, December 

17, 2019, Interview). 

However, to Cassie, this particular experience seems to have caused the most frustration 

out of the whole ordeal and left persistent challenges to her recovery process: 

 Well, in this particular case, because of today's advances, I was diagnosed with PTSD… 

I am going through a lot of anger issues, blowing up at people on the phone, and I usually 

do very good at handling it, until I have to explain it all again. So, I am kind of… my 

anger kind of comes up (Cassie, December 17, 2019, Interview). 

Linda, who comes from a family of first responders, also confirms the Zuma beach 

incident, but from a different perspective: “At one point I had my brother's T-shirt on that said, 
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‘Fire Department’ and said ‘Captain’ on it. I had to turn it inside out. My neighbors were 

screaming at me” (Linda, August 19, 2019, Interview). 

In massive, dynamic wildfires, some life and structure loss are tragic but expected 

possibilities; however, what occurred in less than 24 hours was not anticipated by any prior plan 

or preparedness exercise. Three of the four historic Santa Monica fire corridors burning at once 

was beyond previous experience. The California Fire Master Mutual Aid System is a worldwide 

model; yet such conditions inhibited rapid resource movement to the Hill and Woolsey fires, 

commensurate with each fire’s fast pace.  

In this context, the ARR also addressed the Zuma beach incident: 

Due to the Unable to Fill (UTF) requests and the fire storm’s impact on roads through the 

mountains, units in Malibu consisted only of locally assigned units and a very small 

quantity of mutual aid. This is why the public observed that the normally heavy fire unit 

response was not occurring. As Friday progressed, more mutual aid arrived slowly in the 

Malibu area. Before noon on Friday, the Malibu coast only had between 7–26 engines, 

not the 100–200 mutual aid engines needed to immediately defend structures in highly 

developed areas. On Friday morning and early afternoon, the few engines present could 

not conduct structure defense, but instead were required to address an avalanche of 9-1-1 

calls and conduct life safety missions. On Friday evening, there were still nowhere near 

the units requested. As a result, the public observation was, of course, valid; active 

structural firefighting in the coastal plain in the early hours of the fire was not possible. 

Unlike Malibu had ever experienced, nearly all available resources were committed from 
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north of Highway 101 through the mountain communities before the fire began moving 

quickly to Malibu (Citygate, 2019, p. 29). 

They concluded by recommending “Public education to increase awareness regarding 

public impact when a devastating fire incident shifts from direct control methods to Fire Front 

Following and Life Safety First tactics” (Citygate, 2019, p. 8). Thus, be them long-standing 

responsibilities or new orders given during the event, the fact is that the Life Safety First 

protocol was not clear to community members, leaving many survivors feeling unheard and 

abandoned.  

The fire department wasn't there. They came up with their excuses… When we had our 

first meeting, which was about two weeks after the fire… the fire department was invited 

to that meeting, and they walked in with their heads bowed. But it doesn't make you feel 

any better [cries]. They… they suck. They… the government's response… You grow up 

thinking that the police, the cops, the fire department will always be there if there is an 

emergency. And that is just a fantasy (Ralph, July 12, 2019, Interview). 

The community has a perception that public agencies can continuously protect them, but 

as an incident and the size of the Woolsey Fire shows, this is not always possible. The AAR 

recommends that a community has a shared responsibility for preparedness. Such preparation 

requires ongoing education programs that are not always efficient. 

Ralph, for instance, described the result of an ongoing collaboration with the local fire 

department and their homeowners’ association Fire Safety Committee:  
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We went around and unlocked the fire hose cabinets, which gave us the option of 

hooking them up to the fire hydrants. We had discussed this in our homeowners' meeting 

before, and there was a chairperson of the fire safety committee who said it was too big a 

risk. The fire hose had too much pressure, and it could kill someone, so… no one assisted 

us, and the chairperson of the Fire Safety Committee never unlocked those cabinets. I 

would come back to the house and pick Patricia up, pick my wife up, in the golf cart. And 

she would help me go around, looking to evacuate people, warning people. She was 

unlocking the fire hose cabinets with me at 6:00 in the morning (Ralph, July 12, 2019, 

Interview). 

 The expectation that one can always count on firefighters was frustrating for many 

survivors of the Woolsey Fire. In Ralph’s case, having to step in and take on the responsibility to 

make life-risking decisions seems to have exacerbated the traumatic experience of the fire. 

The AAR also acknowledged the need for improvement in communication systems. 

Throughout California, no single public communication system exists that successfully crosses 

social, economic, age, and generational abilities to receive emergency information. Social Media 

led people to expect access to real-time information; yet the infrastructure and processes could 

not meet the fire storm’s pace demands. Evacuation orders were inconsistently communicated 

through robot calls to landlines when existent, and to cellphones by area code.  

A handful of participants mentioned having cellphones with different area codes for one 

reason or another (e.g., moving, family plans) and did not receive the robot calls or any other 

type of warning. One solution commonly described was to rely on neighbors who were getting 

the updated alerts to relay the message to those who were not. 
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Also directly affecting communications was the expectation of round-the-clock electrical 

power and internet connectivity, which was interrupted by energy cuts. Without a quick fallback, 

emergency responders became dependent on previously downloaded maps and residents’ 

knowledge of the areas: 

One battalion came up and he said, “Hey,” he was in one of trucks and goes, “Are you 

familiar with this area?” And I said, “Absolutely.” And he showed me the map. And I 

said, “It's all on fire up there. But whatever you do, you cannot go down… because there 

is nowhere for you to turn around.” And even when the fire paramedics go up there, they 

have to back out. So, I circulated on the map and he had a… he had more of a Google 

Earth map which was, you know, spot on. So, I showed him everything and friends and 

neighbors are screaming at me to stop telling them, because they need to go down there… 

I said, “We are not going to risk six lives to save two… So, he was very thankful (Linda, 

August 19, 2019, Interview). 

Lastly, the community has not been educated and trained enough regarding evacuation 

routes and does not understand the complexities of returning. There are many accounts of failure 

in evacuation orders. Many participants emphasized that they did not receive evacuation orders 

at al. For those who received orders, warnings escalated surprisingly quickly: “I got a text on my 

phone saying it was time to evacuate at about 1:00, 1:30 in the morning. And then, 1:45 AM on 

my… landline… it said, ‘Code red: Evacuate immediately’” (Cecilia, August 6, 2019, 

Interview). 

Frustration was also expressed by many evacuees regarding the complexities of returning. 

There are numerous accounts that days and even weeks went by without official information 
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being made available to evacuees about the logistics of returning to their homes. Eventually, 

evacuated residents were incrementally allowed to return to see if their home was damaged or 

destroyed, but the uncertainty surrounding the possibility of returning to assess their losses 

shaped many evacuees’ relocation decisions, contributing to serial relocation and compromise to 

stay local. This is further described and analyzed in section 1.3: Internal Displacement after the 

Woolsey Fire. 

These unmet expectations and others regarding the level of firefighting resources led fire 

survivors to deem the disaster response a failure. Many aspects of the disaster response are 

described in the AAR and corroborate the survivors’ accounts in a practical manner and from a 

different perspective. Nonetheless, this study sheds light on the survivors’ perceptions.  

Learning about survivors’ experiences was important in this study, first, because there 

were certain discrepancies between survivors’ accounts and the AAR. One example of these 

discrepant experiences of the fire is the fact that some major failures, acknowledged by fire 

response authorities in the ARR, did not affect survivors’ experiences significantly. For instance, 

the AAR thoroughly addressed the sudden lack of access to digital communication due to energy 

cuts. Interestingly, this issue did not arise as a foremost concern in fire survivors’ accounts. In 

fact, the few participants who mentioned energy cuts and the consequent lack of communication 

authorities faced (e.g., not being able to issue digital alerts) considered the issue as an expected 

consequence of the fire and, if they attributed fault, they blamed Edison rather than fire response 

authorities.  Moreover, fire survivors were able to overcome communication issues as they arose, 

and thus did not see this as a big challenge during the disaster.  
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The second reason why it was vital to prioritize the survivors’ perspective in this study 

was the fact that participants' accounts contributed to an in-depth understanding of particular 

incidents during the fire response that were, to some extent, downplayed by authorities when 

discussing them in the ARR. One such failure was the overall lack of firefighting response, 

especially when fire responders and equipment were parked at Zuma beach, along with evacuees. 

Although the report acknowledged and reasonably explained the causes of the incident, fire 

response authorities downplayed survivors’ reactions to the experience when it concluded with a 

recommendation for further fire preparedness education.  

Linda was one of the few survivors who, although suffering from the loss of their homes, 

understood the complexity of the situation: 

This fire shouldn’t have gotten as far as it did. It was mishandled. There were so many 

things that went wrong… I don't know so much about the fire department. They have a 

protocol. And if they were sitting at the bottom of a canyon and they were not moving, 

everybody else was screaming at the fire department to do something. As much as I 

would like to scream at them too, I knew why they were sitting there because they 

couldn't get the orders, and they are not allowed to go into a deadly situation… Where 

life is going to be a potential loss. So, it is hard for me to certainly see the friends argue, 

“It’s our fire departments’ fault it is all burnt down.” I am thinking, “Not necessarily.” 

There are reasons why they can't go in. I hate to play devil's advocate, but if they let 

every screaming person in… they wouldn't have any structure... So, I understand the 

dynamics and the laws that are put in place for our safety (Linda, August 19, 2019, 

Interview). 
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Whether the situation was a failure in how the protocol was put in place or a failure in 

communicating the protocol to the community, the way the situation was handled left long-

lasting and severe trauma to those who experienced it. Such nuanced shortcomings in the fire 

response need to be genuinely addressed, even if as part of lessons learned. 

 

1.3 Adapting to Internal Displacement After the Woolsey Fire 

Further findings that characterize participants’ experiences of internal displacement and 

relocation from a geographical standpoint are comprised of two themes. Namely, (a) barriers to 

making suitable living arrangements amid limited housing options led to serial relocation, and 

(b) peoples’ prejudiced experiences in remaking places because of needed compromises to stay 

local. 

1.3.1 Serial Relocation 

One common theme arising across participants in this study was the fact that relocation 

happened multiple times. The minimum number of moves recorded by the time of a participant’s 

first interview was one – which means that the first place of evacuation during the fire became 

the long-term temporary housing. This was the case for Connie, who evacuated to her elderly 

parents’ house and was living there with her husband ever since the incident.  

Nonetheless, this apparent simple trajectory does not reflect the depth of Connie’s 

experience of the wildfire. In a letter handed to me at the beginning of our first interview, Connie 

described what she titled “her saga.” In sum, Connie, who was out of town on November 9 

(when the fire made it to Malibu), drove about seven hours, walked another five miles, evaded 
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five roadblocks, and was threatened with arrest before she was able to reach her 93-year-old 

mother’s home (Connie, December 23, 2019 letter). Connie’s father, who had Alzheimer's, was 

evacuated to Woodland Hills with his 24-hour caregiver. Connie’s mother, who is paralyzed due 

to a stroke, and in a motorized wheelchair, elected to stay in her house in Serra Canyon. Connie’s 

mother and her house survived. However, Connie’s own home of 34 years, a ranch in Latigo 

Canyon, did not.  

Most participants had similar experiences of the fire, which caused frustration, anger, and 

trauma. The psychological implications of such experiences are thoroughly discussed in Chapter 

2: Place, Displacement, and Trauma. Of importance to this discussion is that decisions regarding 

relocation were made amid such challenging conditions. Hence, one of the reasons participants 

provided in explaining their multiple moves was that during the first few weeks after the fire, 

they had little knowledge about their options.  

The maximum number of moves recorded by the time of a participant’s first interview 

was twelve. This was Rita’s experience. Rita (who later reached out to update me she was on her 

twentieth move in November of 2019) first evacuated to a friend’s house but had been staying in 

hotels and house sitting for friends who travel. An accomplished writer who works from home, 

Rita lost not only her house but also lost her latest book manuscript and her inventory of older 

books. She summarized her relocation strategy as the following: 

I am mainly waiting… I have gone back to work a few months ago. But I am going to be 

getting some more equipment when I move to a new place. Right now, I have lived in 

twelve places, and I am going to my thirteenth to do some house and pet sitting 

tomorrow. And I will maybe be in fourteen places before I can actually settle into a 
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dwelling. So, at that point, I will be back up to speed. But it has really been an experience 

to work out of so many different places… living out of a shoebox… or a suitcase (Rita, 

August 13, 2019, Interview). 

A considerable group of participants reported moving as opportunities arose. For 

instance, Cecilia evacuated with her son Hudson and their dog to a friend’s house in Pacific 

Palisades. Within twelve hours, they heard that their home was gone. According to Cecilia, she 

reported the incident to her home insurance company the next day and received no guidance: “I 

have never had to use insurance in that way. So, I had no idea how it worked. And he didn’t tell 

me anything. So, I reported it. That's all I did” (Cecilia, August 6, 2019, Interview). After living 

on her friend’s couches for two weeks, Cecilia moved two more times after different 

arrangements were made by her church leaders. After one month, she was able to start looking 

for an apartment closer to her original neighborhood, after she began acquiring information about 

how to find and afford temporary housing. 

Quarantelli (1995) broadly defines temporary housing as a physical structure that 

functions to shelter survivors when a disaster occurs until they are permanently resettled. 

However, the author also defines temporary housing as a re-housing process, comprised of four 

distinct stages, namely: (a) emergency shelter; (b) temporary shelter; (c) temporary housing; and 

(d) resettlement. This categorization is still prevalent in post-disaster housing literature and is 

often found employed in practices worldwide, with some variation country-wise. 

Cecilia’s trajectory illustrates the relocation pattern found among participants in this 

study and is representative of what happened after the Woolsey Fire in Southern California. This 

relocation pattern was characterized by consecutive moves with stays that became longer 
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towards the end of the process. In other words, the first few stages of one’s re-housing process 

(i.e., emergency and temporary shelter) usually lasted only a few days or of weeks at a time, 

while the last stage of one’s re-housing process before rebuilding or resettlement (i.e., temporary 

housing) lasted several months. Additionally, the relocation pattern typical of participants in this 

study comprised between three and five moves. Further, most of these rapid moves happened 

early in the re-housing process in the emergency and temporary shelters’ stages.  

The fact that these multiple short-term moves (i.e., serial relocation) happened early in 

the re-housing process (most often in the intermediary stage of temporary shelter) is consistent 

with what the literature describes as the usual solution for temporary housing in the U.S.  

1.3.2 Compromising to Stay Local 

Another characteristic seen in Cecilia’s journey (Figure 21) and also found in most 

participants’ relocation patterns is an apparent desire to stay local or return closer to the site of 

their pre-fire residence.  
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Figure 21: Cecilia’s relocation pattern after the Woolsey Fire (August 6, 2019). 

Source: Google Maps – Adapted by the author, 2020. 

 

Place attachment, described by Low and Altman (1992) as connections that cultures can 

develop to physical places, as well as cultural and social communities, can play an essential role 

in the process of decision-making for relocation. Place factors, such as attachment, will be 

further discussed in Chapter 2: Place, Displacement, and Trauma. For the current discussion, it 

is noteworthy that the attachment that some people might feel in relation to a place is relevant as 

it arose in many participants’ accounts about their decision-making processes during relocation.  
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In some instances, push drivers (e.g., being a fire-prone area or expensive housing 

market) were downplayed by interviewees, and appropriate relocation (e.g., to a proper 

temporary housing that is available and affordable) was delayed and even avoided, reasoned by 

one’s emotional investment deposited into a place or a group (e.g., the original area of 

residence). Therefore, temporary, short-distance (i.e., local) relocations were more likely to 

occur in the aftermath of the Woolsey Fire. 

The desire to remain local was thus often mentioned by participants as a reason to 

compromise on the size or quality of the temporary housing, and it is representative of the 

Woolsey Fire survivors’ experiences. Moreover, this relocation pattern indicates that opting for 

staying local often resulted in survivors living in precarious living arrangements. In these 

arrangements, housing conditions that are “less-than-ideal” to an occupant become tolerable due 

to the lack of alternatives that meet all of one’s housing needs, including location. Participants 

then engage in a decision-making process that involves trade-offs. 

For instance, Ray made all his relocation decisions based on the desire to remain local 

while his lot was cleaned and cleared for the rebuilding process. But even before the start of the 

recovery phase, from the morning the fire reached Ray’s neighborhood on November 9, he had a 

rough time making living arrangements.  

My wallet was in the house and it burned. So, I didn't have a picture ID, so I couldn’t rent 

a hotel. I was driving around… I also had my dog with me… My sister said there was a 

Red Cross center at [a local] college, and they were taking animals. So, at about nine 

o'clock Friday morning, I drove over to [the local] college and signed up at the Red Cross 

center. I was there with my dog… My dog is kind of aggressive... I had a friend get me 
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an RV… rent an RV for me, as I couldn't rent or anything, or get a hotel room… for that 

you need to have a picture ID. I did go on Friday of the day of the fire, that night… and 

applied for a license at the DMV. That took a little while to get, so my friend got me 

that… and I started staying in an RV at the [local] college, at the Red Cross Disaster 

Relief Center. So, you could park near there, and then I used their facilities, and they 

have a bunch of food and clothes (Ray, August 20, 2019, Interview). 

To be able to shelter with his dog, and with no other viable option available, Ray made 

the first trade-off: he decided to live in the RV rented for him, by his friend, at the Relief Center 

parking lot. This arrangement, however, only worked for two weeks, much to Ray’s 

disappointment. Ray reminisced that he had to move his RV to another location after only two 

weeks (Figure 22). Although the first location was an emergency shelter dedicated to Woolsey 

Fire displaced survivors, the shelter was soon ordered to close, “probably because there were not 

many people there,” Ray speculated. With the shelter’s closure, the permission to stay in the 

buildings’ parking lot ceased. According to Ray, no ample notice was given on that occasion: 

So, when we got there, I said, “How long can we stay?” and they said, “you can stay as 

long as you want.” But about two weeks later, I heard they're closing the place down. 

And I saw [someone] on Saturday and they said, “Everybody has to be out by two o'clock 

on Sunday.” So, at that point, I've moved the RV that I had. I moved it into the… wisdom 

center parking lot down here at the [local] club. I knew their lawyer, and I asked him, I 

said, “Could you call the owner and see if I could, you know, temporarily put my RV 

down there?” And they said I could. So, there was some Arby's down there, you know, so 

I stayed there, in the RV, in the parking lot at the wisdom center, until I managed to get 

an apartment… (Ray, August 20, 2019, Interview). 
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Figure 22: Ray’s temporary shelter: an RV parked at a local club’s parking lot. 

Source: Ray’s personal archive. 

 

 Renting an apartment, however, was yet another hurdle in Ray’s experience. After two 

weeks of staying with the RV at this local club parking lot, and without a timeline in place for lot 

cleaning to begin, Ray applied for FEMA’s ALE. He was denied. Ray explained that, due to the 

nature of his business, his 2018 taxes showed a deficit, and FEMA would not process an 

application with a deficit.  

Ultimately, Ray rented an apartment close to his original lot, with the financial help of a 

relative. Meanwhile, Ray said that he submitted dozens of additional documents to FEMA. In 

August, nine months after losing his home, Ray had just submitted yet another document, and 

filed yet another form, hoping to be still approved for ALE, or he would have to move out in a 

couple of months when his lease was up. He did not know where to, though. “Now, basically, I 

will be homeless in a couple months unless…” Ray’s thoughts overpowered his words.  
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Figure 23: Ray’s relocation pattern after the Woolsey Fire (August 6, 2019). 

Source: Google Maps – Adapted by the author, 2020. 

 

Despite a seemingly uncomplicated pattern of relocation, with only three moves before 

finding a longer-term temporary housing, Ray's housing experience was far from ideal. To be 

able to stay in the area, Ray's expenses more than quadrupled. In August, Ray continued to pay 

mortgage and HOA fees for a home that no longer existed. On top of that, Ray paid a rent that 

was three times his mortgage rate, renter’s insurance, and utilities for the one-bedroom 

apartment. One of the solutions found by Ray was to sublease the only bedroom in the apartment 

and adapt the integrated living room and kitchen space to accommodate a bed and his business. 
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In a state that is experiencing a widespread housing shortage—ranking 49th among the 

50 United States in housing units per resident, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, by 2018—

the abrupt loss of homes to disasters worsens the existing imbalance between supply and 

demand. One of the reasons that exacerbated housing market struggles seems to be that efforts 

from the Woolsey Fire overlapped with those of people displaced by other fires (Thomas, 2017; 

Hill, 2018; and Getty, 2019). People displaced by distinct fires that hit contiguous areas of 

Southern California in a short time interval were often navigating the housing market together. 

Additionally, Ray is an entrepreneur who works from home. He offers a high-skilled 

service of antique guitars and audio equipment restoration. Along with that, throughout previous 

decades, Ray built an exquisite inventory of antique guitars and rare parts for reposition that he 

sold online. All of that was lost in the fire. Ray had to start from scratch in the temporary 

housing’s adapted living room and kitchen space (Figure 24): 

   

Figure 24: Ray’s business/temporary housing after the Woolsey Fire. 

Source: the author, August 21, 2019, Walkthrough. 
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A more thorough analysis of Ray and other participants' temporary living arrangements is 

undertaken in Chapter 3: Displacement and Replacements. For now, his story illustrates the 

primary driver of relocation decisions made by participants in this study (the desire to stay local) 

and some of the trade-offs involved in this decision (serial relocation mostly due to housing 

market struggles). 

At some point during this study, some participants decided to move on and remake their 

homes somewhere else. For instance, Rita’s household, although underinsured, was able to make 

arrangements to buy a new house somewhere else in the area. There is additional waiting time 

while her house is built, which contributes to her being the maximum number of moves among 

participants in this study (i.e., twelve in August and twenty by November 2019). Also, her 

decision-making process involved compromise. In essence, Rita is downsizing and leaving her 

neighborhood of decades but hoping to still settle in Southern California sooner rather than later.  

For another group of participants, displacement is still an ongoing concern. Cecilia, for 

instance, expressed her uneasiness in August of 2019 toward the fact that her neighborhood 

would not be ready for rebuilding for another year or so, as the required debris removal program 

carried out by the State lasted nearly six months and had just concluded. Before she could plan 

on rebuilding, a whole new infrastructure system needed to be designed and installed in the 

neighborhood. Thus, the impacts of the Woolsey Fire will keep playing a role in Cecilia’s living 

arrangements. She claimed that, even after rebuilding her house, she might not be able to resettle 

permanently anytime soon: 

I may want to get back there just because I don't want to be here. But I don't plan on 

living there forever. When I rebuild, I want to, like, stay there for a few years and move. I 
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don't want to live in a canyon anymore. I'm tired of fires (Cecilia, August 6, 2019 

interview). 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

This first chapter reviewed relevant literature on how environmental disasters have 

influenced displacement and relocation. It focused on sudden-onset disasters, also called extreme 

weather events, because, as climate researchers have emphasized, an increase in the frequency 

and severity of such events is the most likely short to medium-term effect of climate change: 

“Recently, it has become more evident that climate change will not express itself primarily 

through slow shifts in average temperature over a long period... there is mounting evidence that 

[are] extreme events… that we must prepare for” (Helmer & Hilhorst, 2006, p. 1; IPCC, 2001).  

Raleigh and Jordan (2010) concluded that large-scale community relocation resulting 

from either chronic or sudden-onset environmental disasters related to climate change is unlikely 

to be a typical response over the next 20 years. Where they do find such large-scale relocations, 

it is likely to reflect policy and response failures of public institutions more than the specific 

nature of the hazard. Moreover, these authors determined that the available evidence does 

support a short- term cautious approach regarding the association between climate change and 

migration.  

By extending the time frame into future generations, issues surrounding climate thresholds, 

coping strategies, and cumulative disasters become critical factors not yet fully considered in 

migration literature. However, perhaps of most significance is what their conclusions verify: 
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uneven development and governance policies have exacerbated the depth of disaster impacts and 

have shaped the choices available to those populations affected by environmental disasters.  

Accordingly, findings of this investigation confirm that ineffective responses will 

continue to exert the most substantial influence on those people who are adversely affected by 

climate changes, and in some sense, the effects of these ineffective responses are more damaging 

to survivors than the actual disasters themselves. As demonstrated in section 1.2.3 Frustration: 

Expectations versus Realities of Fire Response, the experience of the disaster and immediate 

response played a crucial role in participants’ recovery processes. The way the events unfolded 

while the fire approached their homes (i.e., the circumstances of their forced displacement) 

shaped their subsequent experiences, and thus represents a vital chapter in their stories of 

adaptation. 

Chapter 1 concluded with the analysis of new geographies of displacement in Southern 

California. In other words, it ends with a discussion of how groups of wildfire survivors have 

been internally displaced by a disaster that was potentially exacerbated by the adverse effects of 

climate change. By tracking how participants adapted to displacement and relocation, we were 

able to understand, from their perspective, the experience of navigating displacement 

geographically and through time. 

Nonetheless, scholars have long agreed that a “place” is not merely a geographical point, 

but a confluence of meanings fostered at a point throughout time. Hence, to fully comprehend 

these people’s experiences of displacement and relocation, we must look at the multiple 

meanings a place can have, and how participants in this study viewed and coped with the loss of 

their homes while living in temporary housing arrangements. 
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Chapter 2: Place, Displacement, and Trauma 

This chapter focuses on “place”— what it means, why it is crucial, and the theories of 

place that offer us an in-depth understanding of displacement as it pertains to one’s loss of place. 

To this end, this chapter first lays out working definitions that importantly distinguish a place 

from space. It also summarizes how the notion of place has theoretically evolved along with the 

field of environmental design research dealing with people-environment relationships. 

Prior work has provided compelling evidence of the negative consequences of forced 

residential displacement (Allen, 2013; Desmond et al., 2015; Desmond & Shollenberger, 2015; 

Evans, 2020). Correspondingly, studies demonstrate that many people navigate sudden changes 

in their home environments with great difficulty (Brown & Perkins, 1992; Fried, 1963). 

However, these inquiries are mostly present in the Disaster Psychology literature and have 

focused exclusively on psychological constructs of trauma related to the disaster itself. 

In addition to a cultural-ecological approach to place, the proposal of a cultural-

ecological approach guides this study in investigating the connection between trauma and 

displacement. Hence, this chapter reviews the Disaster Psychology literature and suggests a 

cultural-ecological approach to trauma to further analyze the displacement experienced in this 

study. The new lens proposed in this study builds on and contributes to the current understanding 

of the displaced peoples’ experiences. It further allows us to draw connections between 

psychological tolls and aspects of a place.  

Survivors dealing with displacement and relocation after the Woolsey Fire had a wide 

range of reactions and adaptation responses. The final section of this chapter presents two themes 

that emerged from data analysis. Findings emphasize that emotional responses went much 
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beyond a psychological toll. In the Disaster Psychology literature, depression, anxiety, and post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are widely recognized findings in trauma-related investigations 

after a disaster. However, in the case of the Woolsey Fire, by using a cultural-ecological 

approach to understand their traumatic experiences, findings not only point to depression, 

anxiety, and PTSD, but also link these experiences to aspects of place, such as frustration for 

property loss, lack of homeownership, and inability to make relocation plans. These themes 

underscore the particularity of trauma related to the loss of place and inappropriate responses to 

displacement. 

 

2.1 From Space to Place 

Site or space can be interpreted as a geographical location without particular personal 

attachment or inhabitation. Space refers to the physical dimensions and dynamics of places; 

spaces are amorphous, untenanted, and non-tangible areas that are generalized as “space.” Space 

also describes external, global networks that interact with a place (e.g., the spaces of the 

internet), and as a descriptive term for an area of thought and action (e.g., safe spaces, creative 

spaces). 

Accordingly, Mackey (2015) describes the following: 

[P]lace is space (or site) animated through operations and actions and made personal. 

Place is geographically located… inhabited briefly or over a longer period, constructed 

through a range of operations, actions and behaviors and, through these, a psychological 
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relationship is developed with place. This latter may not necessarily be a positive 

relationship although frequently place is associated with “attachment...” (Mackey, 2015). 

Places are worked on by people investing much effort, meaning, and value on their 

creation. Without naming, identification, or representation by everyday people, a place cannot be 

a place. Places are doubly constructed: most are built or, in some way, physically carved out 

(Soja, 1996). 

Equally important is to define what does not constitute a place. First, a place is not space. 

Space is what place becomes when the unique gathering of things, meanings, and values are 

sucked out (de Certeau, 1984; Harvey, 1996). A place is a space filled up by people, practices, 

objects, and representations. Second, a place is not just a setting or a context for something else 

that becomes the focus of attention. In other words, nothing of interest is nowhere; everything 

that we study is “emplaced.” 

2.1.1    Traditional Theories of Place 

This section offers the briefest of summaries on traditional place theories. The “theorists 

of the everyday” of the 1960s and 1970s provided a foundation for our understanding of place as 

socially constructed and animated through repeated operations and actions (Bourdieu, 1977; 

Lefebvre, 1991; de Certeau, 1984). Although there is confusion over the terms space and place in 

some of these texts, a key assertion is made regarding the basic premise of place/space being 

constructed through the interaction between human behaviors and physical locations. 

Massey (e.g., 1997, 2005) developed a global understanding of place with her exploration 

of place as globally connected and diverse, and comprising a range of people and their stories or 
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narratives collecting in one place at one time, then potentially moving on. Massey’s “place” 

includes mobility: people move around, perhaps in tune with other philosophical thinking about 

nomadism and migration (e.g., Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; Cresswell, 2006).  

Scholars have demonstrated the tremendous importance attached to place in everyday 

lives. Specifically, Ingold (2000) emphasizes the role of dwelling in place-making while also 

recognizing mobility and how we take account of nature and culture in that dwelling. 

The involvement of people and places may play various vital roles, and scholarship has 

shown that attachment to place is an important facet of community living (see, for example, 

Livingston et al., 2011). People may transform their environments to ease one’s feelings in 

challenging locations; to see every day dull places in a new light; to challenge unhappy 

perceptions of previously known sites; to create meaningful places in transient lives; and so on 

(Mackey, n.d.). Places, in turn, transform people: everyday practices can provide opportunities 

for encouraging pleasurable experiences in physical locations with associated meanings.  

2.1.2    Place in Environmental Design Research (EDR) 

Early scholarly works dealing more closely with people-environment relationships are 

described in the Environment Psychology (EP) literature. An important conceptualization 

provided by Stokols (1978) is the “modes of human-environment transaction,” which are 

described as four distinct sets of processes. The “interpretive mode” corresponds to individuals' 

cognitive representation or construction of the environment, and it involves research on the 

cognitive image of the spatial environment and personality and the environment. The “evaluative 

mode” corresponds to an individual’s evaluation of the situation against predefined standards of 

quality and involves research on environmental attitudes and environmental assessment. The 
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“operative mode” corresponds to an individual's movement through, or direct impact on, the 

environment and involves research on the experimental analysis of ecologically appropriate 

behavior and human spatial behavior. Lastly, the “responsive mode” corresponds to the 

environment's effects on the individuals’ behavior and well-being and involves research on the 

impact of the physical environment and ecological psychology. 

 These modes allowed for the development of an essential way of seeing human-

environment relationships referred to as people-environment transactions. “Transactionalism” 

was further explored by Saegert and Winkel (1990, p. 443), who organized the qualities of this 

type of study. Among other attributes is the determination that the most appropriate unit of 

analysis is the “person-in-environment” and the assumption that person and environment are 

dynamically defining and changing each other. 

 From EP’s formative years, most researchers were aware of the extent to which 

environmental issues were a function of socio-cultural and economic factors. However, efforts to 

develop theoretical and research perspectives linking macro-scale issues to social and individual 

level environmental concerns only started to systematically appear by the time of Saegert and 

Winkel’s (1990) review. The authors emphasized the fact that many experiences in and uses of 

environments should be understood in the context of broader physical, economic, historical, and 

political forces. For instance, what the authors called a paradigm of “sociocultural forces” 

encompasses the individual as a social agent who seeks and creates meaning in the environment. 

It also treats the environment as a benign medium and resource for group development and 

maintenance. 
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 Psychologists tend to characterize meaning primarily in terms of the categories that 

people use to organize their physical worlds mentally, but they ignore the sources of these 

categories. Moreover, “[a]lthough there are theoretical differences regarding the ontology of 

meanings, there is a consensus that neither meanings nor actions are individual acts” (Saegert & 

Winkel, 1990, p. 458) Furthermore, meanings are not just constructed but are also given by the 

culture and social structure within which the person operates. Meaning thus stems from various 

levels of nonverbal communication from the environment to people (Rapoport, 1982). Moreover, 

the extent to which the environment works as a source of cues for appropriate behavior is 

culture-specific and not necessarily transferrable cross-culturally. The main contribution 

stemming from this paradigm shift is the acceptance that environmental meanings and actions 

are not solely individual constructions and that individuals both define and are defined by the 

group in which they participate. 

 Mazumdar’s (2008) Environmental Psychology in the USA: a Reflective View concludes 

that across all these approaches is an emphasis on people, a neglected social dimension, a focus 

on “behaviorist environmental psychology,” and a picture of individual and environment as 

separate (p. 14). This characterization drives the author to call for the use of different lenses to 

further explore understudied areas, such as the emotion-laden environments, or “emotional 

connections and reactions to environments,” as well as specific populations and their 

environments (Mazumdar, 2008, p. 14). In sum, emphasis should be given to a definition that 

puts both humans and the environment at an equal standing. 

EP has been moving towards the psycho-social perspective since its inception. However, 

Bonnes and Secchiaroli (1995) are the ones who described it as the most appropriate approach 

for enabling EP to answer “external” questions and to become a theoretically relevant reference. 
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Accordingly, they defended the use of the key concept of “transaction,” and even further 

proposed the term “transactional-contextual.” This move is an essential turn in EP; the intent of 

various authors was to not only bring to light an extra-psychological construct (i.e., that of place) 

into EP, but to also “assign it a central position as the main construct characterizing the entire 

disciplinary area” (Bonnes & Secchiaroli, 1995, p. 162). 

Interestingly, the architectural field had already been the first to be oriented in this 

direction. Emphasis was given to human intentionality through which people assume a “sense of 

place,” or the realization that places are a material and symbolic product of human action 

(Stokols & Shumaker, 1981). More specifically, places are not direct results of physical 

characteristics of the environment, but products of intentional human acts turned towards the 

“creation of places” (Tuan, 1974). The growing attention to this shift can be traced back to two 

main factors: the possibility of collaboration between the phenomenological approach and the 

psychological research, and the fact that authors increasingly noted the limits of the constructs 

being used. Many authors called for a critical review of the prevalent “behavior setting” 

construct directed to what was called “place perspective” or “place theory” (Bonnes & 

Secchiaroli, 1995, p. 168).  

2.1.3     A Cultural-Ecological Approach to Place 

The cultural-ecological view sees people in environments as an integrated whole, rather 

than as a loose collection of relatively independent parts. To take a cultural-ecological approach 

to design means to assume that cultures exist in space and time and cannot be free of either and 

that cultures have interrelationships with their places. The latter implies that cultures are affected 

by the quality of the environment and that cultures affect their environments (Mazumdar, 2012). 
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 There is a substantial and complex body of literature devoted to defining culture. 

Rapoport (1969) suggests that these various definitions are seen as complementary, rather than 

contradictory. Three general views give an idea of what culture is: (a) a way of life typical of a 

group; (b) a system of symbols, meanings, and cognitive schemata transmitted through symbolic 

codes; and (c) a set of adaptive strategies for survival related to ecology and resources (Rapoport, 

1969). Building on this broad characterization of culture, this study adopts the working definition 

provided by Mazumdar (2000), which recognizes culture as “the negotiated, shared 

understandings, world view, values, ideals, and norms of a group of interacting people” (pp. 161-

162). 

Culture is thus herein broadly defined as a group of mutually interacting persons with 

negotiated shared understandings, ideals, values, a way of looking at the world and their place 

therein. This broad definition of culture includes national, geographic, regional, local, as well as 

sub-local cultures. The “groundedness” of people in a particular place and the physicality of 

cultures are considered necessary (Mazumdar, 2012). Cultural products include the ideational 

constructs, the socially negotiated and developed ideals, as well as the constructed environment 

that includes buildings, cities, plazas, parks, among others. The place component is not devoid of 

people; it is the sum-total interactive effects of both (Mazumdar, 2011). 

The cultural group involved in this study is comprised of Southern California residents 

displaced by the Woolsey Fire on November 8, 2018. Although they resided in different areas of 

the fire, including communities in both Ventura and Los Angeles counties, as well as 

unincorporated areas in the Santa Monica Mountains, they were rarely specific when self-

identifying and referring to “their place.” Most participants would use generalizing terms such as 

being from California, belonging to California, or specific terms such as being “from Malibu,” 
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which was not always geographically accurate but seemed to encompass a cultural group they 

belonged despite officially residing in a nearby city (e.g., Agoura Hills).   

By carrying out a Domain Analysis of segments of the data in which participants self-

identify or discuss belonging, we find that in this context, California and Malibu mean similar 

things despite geographical inconsistencies. This analysis showed that more than a place of 

residency, the use of either generalizing or over-specific terms means to participants that they are 

part of a cultural group:  a group of interacting people with negotiated and shared 

understandings, world view, values, ideals, and norms. They belong to “a California” that is 

mostly characterized by the cultural imagery of Malibu. In this way, these people are from 

California geographically. Still, most importantly, they identify with a California in which they 

fostered meanings throughout time (i.e., a place where they built a “sense of place”). Existing 

studies have not given full consideration to this population; thus, a deeper understanding of how 

they see and cope with wildfires is capable of driving meaningful action on a recurring and 

rapidly worsening issue. 

 Hence, a place has three features in this study (Gieryn, 2000, pp. 464-465): (a) a 

geographic location, (i.e., a place is “a unique spot in the universe”); (b) a material form (i.e., a 

place "has physicality… place is stuff"); and (c) an investment with meaning and value (i.e., 

without naming, identification, or representation by ordinary people, a place is not a place). 

Moreover, places are interpreted, narrated, perceived, felt, understood, and imagined (Soja, 

1996). 
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From this perspective, place is both the material and social environment for anchoring a 

sense of self and a sense of self-in-relation through memory and meanings invested in that 

environment based on repeated interactions. 

 Consistent with this definition of place, place-making is a process of creating quality 

places where people want to live. Place-making is thus a means to an end: the creation of an 

ideal place. Place-making is a concept that transcends the boundaries of the potential effects of 

urban cultural policies on space. Its original formulation can be attributed to an encounter 

between the practical orientation of planning and community development studies, mainly 

concerning the material handling of space and built environment (Rapoport, 1997) and 

humanistic geographical thought, which eventually appropriated and reformulated the meaning 

of place-making. 

 Bringing together the concepts of self and place, which are considered mutually 

constitutive, humanistic geography stresses the role of the subject as an autonomous actor who, 

interacting with other actors and nature, society, and culture, transforms environments (Entrikin 

& Tepple, 2006). Therefore, place-making is more than a spatial process; through place-making, 

one builds a somewhat stable relationship with a place through individual and collective lived 

experiences. These experiences, their representations, and intentions are the powerful engines of 

environmental transformation. Indeed, spontaneous cultural practices can be powerful catalysts 

of environmental transformation, both supporting the production of places and leading them to 

coherence, i.e., a “sense of place.” 
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2.2 Disaster Displacement and Trauma 

Disasters tend to inflict injuries on the minds of some survivors. These injuries are often 

diagnosed as “psychic trauma,” which means an assault on the person (so sudden and so 

explosive) that it shatters through one’s defenses and does damage to the sensitive tissues 

underneath (Erikson, 1976, p. 253). Accordingly, some have defined disasters as collective 

traumas (Silver & Garfin, 2016), encompassing a wide variety of natural and human-made 

adversities affecting large segments of the population. 

Individuals who are displaced by disasters are especially psychologically injured as they 

experience various kinds of personal and collective losses (Fullilove, 2016). Some of these losses 

can be prolonged or even permanent. Thus, the ramifications of displacement for the well-being 

of those affected are profound. For instance, according to Diaz and Dayal (2008), the most 

catastrophic impact of a disaster is one’s feeling of “loss of place” (p. 1174). 

This section explores the links between disaster displacement and trauma by first 

reviewing the current state of discussion happening almost entirely in the Disaster Psychology 

literature. Then, by identifying what may be missing in the current scholarship, a cultural-

ecological approach to trauma is suggested since it offers insight on trauma by looking at extra-

psychological constructs such as place. 

2.2.1    The Psychological Toll of Displacement  

 According to Silver & Garfin (2016), in general, studies of responses to disasters tend to 

focus on several psychological outcomes, such as PTSD, depression, and anxiety. More 

importantly, although many symptoms of psychological distress abate over time, longitudinal 
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studies have suggested that some survivors experience distress for months and years after the 

event (e.g., McFarlane & Van Hooff, 2009). 

 Hence, distress responses are frequently correlated with the severity of disaster exposure, 

but subsequent stressors, which may occur as a result of the disaster (e.g., displacement and 

relocation), might be the mechanisms whereby disaster experiences are intensified (Silver & 

Garfin, 2016). For instance, property loss (Chen et al., 2007), financial loss (Bland et al., 2005), 

and personal injury (Green et al., 1994) have all been correlated with adverse outcomes and may 

have cumulative effects over time (Garfin et al., 2014). 

Moreover, events worsened by human negligence or failure may be more likely to elicit 

negative outcomes (Baum, 1987; Garfin et al., 2014). There may be a responsible party to blame, 

and blameworthiness has been identified as a factor that may exacerbate distress after negative 

life events (Hickling, Blanchard, Buckley, & Taylor,1999).  

 Displacement is uniquely and inherently trauma-inducing as it leads to a sudden 

disruption of both ties to a geographical place and the social relationships fostered in that place. 

From a social psychological standpoint, Fried (1966) describes the psychological costs of 

displacement as reactions of grief for a lost home, in which such affective response to the loss of 

a place shows “…most of the characteristics of grief and mourning for a lost person” (p. 377). 

Especially regarding forced displacement, Fried (1966) describes it as a highly disruptive and 

disturbing experience.  

Post-disaster interventions targeted at responding to psychological trauma have been 

consistently recorded and have gained increased attention in recent studies. Debriefing-type 

processes have been used with a large variety of populations exposed to traumatic events (Rose, 
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Bisson, Churchill, & Wessely, 2009). Prominent forms of response have been the distribution of 

information in the post-disaster environment, small-group interventions (in which participants 

discuss the traumatic event and their cognitive and emotional reactions), family support, and 

referrals to outside specialists for future assistance (Everly & Mitchell, 1999). Despite their early 

popularity, debriefings and related interventions have not been consistently correlated with 

positive outcomes (Rose et al., 2009).  

 Silver & Garfin (2016) warn that such types of psychological outreach that use a one-

size-fits-all approach are not ideal. Through expert consensus and synthesis of empirical 

evidence, a set of evidence-based principles have been generated to guide the design of early 

post-disaster intervention efforts: (a) promoting a psychological sense of safety; (b) promoting 

calming; (c) promoting a sense of self-efficacy and collective efficacy over important outcomes; 

(d) promoting social connectedness; and (e) promoting hope for the future.  

 Therefore, the human experience aspect of displacement that is mainly caused by disasters 

is not yet fully understood from a perspective other than a psychological one, due to a scarcity of 

research on the topic (with a few exceptions, e.g., Erikson, 1976). 

The study of the loss of a home as it pertains to people’s relationships to their places and 

place connections may provide highly relevant insight by including considerations of an 

ecological component to such loss, which touches on broader extra-psychological constructs. 

2.2.2     A Cultural-Ecological Approach to Trauma 

Displacement interrupts the tacit experience of a seamless narrative of “who” and “what” 

we are, and involves the issue concerning “where” we are (Milligan 1998; Casey 1993). The 
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cultural-ecological approach focuses on the people affected; on culture-environment 

relationships to obtain a deep understanding of how they view their lives in relation to disasters; 

and what they see as appropriate ways to act, design, and rebuild (Mazumdar, 2012). This 

approach can increase consciousness of a major but overlooked way people conceptualize and 

deal with their environments in relation to disasters. Furthermore, this approach provides a more 

complete understanding of how people cope with disasters. 

Accordingly, the “groundedness” of people in a particular place and the physicality of 

cultures are seen as important (Mazumdar, 2012). Thus, a cultural-ecological view can be 

illustrated through a description of selected concepts.  

Place suitability. Viewing disaster response in a culture-exclusionary way, wherein 

culture is overlooked, has led to the provision of inappropriately designed housing. These may be 

functional, but “inappropriate to the lifeways of the people” (Oliver, 1987, p. 215) who are 

forced to deal with such daily frustrations. 

Place Processes and Routines. Processes and routines involve sets of sequenced 

repeated actions. Places become part of people’s routines. Disruptions of such processes and 

routines can lead to normlessness or a sense of vacuum, not knowing what to do, and therefore 

disorientation. 

Place Attachment. Cultures develop an attachment to places and physical as well as 

cultural and social communities (Low & Altman, 1992). Such attachments lead people to 

reconstruct prior environments they were familiar with and attached to instead of building in 

ways that would reduce the problems of the design of their old environment. Scannell and 
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Gifford (2010) suggest that such expressions of place attachments, familiarity, and use take 

precedence over designers’ plans. 

Place Commitments and Obligations. Evacuation may be complicated for those who feel 

a strong commitment to their place. Leaving a place, especially under conditions of impending 

disaster, might be seen as repealing one’s responsibility or abandoning it during a critical time. 

Many people are torn about evacuating, and some choose to stay at risk to their own lives (Mishra, 

Mazumdar, & Suar, 2010). These commitments to place extend to people, animals, and objects. 

Place Meaning. Beyond being mere physical objects that can be acquired and discarded 

without much hesitation, many places are especially meaningful to residents. To the occupants, 

their homes are often associated with stories of their lives, how they selected and obtained their 

homes, what they did to make their homes suitable, and more. Such an investment makes the 

place special (Mazumdar, 2012; Low, 1992). 

 

For each culture, some components will be extremely important, whereas others may not 

be significant. The uniqueness of cultures involved in an investigation that takes on a cultural-

ecological approach will thus be evident.  

In this study, Place Attachment and Place Meaning have emerged as the most important 

in participants’ minds, as attachment appeared as an important factor in survivors’ decision-

making processes of relocation (as thoroughly described on section 1.3 Internal Displacement 

After the Woolsey Fire), and meanings of the home appeared as an important distinguishing 
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factor between housing and “home,” which will be further explored in the next section, 

especially in section 2.3.2 Housing is Not Always a Home.  

Thus, the composite picture of findings described in chapter 1 and the theories of place 

presented thus far, illuminates the disaster displacement emotional toll that goes beyond the 

material loss, and psychological response to the disaster. For instance, Fullilove (2016) 

investigates both individuals and communities suffering in the aftermath of displacement. She 

states that displacement causes emotional pain and a reaction similar to that of a “root shock,” 

which she defines as a “stress reaction to the loss of all or part of one’s emotional ecosystem” 

(Fullilove, 2016, p. 293). 

Thus, disasters usually leave a tremendous amount of damage in their wake. However, 

we are likely to classify that damage as an “aftermath” and assume that both the physical 

wreckage and the human wreckage will be repaired over time (Erikson, 1976). For practical 

purposes, what this means is that disasters rupture peoples’ sense of normalcy and continuity in 

their lives. The experience of disaster can be even worse when it leads to displacement, as the 

loss of home may hold multiple meanings and add to the constraints of one’s recovery.  

If the displacement process ends successfully or ends at all, it can be affected by the 

appropriateness of the response efforts carried out by the various agents involved (e.g., 

governments, different kinds of organizations, concerned citizens, and even the displaced 

themselves). In relation to housing, being compelled to live in inappropriate settings, especially 

if adjustments are not possible, can lead to dissatisfaction and conflict (Hall, 1959). 
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2.3 Failed Responses: Navigating Displacement as Yet Another Trauma 

Most response efforts are carried out by formal organizations (e.g., the State) and by 

organizations of the third sector (e.g., non-profits). This study aims to gain insight into responses 

to displacement at the level of the displaced people themselves because efforts made to provide 

people with housing solutions after displacement become useless if they are deemed 

inappropriate by their users. In addition to money and efforts spent, when responses to 

displacement fail, from a cultural-ecological perspective, they become “yet another disaffection 

that needs to be overcome” (Mazumdar, 2012, p. 1904). Failed responses impose on survivors 

yet another trauma. Thus, there is a need for further investigation on responses to displacement at 

the level of the displaced people themselves. 

A grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) approach to data analysis revealed two 

themes that are described in the following section. 

2.3.1    Temporary Housing and Well-Being  

“I can't live in limbo for two years. Because that's what we are. We are living in limbo 

here” (Patricia, July 12, 2019, Interview). This is how Patricia described how she felt about her 

temporary living arrangement about eight months after the fire. Patricia was not experiencing 

displacement alone.  

In the process of managing and adapting to such loss, living in a precarious environment 

(such as a temporary housing) may pose daily limitations. This section focused on understanding 

how the lives of displaced people developed in temporary living arrangements after the Woolsey 

Fire, and how these home environments may have played a role in peoples’ recovery processes. 
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Based on the data analysis conducted, experiences of failed responses to disaster 

displacement are indeed trauma-inducing experiences that potentially influence one’s well-being. 

In agreement with the literature of trauma presented earlier, participants in this study were 

insistent when describing that their physical and mental health were impacted not only by the 

frustrations experienced during the disaster itself but also by the loss of their homes and place 

connections. 

Moreover, findings suggest that spatial characteristics of a temporary living arrangement 

are linked to daily frustrations and are capable of influencing one’s well-being. The impact of 

such spatial characteristics is exemplified by Cecilia’s account. When asked if there was 

anything in the temporary housing that did not work for her family and their daily routines, she 

responded with the following: 

The living room is very eerie, it’s very dark in there. You know, this is okay [motions to 

the dining room, which opens to a small patio]. The bedrooms are brighter, but it’s just 

different, and I have a lot of anxiety... I've been really suffering from anxiety, and I have 

more when I’m here than anywhere else. I wake up in the morning, like borderline-panic 

attack, almost every morning. And I go away like, to my brother's [house], or anywhere. 

I don’t wake up like that. So, it’s just being here… this is not a comfortable situation. 

And then, because it’s so eerie down here, I do most of my work upstairs. And I guess, 

because I sleep in the room, and I’m waking up, and, and doing my work, and… it just 

snowballs (Cecilia, August 6, 2019, Interview). 

Similarly, Patricia related specific spatial features of their temporary housing to health 

issues faced by her husband, Ralph. When asked the same question (i.e., if there was anything in 
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the temporary housing that did not work for her family and their daily routines), she was quick to 

evaluate: “The bedrooms are really tiny. He [Ralph] has had an injury because he banged his 

head on a shelf in the bedroom. Because it’s an unfamiliar place. So, he has been dealing with a 

concussion… since March” (Patricia, July 12, 2019, Interview).  

Ralph added to his wife’s account by pointing out that he injured himself three times after 

the fire. The first two injuries were related to the being on their lot after the fire. In the first case, 

Ralph stepped on a nail when wearing tennis shoes to walk through the debris and ended up in a 

hospital. In the second incident, Ralph “smashed his hand” when attempting to clear the debris 

out of the lot. However, according to Ralph, his physical injuries were connected to his state of 

mind at the time, as he added: 

And then, the third one, of course, was my head concussion, which was... you know, if I 

probably wasn’t suffering from the PTSD, and I wasn’t all emotional that night, I 

probably wouldn’t have done that (Ralph, July 12, 2019, Interview). 

 Ralph was forthcoming about being diagnosed with PTSD in the months following the 

fire. Cecilia also openly discussed her worsening depression and anxiety symptoms. These are 

not rare diagnoses after a disaster. Garfin & Silver (2016) emphasize that given the “robust 

findings linking natural disasters to psychosocial problems that may persist long after the 

structural debris has been cleared” (42), policies are essential to appropriately meeting the short 

and long-term needs of the impacted population.   

 In the case of the Woolsey Fire, it seems this type of relief is continuously offered by the 

various agents involved (e.g., local government, third sector organizations, and even local mental 

health professionals). Cecilia, for instance, was offered free individual therapy sessions through a 
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local foundation, which she was happy to use for a couple of months. Nonetheless, she 

mentioned when a former therapist she had seen about a year before the fire heard that the 

Woolsey Fire had impacted her area, he contacted her offering a few free therapy sessions, and 

then a discounted plan. Since then, she has been seeing him once a month.  

Identifying populations most in need and appropriate timing for the service offerings is 

essential to maximize limited relief funds (Garfin & Silver, 2016). In this case, group therapy 

sessions and support group meetings have been widely advertised on social media, targeting 

specific groups such as Facebook groups created and managed for or by Woolsey Fire survivors 

(Social Media Observations, 2019). 

 Further, independent accounts voluntarily offered by participants indicate that some of 

the displaced people died shortly after the fire. The voluntary mention of deaths (no questions 

were asked on this topic) seems to indicate that some of the participants in this study perceive the 

impacts of the disaster on one’s well-being to be extreme. With no evidence to confirm such a 

connection, it is reasonable to say that participants, to some extent, perceive the trauma imposed 

by the disaster as a potential contributor to one’s death:  

Well, it is hard. It's definitely hard... Since the fire, nine people have died here. I think it’s 

due to the fire, to stress. Old [people] that didn't need to die. That’s… that’s stress… 90% 

of the people that burned up are… [cries] (Jacob, August 20, 2019, Interview). 

Living in transition may also interfere in the nexus of space and time perceptions. The 

discussion involving the nature of time and its role in the development of human consciousness, 

self, and identity is not particularly novel. Over the last century, psychologists have suggested 

that perceptions of time are part of the foundation from which conscious thought and behavior 
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emerge. As such, temporal perceptions have been considered the primary context through which 

humans understand and make sense of their life experiences. 

 In a cross-sectional and longitudinal study of traumatized individuals, which included one 

sample consisting of two Southern California communities devastated by fire, Holman and Silver 

(1998) looked at the relations between an individual’s temporal orientation and long-term 

psychological distress. Results indicated that individuals with a past temporal orientation—when 

one focuses attention on prior life experiences—was associated with elevated levels of distress 

long after the trauma (or the traumatic event) had passed, even when controlling for the degree of 

rumination reported. Rumination is an interesting concept in this study. Also described as 

intrusive or repetitive thoughts about past experiences, rumination may occur in response to 

many different types of trauma, such as from disasters (Holman & Silver, 1998). 

 Intrusive or repetitive thoughts about past experiences were frequently mentioned by 

participants in this study and on various occasions. Interestingly, spatial features of the lost home 

and lost objects appear to be an evident trigger to such thoughts. Not having the objects that one 

would expect a house to have, or not knowing what one has at that new house seem to cause 

similar reactions, as in Patricia’s case: 

You’re moving into somebody else’s home. It's all fairly furnished, which is great, but 

it’s not your stuff. It’s not your house… I got groceries, and I was going to make 

something, and I knew that there was stuff in the kitchen. There is like, you know, there’s 

pots and pans, and plates, and everything. But little things, like a baking pan. You would 

assume that you would have a baking pan to heat something up. They didn’t have a 
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baking pan… oh, okay, well… it’s like we don't even know what was here (Patricia, July 

12, 2019, Interview). 

 Correspondingly, for Rita, who had lived (in August of 2019) in about twelve different 

hotels since the night of the fire, the absence of her things is noticeable, as she points out: 

When somebody’s lost everything like this, and I've talked to some of my other 

neighbors, we end up having these flashbacks and, and sometimes you know, where 

people are just kind of doing their day and then all of a sudden you think in your mind 

“Oh, yeah, that dish…” and, and you go to reach for something, and you say, wait a 

minute, I don't have that anymore. Or if you want to look at a photograph of summit 

anything “Oh, that album that had the picture.” And then “Oh, I don't have that.” Or you 

want to listen to some music that you might have had somewhere on something. It’s 

gone. And it’s… you don't think about it all at once. It sorts of goes in little increments 

(Rita, August 13, 2019, Interview). 

 The nexus of space and time perceptions that may trigger rumination seem to be 

aggravated by living in a precarious environment, in which daily frustrations caused by 

inappropriate spatial features or the absence of known objects lead to comparisons to what one 

used to have in their home. For Patricia, for example, the “little things that we take for granted” 

would make her think of her lost home: the lack of garbage disposal, the absence of an ice 

maker, or the newly-renovated deck that overlooked a reservoir that is now gone. 

 Based on these analyses, living in temporary living arrangements may contribute to 

ruminative or intrusive thinking in the context of coping with trauma.  
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Patricia concluded the walkthrough of her temporary house in a big patio overlooking the 

mountains by saying, “Beautiful view, but I personally like water views. You know, I like 

water,” referring to the reservoir view she had in her lost home. Ralph noticed the instant sadness 

in Patricia’s face, apparently brought by the comparison, and added, “Someday, dear... It [the 

reservoir] was beautiful, but I think… we are going to settle for a little water fountain on the new 

condo” (Ralph, July 12, 2019, Walkthrough). 

2.3.2    Housing is not Always a Home 

As Patricia and Ralph sat in the living room of the guest house they are renting from a 

friend, the couple flipped through the pages of a booklet portraying the still-under-construction 

condo they were buying the following week. “It [the condo] will be home. That’s what we 

need… a home. Because this is not” (Patricia, July 12, 2019, Interview). 

 Home is an ambiguous concept, and it cannot be taken for granted. There is a lack of 

consensus about the uses of terminology, including “housing,” “dwelling,” and “home” 

(Lawrence, 1987; 1997). The distinction between these terms has been discussed by vast 

scholarship (for an overview, see Lawrence, 1987).  

From the perspectives of economics and politics, the tenure status of housing with its 

implications for personal control is the critical variable that defines what makes a house a home 

(Johnson, 1971). The tenured status of housing is somewhat restrictive and cannot account for a 

large portion of the population in many countries that choose to rent housing units. However, 

often used to explain the meaning of home (e.g., Saunders, 1990), ownership seems to be 

especially relevant in the U.S. cultural context. 
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 To Cox and Perry (2011), within the dominant Western discourse, home is constructed as 

the site of the most significant power and control. Further, homeownership is seen as a 

necessary, desirable, and healthy milestone, which constructs the subjectivity of the homeowner 

as a better citizen. The notion of home thus has multiple layers of meaning and engages both a 

physical and symbolic discourse. Hence, the loss of home can have powerful meanings for 

people. 

 Rita, for instance, compares her lack of ownership of a house and all of the objects 

contained in it to the status of a dead person: 

It has been eight months, and I don’t own a thing. Now, that is a real interesting concept. 

I mean, you know, normally, when somebody is in a situation like mine, it’s after they’re 

dead, you know, it’s that… you die, and you don’t take it with you. And then it is up to 

your family to distribute your belongings or do what they want with them or hang on to 

them. But in my case, who knows... if I live another 30 years or more, what is it going to 

be like, for me, to keep living without anything? I mean, that is a new one. Not many 

people get to experience that (Rita, August 13, 2019, Interview). 

 To the conversation of ownership, Rita added: “everything that I actually own, no joke, is 

what I can fit in my car.” Cecilia also shared the estrangement of not owning a thing. Cecilia 

expressed her conflicting feelings about the apartment she rented to live with her 18-year-old 

son, after weeks of both of them sleeping on friends’ couches and living by other arrangements 

made by her church leaders:  

When I first got here, I felt great because I had one place to roost. Now that I’ve been 

here a while… I’m miserable here. It’s depressing. This isn’t home. There are no 
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memories [cries] We don’t have any of our stuff. And, I mean, not that stuff is that much, 

but you have a certain comfort to having your bed, and your sheets, and your towels, and 

your “this,” your “that…” And there’s just like, nothing (Cecilia, August 6, 2019, 

Interview). 

 When asked about the pieces of furniture filling every corner of the apartment, Cecilia 

clarified:  

This was a friends’ table [touches the dining table], like most of stuff. There are very few 

things that we bought. Like, a lot of people helped as far as giving us stuff. The only 

[thing] I think we bought was that couch there [motions to the living room]. That was the 

only thing we bought and our beds. I can’t remember which [Goodwill and Salvation 

Army] did which… One gave us gift cards and stuff. They gave us vouchers. I got a $200 

voucher for furniture, so we went in, and we bought small things that we could… like, we 

got this nesting set of tables [points to a set of small tables by the wall], so we just use 

those as side tables and, you know… my son, he just has a little storage thing and a big 

table… so we just haven’t gone crazy… I don't want to buy stuff until I totally go back 

home. This isn’t home. That’s why nothing is on the walls and stuff… really, very barren, 

which is very depressing [cries] And I don’t want to nest here, because I'm getting out of 

here, as soon as I can (Cecilia, August 6, 2019, Interview). 

 It has been posited that household living, along with its daily patterns and use, is what 

turns a house into a home (e.g., Turgut & Ünügür, 1995). That might be true for conventional 

housing arrangements and circumstances in which relocation is optional. However, in this case, 

household patterns and use seem to be only one part of a more complex process of adaption to 
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forced displacement and relocation to precarious environments. Ownership status of the house 

and of all things that are contained in it (both the objects themselves and the memories that may 

be engrained in them) seem to play a role in the recovery process of the Woolsey Fire displacees. 

Some helpful concepts in better understanding the complexity of household living 

include the concept of habitus and the concept of dwelling. In developing the concept of habitus, 

Bourdieu (1986) challenged clear-cut distinctions between psychological, social, and physical 

processes, arguing that they are engrained with one another in the course of everyday life. 

However, in the specific context of disasters, some scholars have criticized an apparent 

overemphasis on social capital in the theorizing of managing the loss of home. They argue that 

the repeated focus on social processes minimizes other vital factors, such as the built 

environment and its meanings to the well-being of people (Cox & Perry, 2011). In illuminating 

the potential of the built environment, some have drawn tacit connections to place and the 

multiple meanings it can assume in peoples' lives. 

Likewise, in his work The Perception of the Environment, Tim Ingold (2000) offers a 

persuasive approach to understanding how human beings perceive their surroundings and inhabit 

an environment. In the twenty-three essays comprising his book, Ingold focuses on what it means 

to “dwell,” weaving together approaches from various disciplines, such as anthropology, 

environmental psychology, and phenomenology. For this purpose, he turns to Martin 

Heidegger’s evocative essay Building Dwelling Thinking in Poetry, Language, Thought (1971), 

in which Heidegger asks what it means to build and to dwell, and what the relation is between 

building and dwelling.  
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In the hegemonic view in the Western discourse, Heidegger (1971) posits that building 

and dwelling are separable but complementary activities, related as means to ends. To dwell, in 

this sense, means merely “to occupy a house, a dwelling place.” The building is a container for 

certain life activities. Yet, Heidegger (1971, p. 146) asks, “do the houses in themselves hold any 

guarantee that dwelling occurs in them?”  

Ingold (2000) clarify matters by calling the physical structure, the building in itself, the 

“house,” and the setting within which people dwell the “home.” Heidegger’s question can then 

be rephrased as the following: “what does it take for a house to be a home?” To pose the 

question in this form suggests there must be more to dwelling than the mere fact of occupation, 

which is consistent with this study’s findings. To dwell, in this study, is linked to the multiple 

meanings that occupants ascribe to a house, an idea that will be explored in the next chapter. 

 

Chapter Conclusion  

 There were many different temporary housing arrangements made as a response to 

displacement by people impacted by the Woolsey Fire. This study focused on the experiences of 

some of those whose temporary arrangements have lasted for months after the fire. Analysis of 

the data sought an understanding of what their lives looked like when living in transition and 

recovering from the loss of home. Two emerging themes seem to play a role in the participants’ 

lives, despite their different types of temporary living arrangements. 

First, aspects of one’s well-being were consistently related to the spatial characteristics of 

temporary housing. Participants, without being asked, frequently made a point on how they or 
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their family members had their physical and mental health impacted by the displacement caused 

by the wildfire. This was true not only in relation to the disaster itself, but also in relation to the 

daily frustrations imposed by the temporary housing. 

 In addition, indicators of a past temporal orientation were present in participants’ speech 

(e.g., they often recounted past events using the present tense) and by the information they 

shared (e.g., mostly past or present experiences, and rarely about plans for the future). These 

indicators of a specific temporal perception indicate what is foremost in their minds. In this case, 

most participants seemed to focus their attention on the past. Such behavior has been linked to 

difficulty in recovering from trauma. For the participants in this study, undesired spatial 

characteristics and the absence of objects in the temporary housing arrangement seem to notably 

contribute to intrusive or repetitive thoughts about past experiences through mechanisms such as 

rumination. 

Second, there was a recurring distinction implied by participants that a temporary living 

arrangement can be a house, but it is not always a home. In many instances, participants tried to 

distinguish their temporary living arrangements from their lost homes by pointing out an absence 

of meaning and memories embedded in the temporary house itself and its objects. In contrast, 

when referring to their lost homes, spatial features and objects were frequently related to people, 

meanings, and memories. Also commonly used to distinguish a house from home were 

possessive nouns, indicating the absence versus presence (respectively) of ownership, power, and 

control.  

Interestingly, such a combination of themes point to displacement and relocation to 

temporary housing as a traumatic experience as it relates more to meanings of place (e.g., power 
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and control) than the place itself, which may reinforce the role of place in one’s identity. 

Nonetheless, previous studies have shown that despite the ruptures caused by displacement, 

commitment to remake place connections remains strong, and people press on to remake their 

lives and start again (e.g., Fullilove, 2013, 2016; Greene et al., 2011; Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 

2016). 
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Chapter 3: Displacement and Replacements 

The previous chapters investigated the long-lasting traumatic experiences of survivors, 

specifically displacement caused by the Woolsey Fire and relocation decisions based on 

compromise given the limited temporary housing options available. Chapter 1 thoroughly 

described the fire, which was driven by converging environmental conditions and anthropogenic 

pressures and caught even the experienced Southern California fire official responders and long-

time residents by surprise. Subsequently, this chapter described disaster responses that were 

deemed insufficient by affected communities, including the inconsistent provision of temporary 

housing. 

Chapter 2 then engaged theories of place to explore the link between temporary housing 

options and the trauma experienced by displaced survivors. Moreover, this study suggested the 

use of a cultural-ecological lens to engage such place theories, showing how, for the survivors, 

the impossibility to make appropriate living arrangements represents yet another type of trauma. 

In this way, the experience of loss of place lasted longer than the duration of the event or the pain 

caused by witness one’s destruction of home by the fire. As participants lived in temporary 

housing (often precarious living arrangements) for months, many of them described how 

physical characteristics of these built environments represented daily disaffections that caused 

participants to relive the loss of their places through psychological processes such as rumination 

(described in section 2.3.1 Temporary Housing and Well-Being). 

Furthermore, for this population, these long-lasting effects of the loss of place directly 

relate to the multiple meanings a home can have (e.g., power and control, according to the 

findings described in section 2.3.2), which reinforced the role of place in one’s identity. In 
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agreement with the cultural-ecological view of place taken in this study, the concept of place 

meaning was found to be extremely important to Southern Californians in terms of how they 

viewed and coped with the loss of home after the fire. 

In other words, to Woolsey Fire survivors, their homes were often associated with stories 

of their lives: how they obtained and selected their homes, what they did to make these homes 

suitable to their lives, and more. Therefore, beyond a physical building they occupied, their 

homes were made special because of the emotional investment into their homes. This is 

consistent with Ingold’s (2000) suggestion that there is more to dwelling (i.e., transforming a 

house into a home) than the mere fact of occupation. 

Therefore, after a disaster, appropriate responses should be provided to address the need 

for housing. Appropriate housing provides conditions for its occupants to dwell, i.e., to make 

emotional investments that will transform it into a home. In addition, the need for housing also 

should be addressed quickly, because losing a house is more than a physical deprivation: it is a 

loss of intangible constructs (e.g., dignity and identity, mentioned by scholars such as Barakat, 

2003). The restoration of such constructs is critically necessary for the context of disaster 

displacement and trauma.  

Thus, despite the ruptures caused by displacement, previous studies have shown that a 

commitment to remake place connections remains strong, and people press on to remake their 

lives and start again after relocating to a new home (e.g., Fullilove, 2013, 2016; Greene et al., 

2011; Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2016). This is the scope of the second section of this chapter. It 

draws from parallel cases of groups of people living in transition to examine how these people 
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still engage with their temporary living arrangements’ architecture to construct notions of home 

(e.g., homemaking) in displacement.  

By identifying correlate examples of homemaking in transition, section 3.2 discusses life 

in post-disaster temporary housing and what intrinsic barriers and supports for homemaking may 

be present in this type of living arrangement. In this way, we explore not only the possible 

meanings a home can have (beyond power and control, as described on section 2.3.2, and dignity 

and identity, e.g., Barakat, 2003), but also how temporary living arrangements made in the 

aftermath of the Woolsey Fire support or do not support the displacees efforts of remaking place 

connections.  

Lastly, through the experiences of the participants in this type of temporary housing, their 

views on the material aspect of these places, and their understanding of the barriers and 

supportive elements to homemaking in their temporary living arrangements, we develop an 

understanding of homemaking in transition. This understanding is intimately connected to the 

architecture of temporary housing where the displaced fire survivors are meant to be “homed” in 

Southern California. 

Walkthrough sessions were conducted. This observational data tended to complement 

participant interviews and assisted in addressing the driving question: How have displaced 

survivors remade places for themselves in temporary housing?  Findings suggest that while 

displaced survivors try to achieve the qualities of a “home” in temporary housing (i.e., 

homemaking), the materiality (i.e., physical characteristics) of the housing solutions where these 

qualities are acquired or negotiated become important symbolic markers of becoming “homed.” 
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These findings reflect on the wider role of the architecture of temporary housing in the 

homemaking process.  

The final section in this chapter specifically contributes to shifting the focus of housing 

assessments from the housing design to the survivors’ experience in temporary housing.  Section 

3.3 focuses on the multilayered strategies used by fire survivors to remake “homes” after the fire. 

It examines how they created culturally meaningful interiors through homemaking processes that 

included a variety of significant strategies. Among the strategies revealed in the data, virtual 

homemaking is especially noteworthy.  

In the aftermath of the Woolsey Fire, virtual environments were used to support real 

people-environment relationship goals. According to Stokols (2018), virtual communications, 

when successful, may enhance collaborations and mutual understanding among people. 

Accordingly, in this study, two primary positive outcomes (i.e., neighborhood bonding and 

collaborative efforts for neighborhood rebuilding) were observed as arising from successful 

communication among survivors, and therefore, will be thoroughly explored as it supported 

some survivors’ re-making of their places. 

 

3.1 Meanings of Home 

In recent years, attention has begun to focus upon displaced people’s own experiences of 

loss of place and, by extension, their understandings of home as a place. However, the most 

robust work in this scholarship remains focused on exploring meanings of home for traditional 

households, i.e., middle-class families living in single-family detached houses.  
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The first section of this chapter (3.1.1 Literature Review) reviews the mainstream 

literature on home meaning at the housing scale in contemporary North American culture, arising 

from studies on people-environment relationships in behavioral-human research. By identifying 

a gap that occurs due to selection bias in such studies, the subsequent section (3.1.2) discusses 

home meaning for non-traditional populations or those living in non-traditional housing 

arrangements (e.g., immigrants, elderly, and homeless persons). 

3.1.1.    Literature Review 

Although studies on the meaning of home sometimes involving larger-scale 

environments, such as neighborhoods, geographical regions, or countries (e.g., Sopher, 1979), 

these studies have mainly given the focus on the issue of housing. At this scale, Després (1991) 

found that, depending on the favored theoretical perspective, studies propose various 

interpretations of the forces, thereby contributing to the definition of the meaning of home for its 

occupants. Consistent with EDR literature, behavioral-human theoretical approaches commonly 

used to interpret the meaning of home are the territorial model, the psychological model, the 

socio-psychological model, and the phenomenological and developmental model.  

Through these behavioral-human approaches, relevant interpretations of home have been 

empirically identified and multiple categories of meaning described by their occupants in various 

studies (e.g., Baker, Kramer & Gilbert, 1987; Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981; 

Hayward, 1977; Rakoff, 1977; Sebba & Churchman, 1986; Sixsmith, 1986). The categories of 

meaning most consistently identified in these studies were systematized by Després (1991) as the 

following: 
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Home as Security and Control. This first category of meaning refers to home as the sole 

area of control for the individual and as the provider of a sense of physical security. 

Home as a Reflection of One’s Ideas. People refer to their home as a symbol of how 

they see themselves and want to be seen by others. It is essential to people that their home 

expresses their tastes, interests, and character. This dimension is expressed through furniture, 

decoration, objects, and meaningful possessions contained in the home. 

Home as Acting Upon and Modifying One’s Dwelling. This meaning of home emerges 

from the process of controlling and acting upon one’s environment, including people’s physical, 

financial, and emotional involvement with their dwelling unit. This process may also provide a 

sense of achievement and control, a place for self-expression, and a place for freedom of action. 

Home as Permanence and Continuity. Home is also a temporal process; i.e., it can only 

be experienced over time. Through weeks, months, or years, a house becomes a home—a 

familiar environment, providing its residents with a sense of belonging somewhere, of having 

roots. Home can also mean memories (e.g., a childhood home, a home where one's children were 

raised, a home before a spouse died), indicating a connection with past experiences. 

Interestingly, this dimension of home is also a function of how much the housing unit fits one’s 

changing life objectives, aspirations, and future goals. 

Home as Relationships with Family. This category of meaning refers to home as a 

place to strengthen and secure relationships with the people for whom one cares. Home is seen as 

the locus of intense emotional experience, and as providing an atmosphere of social 

understanding where one’s actions, opinions, and moods are accepted. This dimension also 
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involves ideas as a place to share with others, to entertain with relatives and friends, and to raise 

children. 

Home as Center of Activities. A home may act as the support of work, hobby, and 

leisure activities, as well as activities related to human physiological needs. 

Home as a Refuge from the Outside World. Home as heaven or sanctuary is an 

essential meaning of a home. It relates to ideas as a place to get away from outside pressures, a 

place where one can control the level of social interaction, and a place for privacy and 

independence. 

Home as an Indicator of Personal Status. Although ranked among the least important 

categories of meaning for the home, it is relatively important to people that their home show 

their social status, status being mostly understood by individuals’ socio-economic position. 

Home as Material Structure. This category of meaning refers to the concrete physical 

dimensions of a home as it relates to its unchangeable and structural properties. The material 

structure includes physical characteristics of the neighborhood, type of construction of the 

dwelling, size and spatial organization of the unit, the amount of space in and around it, and the 

services and facilities available within it. The aesthetic characteristics of the dwelling, such as 

style and unique features, are also part of this dimension. 

Home as a Place to Own. This dimension of a home is often associated with a positive 

experience of home as freedom of action, controlled space, and permanency. Ownership is often 

perceived as giving solid foundations to family life and also plays an essential role in the pride 
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people take in their homes. Especially in the U.S., it is associated with significant economic 

investment and adulthood milestones. 

 

Although illuminating, Després (1991) points to two significant limitations in most of 

these studies: first, an interpretative bias due to the single use of behavioral-human theoretical 

approaches to interpreting the meaning of home, and second, a selective bias (i.e., mostly 

traditional types of households and residential settings were studied). 

To address the first shortcoming, I suggest looking at other studies within EDR and 

housing research that investigate home-meanings from a more pragmatic perspective. These 

studies add societal and material aspects of housing to the discussion, thereby adding to the 

richness of this study. For instance, forces that are specific to North American culture inform 

how participants in this study make meanings and make homes. As exemplified next, such forces 

are engrained in ideological discourses and in the history of federal housing policies in the U.S. 

Ideological Discourses. A significant force influencing the meaning of the North 

American home is the “moralist type of discourse inspired by the Romantic philosophy” 

(Després, 1991, p. 104). These discourses developed around a desire to extinguish the dichotomy 

between nature and culture, the association of country life with innocence and virtue, the 

perception of women and children as morally superior beings, and finally, the promotion of the 

home as a refuge from urban life where family and women were protected from the corruption of 

city life (Després, 1991). Consequently, architectural discourses inspired by this philosophy 

contributed to the formation of a specific image for the home in the U.S.: the single-family, 

detached house in a country-like setting. This image impacted the selection of the bungalow style 
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at the beginning of the twentieth century and later, the suburban model as ideal homes (Jackson, 

1985). Similarly, political discourses promoted homeownership as the symbol of democracy and 

as a device by which political order was to be protected from socialism and communism 

(Marcuse, 1980). 

Federal Housing Policies. Parallel to ideological discourses, over the years, federal 

housing policies have acted as catalysts in the formation of the meaning of the North American 

home. Among them is the federally-secured mortgage, introduced in the 1930s by the federal 

government to boost residential construction during the great depression. This policy made 

homeownership accessible, and the middle-class suburban family with a new house acquired 

through federally-secured mortgage became a stereotype in the U.S. (Checkoway, 1980; Jackson, 

1985). Similarly, the federal tax policy regarding homeownership is another example. This 

policy allowed homeowners to deduct mortgage interest and real estate taxes from their gross 

income when calculating their taxes (Checkoway, 1980; Marcuse, 1980). To this day, 

homeownership is perceived by many Americans as a way of reducing their tax returns. 

 

In conclusion, interpretative models of the meaning of home should be developed not 

only from behavioral-human theories, but also from perspectives that consider the material (i.e., 

built environment) and sociocultural factors as vital forces in the production and reproduction of 

home meaning. It is this interplay that makes for a true cultural-ecological understanding of the 

multiple meanings a home can have for their occupants. 
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3.1.2    Home-Meaning in Non-Traditional Housing Arrangements 

This section addresses the second shortcoming arising from the review of mainstream 

home-meaning scholarship (i.e., selective bias) by shedding light on studies that examined non-

traditional housing arrangements. The literature has mostly addressed home meaning for 

traditional households. However, there is a growing concern in recent studies that call for the 

exploration of the lives of different groups of people than those that dominated earlier research 

as well as groups of people living in non-traditional housing arrangements (Després, 1991; 

Rivlin & Moore, 2001).  

For instance, by looking at groups of people living in transition, a more complex and 

complete conceptualization of home emerges.  Some of these groups involve immigrants (e.g., 

Greene et al., 2011; Mazumdar et al., 2000; Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2016), the elderly (e.g., 

Dupuis & Thorns, 1996), and homeless persons (e.g., May, 2000; Moore, 1998; Moore & Canter, 

1993; Rivlin, 1990). Such studies recognize that, while somewhat different across groups, 

processes of constructing notions of home are present in non-traditional housing arrangements, 

and they flow throughout a lifetime.  

Through a Naturalistic Field Research, Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2016) examined the 

choices, preferences, and decisions made by Vietnamese Americans in Southern California to 

rebuild their homes and interiors. The lessons from this study on homemaking in displacement 

reveal their conceptualizations of a home as a cultural investment (i.e., interior spaces were 

created to facilitate culture-specific living, lifestyle, use, activities, and interactions); home as 

cultural accommodation (i.e., spaces were modified and transformed to accommodate cultural 
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values and preferences); and home as a cultural repository (i.e., home as a container for artifacts, 

paintings, art, and more).  

The meaning of home to the elderly was the subject of study among older homeowners in 

New Zealand. Dupuis & Thorns (1996) demonstrated that the meaning of home reflects specific 

sets of cultural circumstances. For this group of older homeowners, the home was synonymous 

with homeownership and reflected deeply held concerns for security, family, and continuity. 

Another group of people living in unconventional arrangements that have been the 

subject of a more robust investigation are homeless persons. Increasing attention on homeless 

peoples’ understandings and experiences of homelessness has focused on the varying 

experiences of home held by those who are currently homeless. However, such work has been 

concerned with an examination of people’s experiences of “home as residence,” and far less 

attention is paid to homeless people’s understandings of what might be termed “home as place” 

(May, 2000, p. 737).   

As homelessness continues to be inevitably associated with the experience of movement, 

such an omission is startling. As homeless people move within, between, and through places 

(sometimes by necessity, sometimes by choice), such movements are liable to have a significant 

impact upon one’s sense of home experience of homelessness. For instance, when examining the 

understandings of the home as place articulated by single homeless men living in night shelters 

on the south coast of England, May (2000) found that it is not uncommon for those staying in 

such accommodations to articulate a sense of being “slightly homeless” as they equate “real 

homelessness” with the experience of sleeping rough (p. 738).  
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Therefore, homeless persons seem to make sense of their experiences by drawing upon 

normative constructions that equate homelessness with only the most extreme forms of 

rooflessness. In this way, their understanding of home tends to mirror the qualities often 

associated with a sense of home by the traditionally housed population. Accordingly, May 

(2000) learned that homeless persons equated the concept of home with feelings of belonging, 

safety and security, independence, and control over one’s interactions with others.  

While homelessness is an extreme case of unconventional living arrangements, this and 

other cases provide parallel studies for understanding life in transition. These cases have been 

more consistently studied than situations involving disaster displacement and serve as 

antecedents to support the primary point made in this chapter: people living in non-traditional 

housing also make sense of their experiences by drawing upon normative constructions of home. 

As their understanding of home tends to mirror qualities often associated with a sense of home as 

described by traditionally housed population, these people often employ homemaking efforts to 

make non-traditional living arrangements somewhat conform to those qualities. 

Therefore, despite place ruptures (e.g., disaster displacement) efforts to remake 

meaningful place connections remain strong. The presence of homemaking efforts in non-

traditional housing arrangements is possible as this process “does not arrive with a roof over a 

person's head” (Rivlin & Moore, 2001, p. 324). There are practical supports and barriers to this 

process, which will be discussed in the next section. 
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3.2 Homemaking in Transition 

For some people, the process of transition from being unsettled to re-housed is one that 

flows naturally. This process is tied in with the course of development, the move from 

dependence to independence, and the acquisition of skills needed to settle into a place. However, 

for others, this process can be challenging and difficult and may extend over significant periods, 

if not a lifetime. 

It has been argued that people who, at a particular point in their lives find themselves 

without a place they consider to be home, are often thinking about a home of the future or 

reflecting on a home of the past (Horwitz & Tognoli, 1982).  

In their accounts, the Woolsey Fire displaced survivors participating in this study 

overwhelmingly presented a past orientation. This may be due to the sudden nature of disaster 

displacement, distinguishing these peoples’ experiences to those who are devoid of places 

throughout time due to a persistent condition or a series of events. This is consistent with 

Altman’s (1993) suggestion that home meanings are brought to the forefront, especially in 

instances of disruption, loss, upheaval, and trauma in people’s lives. In this context, homemaking 

efforts may play an even more essential role in the lives of displacees as they cope with the loss 

of place and adapt to relocation. 

3.2.1    Parallel Cases of Homemaking in Transition 

Homemaking involves the personalization of space with meaningful objects (Mazumdar 

& Mazumdar, 2016). These may remind people of their past, specifically places, friends, family, 

and religion, and significant “personal mementos.” In a context of displacement, Parkin (1999) 
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emphasizes that such meaningful objects, “under the conditions of rapid and sometimes violent 

flight… may take the place of interpersonal relations as a depository of sentiment and cultural 

knowledge” (p. 317). Moreover, for some, displacement can lead to a greater sense of attachment 

to these cherished possessions and places (Feld & Basso, 1996). 

Homemaking is also referred to as the creation of home qualities. Correspondingly, it 

acknowledges that homemaking processes include “encounter, spirit, impressions, is open to and 

includes poetics, aesthetics, romance, imaging and imagination, and people's feelings and 

emotions, including unique experiences, and intersubjectivity” (Mazumdar, 2009, p. 9). This 

view recognizes that there may be variations in cultures, where culture and its effects on 

experience are accommodated. 

To better understand the meaningful adaptative efforts of people displaced by disasters, 

this section draws a parallel through examples of groups that have been attempting to remake 

place connections and restore a sense of place after relocation. One such group consists of 

immigrants that actively create meaningful spaces for themselves in a new country.  

In an ethnographic study in Southern California, Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2012) 

looked at homes of immigrants from India, Vietnam, Indonesia, Philippines, Iran, China, and 

Taiwan. They found that home gardens, for example, play an important role in the lives of those 

immigrants. For these persons, their home gardens can be a religious space, a culture space 

through plants, fruits, and flowers, an ecological space, and a family memorial space. The 

addition and maintenance of these home gardens “enable immigrants to engage with, 

personalize, and experience their new environment in deeply meaningful ways” (Mazumdar & 

Mazumdar, 2012, p. 258). 
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Despite the challenges faced by forcibly displaced groups being different from those of 

voluntary immigrants (Fullilove, 2016; Greene et al., 2011; Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2016), 

empirical evidence has shown that meaningful adaptation to the new environment is still present. 

For instance, Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2016) examined how Vietnamese immigrants displaced 

by war in their home-country engaged in creating meaningful spaces for themselves in the 

U.S.— a setting with vastly different customs, values, buildings, and institutions. Similarly, in a 

study of families forcibly displaced from various countries for distinct reasons, Greene et al. 

(2011) found that these families were actively engaged in adapting to their new communities by 

confronting barriers while mourning their losses.  

Further, at a community level, Mazumdar, Mazumdar, Docuyanan, & McLaughlin (2000) 

examined the physical, social, symbolic, and emotional significance of Little Saigon in the lives 

of Vietnamese immigrants. Their findings highlight how the built environment interacts with the 

immigrants’ social, commercial, and ritual activities “to create and sustain a sense of place, 

foster community identity, and structure social relations” (Mazumdar et al., 2000, p. 319). 

Similarly, in a study of community recovery after disaster displacement from the McLure 

Fire in Canada, Cox and Perry (2011) concluded that the collective disruption caused by the fire 

exposed the roles of place and home that were taken for granted in the identity formation of 

residents, thus triggering a collective identity crisis. In this way, the McLure Fire acted as an 

insertion point: a time and place in which routine social practices were disrupted and the smooth 

functioning of those affected was interrupted. The authors suggest that the direct encounter with 

our materiality and with suffering calls forth more than coping. They posit that through this 

“pause,” a discursive opening is created where a process of navigating, negotiating, and 

reconstructing identity, or reorientation, is initiated (Cox & Perry, 2011). 
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Massey and Turpin (2013) argue that because of their architectural shells, interiors are 

often perceived as being more permanent than they are. But this is an ideal, reinforced by notions 

of good everlasting design and promulgated partly by architectural modernism. While interiors 

may be altered or changed over time, even from day to day, this usually affects mostly the 

character or function of the interior. Yet, what about the interiors having a purpose that is 

specifically temporary, unplanned, or makeshift? The makeshift environment, particularly the 

interiors, supports activities that encourage new person-environment relationships. These 

temporary interiors encourage experimentation in the production of places. 

The flexibility of interiors offers residents the scope to adapt to a myriad of surroundings 

for any number of reasons. This is by no means a fully inclusive conversation about the 

temporary interior environments, but as we have witnessed natural disasters that have wiped out 

entire communities, requiring immediate shelter for those displaced from their homes, temporary 

housing is being created all over the world. They should not be considered any less relevant to 

the discourse because of their ephemerality. 

3.2.2    Living in Post-Disaster Temporary Housing  

In disasters such as wildfires, buildings suffer extensive damages, and many of them burn 

down entirely. The destruction of houses is one of the most visible effects of a disaster and 

causes a high number of people to become displaced. It is widely accepted that in order to bring 

back the livelihoods of the affected communities, a rebuilding program should start as soon as 

possible (United Nations Disaster Relief Coordinator [UNDRO], 1982). In the meantime, 

housing provision plays a crucial role in those programs since it is one of the most important 

needs for people and essential for their well-being (Barakat, 2003). 
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The definition of temporary housing is not a simple topic. According to UNDRO (1982), 

temporary housing is one of the eight basic types of post-disaster shelter provision. Considering 

temporary housing a shelter type, the classification proposed by UNDRO seems to reflect what 

Quarantelli (1995) considers the variety of unclear and inconsistent ways the terms “shelter” and 

“housing” are used in disaster literature.  

Proposing a definition of four distinct stages of housing that may be employed in post-

disaster situations, Quarantelli (1995) makes a distinction between sheltering and housing. While 

sheltering refers to a place to stay during the immediate aftermath of the disaster suspending 

daily activities, housing denotes the return to household responsibilities and daily routine. Based 

on this distinction, Quarantelli (1995) proposes that re-housing happens in four stages:  

Emergency Shelter. A place where survivors stay for a short period of time during the 

height of the emergency, which can be in the house of a friend or in a public shelter. 

Temporary Shelter. Used for an expected short stay, ideally no more than a few weeks 

after the disaster. This may be a tent, a public mass shelter, etc.  

Temporary Housing. The place where the survivors can reside temporarily, usually 

planned for six months to three years, return to their normal daily activities, and can take the 

form of a prefabricated house, a rented house, etc. 

Permanent Housing. Return to the rebuilt house or resettle in a new one to live 

permanently. 
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This way, temporary housing can be defined as (a) an object, which means the physical 

structure people reside in after a disaster; (b) a part of the post-disaster re-housing program; or 

(c) a place that serves the function to shelter people during the period since the disaster occurs 

until they are resettled in a permanent place to live (Quarantelli, 1995; Johnson, 2007).  

Since the duration of reconstruction lasts a long time, there is a time gap that needs to be 

bridged over, and temporary housing seems to be the evident option (Johnson, Lizarralde, & 

Davidson, 2010). At that moment, uncertainty is replaced by security, allowing families to regain 

the necessary stability to reorganize their future.  

Moreover, Johnson (2007) emphasizes that it is not only crucial to provide temporary 

housing as soon as possible but also to offer a comfort level consistent with common standards 

of living. This way, even if temporary, the location and quality of housing are extremely 

important to promote the return to normalcy in an uncertain situation after a disaster. It also 

makes sense to think of living in transition as a continuum from “rooflessness” to 

“homefulness,” with varying physical qualities of temporary housing and shelter in between 

(Moore, Canter, Stockley, & Drake, 1995; Rivlin & Moore, 2001). 

A frequent response to disaster displacement is the provision of formal temporary 

housing projects or top-down approaches, which means that units are provided by governments 

and non-governmental organizations. Most of these solutions are prefabricated, mass-produced, 

and standardized, such as ready-made units and kit supplies. Despite being a way to promote 

successful reconstruction programs, these types of temporary housing solutions are often 

considered inappropriate and are even rejected by recipients (Lizarralde & Davidson, 2006; 

Oliver, 2003; Mazumdar, 2012).  
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The designs of such types of temporary housing have been the object of extensive 

evaluation. For instance, a study developed by Caia, Ventimiglia, and Maass (2010) shows how 

the shape and materials are important for matching the prototype of a home. The study also states 

that users react according to different types of units, and the relocation in temporary housing is 

sometimes a relevant source of stress.  

 In fact, in some places such as in Southern California, the alternative response has been 

to provide funds for survivors to temporarily rent locally available housing. These types of 

housing are frequently to code and are thus structurally sound and functional housing units. 

Accordingly, Oliver (2003) stresses that a house is “built to serve a variety of functions, but one 

of the most important is to create living conditions that are acceptable to their occupiers” (p. 

130). These conditions refer to many aspects of life that are beyond building structure and 

functionality.  

This point raises questions about the nature of failure in post-disaster response to 

displacement. Are these design failures? In other words, are we asking the appropriate questions 

when learning from such cases of temporary housing rejection? By shifting our focus from the 

house as a product of design to homemaking as a design process, we may gain valuable insight 

into the potential role of people-environment relationships, especially for providing better 

temporary housing after traumatic experiences.  

By analyzing several cases of success and failure in design throughout time, Petroski 

(2006) emphasizes that designers can often, “overlook the details that make the difference 

between success and failure,” and that “a building need not to collapse catastrophically to be 

considered a failure” (p. 51). Consequently, most failures are neither matters of life and death, 
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nor structural/functioning malfunctions. “Ignorable failures” are treated as unremarkable and 

thus often understudied and unaddressed (Petroski, 2006, p. 62). 

As disasters rupture peoples’ sense of normalcy and continuity in their lives and lead 

survivors to displacement, the traumatic experience is extended, as the loss of home has multiple 

meanings and constraints to one’s recovery. In the process of managing and adapting to such 

loss, living in a precarious environment (such as a temporary housing) may pose daily 

limitations.  

When housing solutions do not address users’ needs and expectations, they often make 

changes and additions to cover their necessities. However, most of the time, users do not have 

the appropriate skills, construction knowledge, or means to invest in making secure 

modifications or ensure maintenance (Félix et al., 2013). Then, how have people made 

meaningful places for themselves in post-disaster temporary housing arrangements in Southern 

California? 

3.2.3    Barriers to Homemaking in Temporary Housing 

Consistent with Quarantelli’s (1995) definition, although temporary housing is often the 

third stage in re-housing programs, it is the first place where displacees begin their journey 

toward becoming “homed.” Within these explorations on the places of those who are displaced, 

what has received less attention is how the material culture of places organizes and manipulates 

the displacement experience, and how the architecture of temporary housing, in particular, may 

or may not support the creation of diverse experiences of “home.”  
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As living in such places defies the traditional constructions of home as a place (e.g., 

domesticity, family, security, and belonging), this section focuses on examining the process of 

homemaking among the disaster displaced living in temporary housing, in relation to constructs 

of home found not only in the mainstream literature, but also by considering physical and 

sociocultural forces as earlier described. Lastly, the understandings of home as expressed by 

non-traditional populations or people living in non-traditional housing are also considered to 

evaluate disaster displaced experiences of homemaking in temporary housing.  

The aim of such comparative analysis is to identify and better characterize the barriers to 

homemaking processes. In this way, I can initiate discussions on how some of these barriers can 

be overcome, as well as the overall value of supporting such a process in post-disaster temporary 

housing. 

Table 1: Supports and Barriers to Homemaking in Temporary Housing 

Forces Meanings of Home 
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Permanence and Continuity   Lack of Control 
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Center of Activities    

Refuge from the Outside World    

Indicator of Personal Status   Lack of Ownership 

Material Structure    
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  Lack of Ownership 

(Homeownership) A Way of 

Reducing Tax Returns 

 

  Lack of Ownership 

Source: the Author, 2020. 

 

 The aim of this table is to allow for an analysis of traditional theoretical constructs of 

home, additional forces driving home meanings in the U.S., and other constructs identified 

through empirical analysis of non-traditional populations or people living in non-traditional 

living arrangements compared with homemaking efforts in post-disaster temporary housing. 

As denoted in the table, some barriers cannot be overcome due to the very nature of 

temporary housing, such as lack of ownership. Some other barriers are intrinsic to the ephemeral 

character of the post-disaster temporary housing, such as lack of control over the environment 

and uncertain conditions. However, these barriers can be overcome sometimes through 

adaptation efforts.  
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Remarkably, most processes supported by temporary housing and the ones that do not 

immediately support homemaking can be addressed and overcome through architectural/ design 

processes (e.g., experimentation, creativity, change). In other words, some home meanings can 

be restored by modifying certain aspects of the physical environment to create home qualities. 

Through narratives of displaced fire survivors and observations of the places they occupy 

while living in transition in Southern California, the next section illustrates how survivors have 

engaged with the architecture of temporary living arrangements to construct notions of home 

while in displacement. 

  

3.3 Homemaking Strategies in Temporary Housing After the Woolsey Fire 

The idea that survivors are passive people waiting for help is a mistaken assumption 

(Bedoya, 2004; UNDRO, 1982). In fact, survivors’ satisfaction has shown to be closely related to 

their participation in the assessment of their own housing needs (Lizarralde & Bouraoui, 2012). 

This step of assessment is tremendously important for guaranteeing that solutions adequately fit 

their expectations and lifestyles. 

This study selected the “person-in-environment” as its unit of analysis (rather than the 

temporary housing as solely a design product). In this way, I can analyze temporary housing 

from the perspective of the displaced person currently living in transition and provide new 

directions in post-disaster housing research. This approach specifically contributes to shifting the 

appropriateness assessment focus from the housing design to the survivors’ experience in 

temporary housing.   
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This section focuses on the multilayered strategies used by fire survivors to remake and 

rebuild “homes” and lives after the fire. It examines how they created culturally meaningful 

interiors. Some leading questions were: What issues are most important to those displaced? 

What about the temporary housing design works for them? In what ways is it not appropriate? If 

the design is unsuitable, what adjustments are they making? What are the important factors in 

their remaking of home?  

3.3.1    Remaking Home After the Woolsey Fire 

Data revealed that homemaking in transition is neither easy nor straightforward. This 

transition involves much effort: a strong and deep desire to not only survive and retain as much 

character and values as possible, but also to start anew, negotiate, compromise, improvise, reject, 

adjust, modify, and gradually re-root. The homemaking process included a variety of significant 

strategies, which are described next. 

Location and Building Decisions. From a cultural-ecological standpoint, cultures 

develop an attachment to places, physical as well as cultural and social communities (Low & 

Altman, 1992). For instance, place attachment can lead people to reconstruct prior environments 

they were familiar with and attached to, instead of building in ways that would reduce potential 

design problems of their old environment (Mazumdar, 2012). 

In the data, a consistent trend emerged: most survivors decided to wait for rebuilding the 

same house they used to live in, in the same lot. In many cases, such decisions led to longer 

waiting times and, consequently, extended the period of living in temporary housing. However, 

the possibility to “go back” to the places they were familiar with outweighed the challenges of 

living in transition. 
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A few survivors decided to completely remake a place for themselves by having a new 

home in a new neighborhood. In this case, the most common trade-offs mentioned were having 

to downsize and lose place connections they had with neighborhood features, such as landscape 

characteristics. The decision to move in these cases outweighed what was lost because these 

were often due to trauma related to how the fire unfolded and its aftermath developments (i.e., 

neighbors’ disagreements). 

Interestingly, in Rita’s case, the home built in a new lot was of the exact same design as 

the original home. Rita explains that early on, she decided for a new lot in a neighborhood that 

had not been affected so she could rebuild right away. She remembers looking at home models 

and talking to contractors for a few months until she found a prefabricated housing manufacturer. 

In the catalog, they had a house that looked exactly like the one she lost in the fire. That was 

when she felt, for the first time, that things would be okay: 

I saw one [house] and I thought this isn’t quite right. And I saw a different one on the 

line, and I couldn’t believe what I saw. It was the exact layout and design of what I lost! 

Oh, with a modern twist! And my house was so unique because it had an open floor plan 

and it had the living room blending into the kitchen... It was the same size, the same 

layout. And where the laundry room was… was in the same position. Where the 

bedroom… there it was… like, I couldn’t... I couldn’t. I didn’t think this was possible 

because mine was an older house that [the previous homeowners] had knocked things out 

and put their own spin on it that I didn’t think… It wasn’t even a layout that existed. But 

this one matched it. And I just looked, and I thought, “Oh my god,” I mean, I don't know 

how this happened. And I said, “that’s it” (Rita, August 13, 2019 interview). 
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From the data, along with location, came the issue of size. Traditionally in the U.S., even 

large houses have been designed on cultural assumptions of small nuclear families as inhabitants. 

Thus, smaller homes (which are often what displaced survivors can afford) are often seen as a 

barrier to daily activity and perceived needs. When relocating, displaced survivors were expected 

to suppress their personal spatial needs and adjust to smaller (and even shared) spaces. Some 

survivors had to share a bedroom with their adult children. Likewise, others had to find a 

roommate to split the costs of expensive rent. 

The Case of Recreational Vehicles (RVs). Cromley (1989) suggests that hybrids of 

architectural forms can also address survivors’ needs for domestic scale and meaning of 

residential architecture. In these types of living arrangements, disaster survivors are defining and 

interpreting their own versions of home on the basis of what is socially tolerated, immediately 

available, and individually created (Veness, 1993).  

Fire survivors in Southern California demonstrated a strong ability to create alternative 

domesticities in unconventional arrangements, such as RVs and trailers, where the very notion of 

home is both challenged and redefined. For instance, Cecilia, although living in a conventional 

apartment, voiced the frustration of not being given the opportunity to opt for a FEMA trailer 

when making temporary housing decisions: “They never said it and you don’t know anyone who 

got a FEMA trailer.” Furthermore, she recalled the following: 

…when people were desperate to find trailer places, because they had trailers they could 

go and park… across the street, there’s an area where they said we can put six trailers 

but, you know, you would have to go and buy something. It’s too much. Their famous 

trailers are right on their website, but no, never offered. How are FEMA trailers that are 
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supposed to be there just for that reason, not here yet? I asked all the time. And they say 

they don’t give any (Cecilia, August 6, 2019, Interview). 

When asked if she knew why that was the case, Cecilia simply said, “because this is 

California,” alluding to the fact that trailers may not be aesthetically pleasing to look at, and thus, 

undesired in Californian streets. 

Ahrentzen (1989) highlights that the “image of home affects not only how residents feel 

about home and themselves, but also how others feel about them” (p. 146). The locations of 

emergency shelters and temporary housing often reflect revanchist responses to urban planning 

(Smith, 1996). In other words, while the internal layouts of an RV or trailer can reproduce a 

model home, their strategic invisibility (often through architectural language or placement) may 

reflect NIMBYism (i.e., not in my backyard attitudes) from local communities (Brinegar, 2000). 

Cecilia further stated: 

And in fact, I was reading an article about FEMA trailers, and I guess, from a disaster 

from years ago, they don’t even ask for [them] back and so these people are selling them, 

making money on selling the FEMA trailers. And it’s like, “No, we can use them. They 

are supposed to be very usable, and it's supposed to be moving.” So, I don’t know. I 

mean, at the end of my FEMA [ALE], if they don’t want to help with more money, I 

would be fine with… if they said that the FEMA trailer does not take away from my 

[ALE] benefit, that would be the perfect next step for me, but I have no idea how to get 

into that (Cecilia, August 6, 2019, Interview). 

The fact that Cecilia considers a trailer to be the perfect next step after having a 

conventional apartment as temporary housing for months indicates that such solutions may in 
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fact have additional benefits, despite the challenges that are expected of these living 

arrangements, such as the reduced space. Other participants’ experiences shed light on what the 

positives may be, which they are related to a desire to stay local and be in a familiar place, 

pointing once again (similarly to what was described in Chapter 1) to how place attachment often 

leads to tradeoffs. In other words, staying local and at a familiar place compensates for the 

physical characteristics of an unconventional arrangement. 

In addition, to the extent that trailers and RVs are owned, they add an element of 

certainty, when compared to rented arrangements with an expiration date defined by the duration 

of ALE. This sense of certainty and control is only enabled by ownership status. This is clear in 

Jacob and Sandra’s accounts about how they acquired both the RVs they have lived in since the 

fire: 

A friend knew my house burned down so he said, “you can use it.” Okay, So I had that 

happen. Still it's not mine, you know, I mean, still not… if he decides, “hey, I want to use 

it for the weekend.” I just lost my house. So, I’m still on… my state is homeless, 

definitely [a] homeless situation. Even though I have an RV now. So, I just bought one 

[RV] a few days ago. Based upon, it’s been nine months, and does not look like we’re 

coming back in anytime soon. We are fighting HOA. So, we’re fighting them and they’re 

fighting me. Everybody is, “Hey, man, just stay away until we tell you” (Jacob, August 

20, 2019, Interview). 

Sandra added to her long-time partner’s account by emphasizing that, because they are 

not legally married and the home was on Jacob’s name, they faced many challenges in terms of 
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applying for FEMA ALE benefits. These obstacles led them to opt for making other living 

arrangements on their own: 

So, about this RV, it’s bigger now. And now, I have a refrigerator. I haven’t had a 

refrigerator in nine months, eight months in the other RV. That was very… it didn’t work 

unless you were plugged into a source of power... And it’s very expensive to pull that 

thing around. So, where would you park it? You know, it wasn’t until… when did we 

start parking here, only two months ago? [Jacob: After the cleaning] Yeah, they cleaned 

it. Then we parked there. And we’re actually hooked up to the sewer. And there's water 

coming in. Otherwise, I don't know if you’ve ever lived in an RV… you have to drive it 

somewhere to dump your shit, basically, and put water and instead of being able to just 

do your normal life, you’re worried about heat… there's no… even your left overs, you 

can’t put it in the fridge, it doesn't work. So you’re not eating healthy. Food is big, the 

food is big. Like yesterday, this new RV, we ran out of propane and gas… you have to 

put gas into the thing to make the generator work… He was gone. And I’m trying to start 

this thing, like this, you know, like a really big lawn mower. I quickly learned I better 

wear flat shoes. I’m used to wearing you know your little pencil skirts, your little high 

heels, your little peep toes or whatever. So, it changes your whole… It changes your 

everything and you have no choice. It was taken away. You didn’t have a choice, God 

(Sandra, August 20, 2019, Interview). 

But the spatial challenges seem to have been overcome with the newly acquired RV, as 

Sandra remarked: 
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So, having this RV is nice, there’s a separate bedroom. So, if he’s asleep, I can go and 

make coffee and not wake him. Because that other one was so small, like this from there 

to here [motions with her hands] that’s too far. It's like to be there. There's like a little 

hallway, if you make that the bed and make this the bed, there’s a little hallway here. 

That’s it, when we’re sleeping, we can touch each other like this [extends her arms to 

touch Jacob’s shoulder] in two separate beds. It’s just this much of a hallway [motions 

with her hands]. That’s small… It’s just different. You realize you can do with very little. 

So, we were always very positive, we try to just make the best of things. But, this is 

because we are not conventional either (Sandra, August 20, 2019, Interview). 

Making living arrangements on their own was not easy for Jacob and Sandra. However, 

they note that having Internet access on their phones was crucial, as they constantly researched 

options available online until they could find a right RV that was within their tight budget. Yet 

despite the improved conditions of their housing arrangement, Jacob and Sandra are still trying 

to navigate a complex process of re-housing since they have not received approval from their 

homeowners’ association to park their new RV in their burned-out lot: 

He parked his RV there… and we got two eviction notices, 10 days… to your own luck. 

And you know, we are very understanding, maybe they don’t want everybody to do that. 

The generators and everything… is going to be loud, or they are going to start 

construction, and then not everybody is as mobile as us. You tell us, “Hey, constructions 

happening tomorrow, we’re out of there.” So, we’re understanding but also nothing's 

been done. And we are flushing the toilet without an extra expense for the last two 

months (Sandra, August 20, 2019, Interview). 
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Their neighborhood is facing their own obstacles. After the destruction of half of their 

homes, the HOA has decided to not only fix the old infrastructure, but to also take the 

opportunity to renovate the entire systems of water, gas, and electricity: “A brand-new 

development, for which they don’t have any money,” Jacob says. He continued: 

And they’re waiting for grants, lawsuits, things that are just kind of up in the air, that you 

don’t have the money in your pocket, that means you can’t buy it today. So, I’m being 

held out and so are the rest of my neighbors. We’re being held away from putting our 

homes, because they have this project that they think they’re going to do, and they don’t 

have a time period when it’s going to begin or when it’s going to end. So, we’re being… 

we’re being harmed in every way imaginable, I suppose, you know, physiological… 

everything, psychological… everything. So, I’m doing the best I can to call it home. 

“Okay, here's my lot. Here's where I live, I'm putting my trailer on my lot, you guys do 

what you need to do.” (Jacob, August 20, 2019, Interview). 

Right before our interview, Jacob had received a call from the HOA, requesting that he 

attended the homeowners’ association meeting later that night. About this, he said, “We’ve got 

the attorney coming at me… instead of humanitarian efforts… So now I spend money on 

attorneys. I would rather spend money fixing my house, or whatever, just to come back. But so 

now, we’re at this… this linger in my opinion” (Jason, August 20, 2019, Interview). 

Even amid this situation, Jacob and Sandra invited me to come to see their new RV, have 

a cold drink straight out of their new fridge, and hang out on their “front porch” until the time of 

the HOA meeting. Ove the next few hours, while we sat in their lounging chair, they tenderly 

described everything they loved about that place—the Santa Monica mountains, the trees coming 
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back after the fire, and the birds chirping in the distance (Figure 25). These images celebrate 

human habitation, details of everydayness. 

 

Figure 25: Jacob and Sandra’s temporary housing parked in their burned lot without the HOA 

approval in August of 2019.  

Source: Field Observations, 2019. 

 

Jacob and Sandra’s neighborhood was not the only one to impose legal obstacles to 

survivors who tried to live in RVs in their burned-out lots. After four moves, Cassie was finally 

able to move into an RV on her lot, at the exact spot in which her original house sat before the 
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fire. She not only had to wait months until her lot was cleared in a statewide program, but she 

also had to conform to a series of city requirements (e.g., building a septic tank, getting the water 

on, installing a $400 out-of-pocket electrical system) before being allowed to park an RV in her 

lot (Figure 26). 

 

Figure 26: Cassie’s process of conforming to her city’s requirements, which included installing 

an electrical system, seen in the forefront. Her temporary housing (an RV) is seen in the 

background. 

Source: Cassie’s personal archive. 
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Despite the physical difficulties imposed by the physical characteristics of the RV, she 

finally feels this is an arrangement she can live in until her house can be rebuilt. The only 

adjustment she made to make it functional for her was to have a ramp built to accommodate for a 

knee surgery she had after the fire (Figure 27). Cassie, however, did not see this as a big issue, as 

she had suffered navigating very steep stairs in her previous living arrangements. 

 

Figure 27: Ramp built to facilitate Cassie’s access to her temporary housing. 

Source: Field Observations, 2019. 
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When asked about what it is about living in the RV that makes her feel different from the 

other temporary living arrangements she went through in the past year, Cassie did not hesitate to 

elaborate:  

I started filling it up with furniture because I started finding stuff online on the Facebook 

marketplace… and the first thing I bought, that I found when I was only new looking was 

the headboard that I used to have. Exactly the same, only I had to buy both headboard 

and footboard to get it. I didn’t care. I was so happy I got that. That, the chair… I picked 

up two barstools, a wood and cane backing loveseat, and a dining room. Sad that is now 

in storage at my friend’s [house]. But I'm so pleased (Cassie, December 17, 2019). 

 

Figure 28: Cassie’s temporary housing in December of 2019, one year after the fire, when she 

finally started to remake a home for herself through online furniture shopping. 

Source: Field Observations, 2019. 
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In this case, the size was not as much of a problem. But Cassie is an exception when 

compared to the accounts of other households. Maybe it is because she has lived by herself for 

decades and does not think she needs that much space. Or perhaps, it is that Cassie created a 

different way of remaking place that does not require much space. 

Virtual Homemaking. As mentioned throughout this study, Cassie was not the only one 

to resort to the Internet. But her account is noteworthy as it detailed a strategy consistently used 

in this case. Similar to other survivors, Cassie engaged in furniture and decoration browsing and 

shopping as a way of coping with temporary living. Survivors who showed a future time 

orientation were able to cope with the disaffections of their current temporary housing by 

looking forward to a new or rebuilt permanent home. 

In these cases, homemaking efforts have transformed into online browsing and shopping 

for the temporary and/or the future home: 

Well, I don’t have anything else to do, because a lot of the things have been taken out of 

my hands, which is okay... I don’t want to deal with any pressure now, and so I troll the 

Internet, and I’ve already picked out my bathroom vanity, my linen cabinet, the drawer 

poles… I also selected my flooring, which is some big deal… It looks very beachy. I 

know what TV I’m gonna buy. My TV was only a year old. I know what surround sound 

system I’m going to buy… and I bought two pieces of furniture that are residing in my 

sister’s garage under protest. So, I’m feeling good that… and Oh, and I picked out my 

most important of all: my recliner. So, I already know the make and color of leather 

we’re going to buy it from… here [shows pictures on her cellphone]. So, you gotta focus 

on something. I can order it when I want. I’m not… I can't buy any more. There's no 
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place to put. But I’ve got… I’m really pleased to choose. I’ve got this… and that’s good 

(Cassie, December 17, 2019). 

Keyte (2013) observes that furnished interiors delineate a system of spaces that provide a 

kind of physical and emotional armature for keeping possessions and structuring the self. The 

acquisition of furniture—through donation centers, gift cards received after the fire, and even 

online purchasing—was present in one form or another, in every participant household. 

The coevolution of people and their environments is an ongoing process. The 

cybersphere, specifically the realm of information technology as typified by the Internet, is only 

the most recent environmental domain to emerge as an integral part of people's surroundings 

(Stokols, 2018). The virtual portions of our ecology (e.g., people's transactions with computers, 

cell phones, and social media) uniquely affect our day-to-day behavior and well-being.  

The Internet played this vital role in the fire survivors’ process of remaking places and 

emerged as the second theme of interest in this study. This is described next. 

3.3.2    Replacing Home After the Woolsey Fire 

The cybersphere is intertwined with natural, built, and sociocultural environments. 

According to Stokols (2018), “…the relations between physical and virtual environments may be 

harmonious or in tension with each other” (p. 109). The author further described the possible 

nature of these relationships, referred to as Real-Virtual (R-V) systems, like the following: 

Conflicting (i.e., the virtual setting disrupts the goals and activities of the real setting); Neutral 

(i.e., the virtual setting neither supports nor detracts from the goals and activities of the real 
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setting; or Complementary (i.e., the virtual setting supports the goals and activities of the host or 

real, place-based setting). 

In the context of disasters, an example of a complementary R-V system is when someone 

visits public safety websites to become better informed about and prepared for natural disasters 

such as fires. Also, mobile communications and GPS sensors in smartphones can help the 

victims of disastrous events gain rapid access to survival and recovery resources during and after 

the emergency (Stokols, 2018).  

Another example of how R-V systems can be complementary in the context of disaster 

displacement is the gathering of information that exists only in the virtual environment (e.g., 

real-time updates on road closures) or that can be more quickly accessed virtually (e.g., 

rebuilding services websites), then sharing them with a particular group affected by a disaster. In 

this study, reliance on virtual environments was common among participants and proved to be 

extremely important both in the immediate aftermath of the disaster and through survivors’ 

recovery processes. 

In the aftermath of the Woolsey Fire, virtual environments were used mainly in two 

ways: to store, share, and update information about survivors, and to connect people in need to 

the needed resources.  

Susan, a long-time volunteer with a nation-wide disaster relief group, was involved with 

information gathering and resources for recent California fires, including the three fires (Camp, 

Hill, and Woolsey) that occurred on November 8, even though she lives thousands of miles away 

in Mississippi: “We had groups set up for hurricanes and tornadoes, so it was only natural for us 
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to volunteer and set something up for the fires in California” (Susan, November 20, 2019, 

Interview). 

To Susan, social media has become a “lifeline,” as many caught up in disasters do not get 

enough notice to evacuate. Still, they have the instinct to look on Facebook or Twitter for 

information. However, most people do not know precisely where to look for such information, 

and that is where virtual environments are being created to make relevant information available 

where people will instinctively look for them.  

Such initiatives have been especially important in storing, sharing, and updating 

information about survivors. In the case of the Woolsey Fire, Susan emphasizes that the most 

significant issue they addressed during the first few hours and even days after the fire was that 

the elderly population did not have cell phones or they forgot them when evacuating. So, “as 

soon as a few virtual groups were set up, we found that family members used them as a means to 

try and find [their elderly relatives] or communicate” (Susan, November 20, 2019, Interview). 

Remote relief groups often look for volunteers on the ground that they can network with 

and keep the virtual information updated. However, one of the hurdles in this process is the fact 

that only vetted volunteer organizations can access certain forms of information. Hence this is an 

issue to which remote relief groups need to be mindful:  

There was a group that was working to find missing loved ones or friends for people. 

They worked to verify the request and the people asking. Most groups who do this type 

of work will work with confidentiality to both the missing and the ones searching. Red 

Cross shelters will not give any information regarding the people staying in their shelters. 
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They adhere to HIPPA rules, so volunteers should do so as well (Susan, November 20, 

2019, Interview). 

Thus, a network is required to be secured with the shelter organization itself, which can 

delay the process in some cases. Susan noted that, throughout her various experiences in 

California, she found that the church shelters were more open to working with remote volunteers.  

Such remote efforts are also commonly extended to pets that go missing amid the 

disaster. In this case, trusted, on-the-ground volunteers often set up temporary shelters for pets 

that are found and send their information to virtual groups. They also do regular checks at local 

shelters to look for pets whose owners sent information to virtual groups. These are much less 

bureaucratic, but still, constitute a painfully long process as Susan remarked: 

I checked in with survivors that I made contact with for several months. I was helping 

with identifying pets through a database, so I would check it nightly for new photos and 

would pass those on to people who were still searching for their pets (Susan, November 

20, 2019, Interview). 

A second way in which virtual environments were used in the aftermath of the disaster 

was to connect people in need with resources.  

Many survivors asked for and were connected to the needed resources at different times 

in the recovery process. Some common examples of resources acquired through these virtually 

facilitated encounters were professional help when sifting their lots for valuables; used clothes 

and furniture donation; advice on insurance matters; recommendations for homebuilders; and 

others.  
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Nevertheless, distinctive requests also received attention and were directed to individuals, 

businesses, and non-profit organizations who could fulfill needed resources. Unique requests 

varied widely, from free surf lessons for a child who was upset with the loss of their home and 

brand-new surfboard to the fire to a car with towing capacity for a couple still displaced seven 

months after the fire. 

 

Figure 28: Appreciation message posted by a fire survivor to an organization that helped them 

after community mobilization on a Facebook group.  

Source: Social Media Observation, 2019 – Adapted by the author, 2020. 

 

In this sense, virtual environments have been complementary to real environments in 

displaced peoples' recovery processes. These virtual environments were effective because the 

virtual settings supported the goals and activities happening in the real setting. Moreover, virtual 
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environments, especially social media, were found to play a key role in the remaking of a place 

for the fire survivors.  

When mentioning the Internet as a source of information and resources, the most 

commonly named platform by participants in this study was Facebook, the Social Network Site 

(SNS) founded in 2004. To Zuniga and Valenzuela (2010), one aspect that is so valuable about 

Facebook is the uncertain meaning of so much of what it is and what it does. This indeterminacy 

allows users plenty of space to make things mean what they want them to, often through the 

same richness of relationships and communications as carried out in real settings. 

But while Facebook is seen by some scholars as an emerging global village and an 

opportunity for maintaining relationships in adverse circumstances, the platform is seen by 

others "as isolation in disguise" (Zuniga & Valenzuela, 2010, p. xxiii).  

Stokols (2018) explored this dichotomy when characterizing the so-called cyberspace. 

This generic term refers to “…nonmaterial ‘places’ on the Internet where flows of digital data 

come together, enabling two or more individuals to communicate online over a given period” (p. 

104). To the author, similar to real settings, cyberspaces also have psychological, health, social, 

and environmental impacts on people and places. The quality of these outcomes determines 

whether the relations between virtual and real (or place-based) environments are complementary, 

conflicted, or neutral (neither supportive nor contradictory).  

In many instances, the effects of cyberspace on specific groups and their surroundings are 

both positive and negative. The overall impact depends on the mix of positive and negative 

effects on people over a given period, and which effects are deemed to be most consequential for 

particular groups and environments (Stokols, 2018). 
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As Ralph repeatedly mentioned, a “disaster brings out the best and the worst in people.” 

The first example he offered to explain what he meant by this point was concerning his 

experience with virtual settings in the aftermath of the fire. From the first few days after the fire, 

Ralph felt the adverse effects of virtual communication when sharing photographs and updates of 

the destruction in his still evacuated neighborhood after being able to pass through the official 

roadblocks: 

We would sneak in the next morning, but when we would leave at night, and I might post 

a picture on Facebook, “This is what this looks like,” or “This person donated some 

supplies and got in.” There were people who got it. But that also generated like, oh my 

God, hate from people like, “Hey, how come you are getting in, and I am not?” Well, you 

gotta sneak in, you know. But it is not supposed to generate hate, but it does. It does… 

because you’re trying to help. But maybe, it looks like you are bragging, if you are 

posting on Facebook. I don't know (Ralph, July 12, 2019, Interview). 

Ralph’s wife, Patricia, added to the account that she simply thought that their neighbors 

who were still not allowed back in the neighborhood needed information. In other words, Ralph 

and Patricia assumed that their neighbors would want to know “if their house was standing, not 

standing…” and that whatever information they could get and share on Facebook was right. 

And so, technology made possible a new digital environment that operates in real-time on 

a global scale. Virtual settings such as Facebook groups, organized around particular goals and 

activities, are created through members’ recurring interactions and develop a symbolic sense of 

“place” through sustained computer-mediated communications. However, in these interactions, 
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personal communication norms are still developing, and Facebook is a crucial example of these 

blurred lines in communication.  

Virtual settings such as Facebook and its effects on privacy and one’s reputation are still 

not completely understood. Given this issue, the long-term cultural and social consequences of 

these virtual settings are not yet clear (Meikle, 2010). Ralph pointed out that, as damage 

assessment and recovery efforts began, the hatred generated by early miscommunication 

developed into gossip. Patricia, the president of the homeowners’ association at the time, became 

the target of gossip involving stealing donations and stopping progress. She attributes her not 

being reelected a few months later to people truly believing the gossip that had spread on 

Facebook. 

To understand the significance of this issue and how it relates to Facebook, some 

different ways of communicating must be distinguished. First, face-to-face interaction is two-

way, involves people who are present in the same location at the same time, and affords specific 

cues to enhance communication (e.g., tone of voice, body language, gesture, and facial 

expression). Second, different kinds of interaction through social media may or may not be two-

way, but the participants are not present in the same location, and there may be a time difference 

too (Meikle, 2010). Lastly, Facebook (and similar platforms) “mixes up the personal message 

with the message sent to nobody in particular” (Meikle, 2010, p. 16). In this sense, the personal 

and the public are also blurred.  

According to Meikle (2010), on social media, it is not always clear, even to the 

interlocutor, what the intended message is and to whom it addresses. As a consequence, other 

people might take those decisions on the interlocutor's behalf, which can sometimes cause 
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unexpected results (Meikle, 2010), such as misunderstandings and adverse effects on real 

(beyond virtual) friendships. 

Indeed, peoples’ lack of training on virtual communication, relative to highly intensive 

training in the use of spoken language from birth, almost ensures an “over-exposure of personal 

information” once one is let loose on a platform like Facebook (Thalos, 2010, p. 76). 

 Ray, for instance, frustrated by the feeling of abandonment toward fire survivors in his 

neighborhood, turned to social media in an attempt to shed light on displaced families still living 

in transition long after any type of aid and media attention had stopped. However, Ray quickly 

learned that he could be held accountable for venting his frustration on social media: 

We have a lot of people here that are experiencing extreme hardship. I started that page 

that you saw [the Concerned Homeowners of Waterfall Creek Facebook group]. I started 

that to address the needs that were not being addressed by the [HOA] and by anybody; by 

anybody at all. And normally, I would have a lot of stuff up there, but I took it down 

because the [HOA] was using that stuff against me and in pending maybe litigation, and 

so on. Now, I am being very careful when it comes to social media. But some of the 

things in there are facts; they are not my opinion or my viewpoint. I used to do a thing 

that I was putting up on there… It was called “real people, real stories.” In that, I was 

going around and interviewing people about the fire and what their situation was, and 

then I would post those. I stopped doing that (Ray, August 22, 2019, Interview). 

Nonetheless, virtual communications, when successful, may also enhance collaborations 

and mutual understanding among people (Stokols, 2018), and this was the prevalent role played 

by virtual environments. In this study, two primary positive outcomes were observed as arising 
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from successful communication, especially on Facebook groups: neighborhood bonding and 

collaborative efforts for neighborhood rebuilding. 

Interestingly, both of these outcomes can illustrate the remaking of a place: 

simultaneously rebuilding a geographical point/ physical structure and remaking meaningful 

place connections. In this case, the restoration of one's emotional ecosystem preceded the 

reconstructing of the physical place, which is a process that became possible through the co-

creation of a virtual place. 

Neighborhood Bonding. As technologies have improved, people have gained increasing 

control over which communities to which they belong and persons with which they form 

relationships. Before the invention of the automobile, most people lived their entire lives in or 

very close to the communities they were born into. Moreover, before the printing press, most 

communication happened with known people. However, from printing presses to railways to cars 

and, eventually, to the Internet, technological advances have allowed people to increase control 

over their associations. People interact more with those they choose to (e.g., friends), and less of 

their daily interactions are made of family, neighbors, and townspeople (Zuniga & Valenzuela, 

2010, p. xxvi) 

The fact that most participants in this study chose to have daily interactions with their 

neighbors in co-creating a meaningful virtual place points to the importance of these 

relationships in their lives and, consequently, to their recovery processes.  

According to Grimmelmann (2010, p. 7), joining a Facebook group is a way of being part 

of a community. Behind such action, there are usually three kinds of motivations: identity, 

relationships, and communities. More than most other forms of digital communication, Facebook 



 
 

167 
 

brings back the experience of having community with one’s immediate (and not so immediate) 

neighbors. In other words, the small town or the neighborhood where everyone knows everyone 

else returns as a virtual community on Facebook.  

Bogost (2010) emphasizes that even for neighbors or close friends, relationships tend to 

become more intimate when they also become Facebook friends. In the context of disasters, 

Facebook thus makes social contact with distant people, and communication in general, more 

convenient and efficient. Further, it carries the potential for enhancing democracy, as many 

barriers to communication, from the practical to the emotional, seem to be reduced in a transition 

to communication via Facebook (Bogost, 2010). 

However, some authors warn that the Facebook environment does not constitute an 

environment where real bonding occurs. This social process helps an organism “to crystallize its 

motivational structures and locate itself in a social network” (Thalos, 2010, p. 85). To the author, 

human bonding is more elaborate than the bonding of other mammals, and face-to-face 

interactions affect the strongest of such bonds (Thalos, 2010):  

Bonding represents a commitment, and a medium that fosters it also fosters commitment. 

On the other hand, a medium that inhibits bonding will foster isolation instead. Facebook, 

over time, will do the latter. Social isolation will undo the threads of the human social 

network. And so, Facebook is poised to have an unintended effect—to be self-defeating. 

Rather than foster networking, it will do damage to the existing fabric of human networks 

(Thalos, 2010, p. 85). 

Although often rendered freely, bonding sometimes emerges out a sense of necessity. 

That applies in a disaster displacement context. Amid the loss of place and place connections, 
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virtual bonding can make peoples' lives incredibly rich. In the absence of the physical place, 

survivors have bonded by anchoring themselves to others in their co-created virtual places.  

To explain why he created and carefully maintained the Concerned Homeowners of 

Waterfall Creek Facebook group, Ray described what happened in his neighborhood in the 

months following the fire: 

When it all happened, it was a big thing, and I think even a narcissistic person would help 

out because they were getting attention; it was the thing to do. But now, it is over; this 

fire is not a big thing anymore. Nobody cares. The only people that do care are the people 

that are living here and trying to get back in their house. We used to have all these people 

coming up here in this clubhouse… Nine months later, they have forgotten about it. 

That’s what I’ve seen with my eyes. As far as news goes, It’s pretty much old. And it is 

not popular anymore. It was funny because when it did, this clubhouse, we had a little 

thing set up here where we had clothes, and we had food, and it was like a little disaster 

relief center. And we had local residents that were coming up and bringing doughnuts 

and coffee and all this stuff. And I could just see it was like, you know, it was a hip thing 

to do, you know. But as you can see, there is nobody bringing anything up here, you 

know, right now. So, it’s over (Ray, August 22, 2019, Interview).  

In this way, the use of virtual environments in the aftermath of disaster displacement can 

be considered philosophically meaningful in that it represents a new form of human 

communication created as a result of necessity. In this way, the creation of virtual environments 

for communication is similar to what led to the emergence of verbal language in humans. Such 
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communication is meaningful because it points to a new form of human bonding that can be 

done in ways that were previously unimagined (Cuonzo, 2010). 

The Concerned Homeowners of Waterfall Creek Facebook group, as a virtual 

environment created to support the goals of a real neighborhood, represents a case of a successful 

complementary V-R system. This virtual place contributed to community bonding, and it also 

allowed neighbors to discuss, share resources, and create a collaborative effort to accelerate 

neighborhood rebuilding. In doing so, emotional recovery through bonding facilitated by the 

virtual environment became the driving force for physical recovery. 

Neighborhood Rebuilding. Virtual environments have also allowed neighborhood 

groups to discuss, share resources, and engage in a collaborative effort to navigate neighborhood 

rebuilding. For instance, one such group, created in 2017 in the aftermath of the Tubbs Fire, has 

become, two years later, a reference for all California fire survivors seeking guidance for the 

rebuilding process.  

The group efforts called Neighbors Together ~ Strong & Resilient (NTSR) was turned 

into a website with the goal of “Neighbors Navigating Rebuilding & Insurance after California 

Fires,” as stated on their Homepage. Information and resources are organized into pages 

dedicated to Rebuilding, Neighborhoods, Insurance Topics, Insurance Groups, Resources. In 

each of these pages, the type of information is indicated, that is, whether the information is 

specific to a California county or if it is statewide information.  

Despite the NTSR being an informational website created by a Tubbs Fire survivor for 

October 2017 Northern California fire survivors, they have updated information to also benefit 
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2018 Northern and Southern California fire survivors, which they refer to as “our global neighbors 

grappling with current and ongoing disasters” (NTSR Homepage, 2020). 

 

Figure 29: About NTSR Homepage welcomes 2018 fire survivors, as captioned in the 

photograph “Welcome, dear neighbors in Butte, Ventura, and LA counties, and to all our 

growing ‘family’ of fire survivors all over California.” 

Source: NTSR Homepage, 2019. 

 

One of the most noteworthy efforts employed by NTSR, which could be seen advertised 

in many Facebook groups dedicated to the 2018 fire survivors, was a step-by-step guide to 

rebuilding (Social Media Observations, 2019). The First Steps After a Wildfire was organized in 

a two-part .pdf document anyone can download: Part A – Applicable to total loss fire survivors 

(renters and homeowners, with or without insurance); and Part B – Applicable to those with 

insurance (in addition to Part A). What is remarkable about this guide is that all information 
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contained is based on prior fire survivor experiences, emphasizing the value of the perspectives 

of the displaced in advancing rebuilding. 

Other initiatives more specific to rebuilding issues faced by certain neighborhoods were 

also found (Social Media Observations, 2019). By following one of these groups more closely, 

specifically the group created by Ray to shed light on his and his neighbors' dire conditions, it 

became evident that collaborative efforts to overcome rebuilding obstacles quickly became the 

prominent topic of discussion and the main goal of the group.  

Some obstacles observed were different interests between the Homeowners Association 

(HOA) and the displaced survivors, different interests between the displaced and the non-

displaced neighbors, new building codes, rebuilding timelines, among others. The tension 

between the HOA and the displaced survivors was the most prominent issue being discussed on 

the public group board. It included copies of HOA meeting agendas, calls for displaced 

homeowners to attend those meetings, especially when voting sessions were planned, and 

summaries (i.e., takeaways) from each meeting. In this way, it became clear that the virtual 

environment became a place to debate, ask questions, and form alliances to promote ideas for 

developing a better rebuilding plan, outside of the HOA meetings. This allowed for collaborative 

efforts that ultimately led to their plan of action being officially voted on and accepted (Social 

Media Observations, 2019). 

Consequently, this chapter ends on a hopeful note. In May of 2020, this Facebook group 

observed changed its name from Concerned Homeowners of Waterfall Creek to Rebuilding 

Waterfall Creek. A virtual group name’s change often indicates a change in its members’ shared 

goals and objectives. Thus, this change suggests that almost one year and a half after the 
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Woolsey Fire burned 110 of the 200 homes in this neighborhood, the physical recovery will 

finally begin.  

This brought together, once again, the two main components of a place: geography and 

meaning. Remarkably, in this case, meaningful connections were restored much before physical 

reconstruction. Further, the connections developed in the virtual environment were fundamental 

to an appropriate rebuilding process to begin in the real environment. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

Although many studies have investigated the geographies and abstract places of displaced 

populations, relatively fewer studies have documented how the design of temporary housing 

intersects with the experience of displacement and relocation. Furthermore, the scholarship 

developed to analyze the design of temporary housing has been engrained in the technical 

viewpoints of the house as a product. Informed by a cultural-ecological understanding that 

homes are the deeply habituated, repetitious, and familiar, this chapter investigated and expanded 

the conception of the home as “a state of constant and dynamic ‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’” 

(Lawrence, Mehzoud, Foster, & Lommerse, 2012, p. 16).  

After reviewing relevant literature on meanings of home, this chapter investigated how 

displaced survivors have been able to adapt to life in temporary housing. Accordingly, the 

cultural-ecological approach to homemaking in temporary housing after the Woolsey Fire 

conceptualized the experience of the person-in-environment as not only complex, but also 

dynamic and even celebratory, offering the opportunity for subversion and creativity.  
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From these observations, I extrapolated strategies employed by fire survivors to assist in 

maintaining continuity of self in relation to home, even in temporary housing. These strategies 

were intuitively evolved by the user as a response to changed circumstances and encompassed 

two main themes: Remaking Home and Replacing Home.  

Data revealed that remaking home in transition is neither easy nor straightforward; it 

involves much effort. The most significant strategies found are described next. First, survivors 

have navigated decisions related to location and building characteristics based on tradeoffs. The 

most prominent tradeoff identified was using RVs as temporary housing. Many participants in 

this studied demonstrated the desire to have a trailer or RV as a temporary solution, somewhat 

contradicting expectations based on normative characteristics of ideal housing in the U.S. This 

compromise seems to arise from a higher desire to stay local, i.e., not only in the nearby area (as 

first introduced in chapter 1), but to re-root in a familiar spot: one’s burned-out lot. 

In addition, a strategy for remaking home consistently found among participants was not 

necessarily connected to the physical place itself. Virtual homemaking was commonly found to 

help survivors cope with loss and lack of space in temporary housing. This strategy was 

especially helpful in terms of orienting survivors to the future. In other words, online browsing 

and shopping of furniture and decorations occupied survivors’ minds while they planned and 

started preparing for a future permanent home. As discussed in Chapter 2, studies have 

demonstrated that a past orientation hinders one’s recovery from trauma. In this way, virtual 

homemaking can be a helpful tool for optimizing survivors’ recovery processes, to the extent that 

it re-orients one’s attention to a future (less precarious) housing arrangement. 
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Furthermore, the second theme discussed in this chapter as arising from the data was the 

actual replacement of the physical for the virtual version of homemaking processes, especially at 

the community level. In the aftermath of the Woolsey Fire, virtual environments were used in 

many ways. Two important uses supported survivors’ in the immediate aftermath of the fire: to 

store, share, and update information about survivors, and to connect people in need to their 

needed resources.  

Lastly, despite some negative outcomes, a few survivors faced due to virtual 

communications, with time and adjustments to the new medium (considering that most 

participants in this study were older, and often not versed in virtual communications before the 

fire), most experiences turned out to be very positive. In the long-term, successful virtual 

communication enhanced collaborations and mutual understanding among survivors and was the 

prevalent role played by virtual environments in this study. As a result, especially of the 

successful creation and maintenance of Facebook groups, two primary positive outcomes were 

observed: neighborhood bonding and collaborative efforts for neighborhood rebuilding. 

In this way, virtual environments facilitated homemaking after the Woolsey Fire by 

bringing together the two main components of a place, geography and meaning. Remarkably, in 

this case, meaningful connections were restored (virtually) before physical reconstruction was 

possible. Moreover, the connections developed in the virtual environment supported rebuilding 

processes to begin in the real environments devastated by the fire. 
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Conclusion 

Responding to Disaster Displacement 

Re-housing After Displacement 

The relocation pattern found among participants in this study represents what happened 

to this subset of the population displaced by the Woolsey Fire in Southern California. The pattern 

is characterized by consecutive moves with stays that became longer towards the end of the 

process. In other words, the first few stages of one’s re-housing process usually lasted only a few 

days or of weeks at a time, while the last stage of one’s re-housing process before rebuilding or 

resettlement lasted several months.  

Additionally, the relocation pattern typical of participants in this study, comprised 

between three and five moves. Further, most of these rapid moves happened early in the re-

housing process, in the emergency and temporary shelters’ stages. The fact that these multiple 

short-term moves (i.e., serial relocation) happened early in the re-housing process is also 

consistent with what the most up-to-date post-disaster housing literature describes as the usual 

solution for temporary housing in the U.S.  

In some instances, this study found that push drivers (e.g., being a fire-prone area or 

expensive housing market) were downplayed by interviewees, and appropriate relocation (e.g., to 

a proper temporary housing that is available and affordable) was delayed and even avoided, 

reasoned by one’s emotional investment deposited into a place or a group (e.g., the original area 

of residence). The desire to remain local was thus often mentioned by participants as a reason to 

compromise on the size, suitability, or quality of the temporary housing. This type of trade-off 
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represents the experiences of this subset of the population displaced by the Woolsey Fire. 

Moreover, this pattern of compromising indicated that opting for staying local often resulted in 

survivors living in precarious living arrangements. In these arrangements, housing conditions 

that were “less-than-ideal” to an occupant (e.g., lack of space for a home-based business) became 

tolerable due the lack of alternatives that could meet all of one’s housing needs, including 

location. Participants in this study thus engaged in decision-making processes that involved 

trade-offs when navigating displacement and relocation in Southern California. 

Rebuilding After Displacement  

Another central issue identified in this study was the fact that rebuilding after the fire has 

taken much longer than it should, in many cases. Justine, one of the most vocal survivors in her 

community, signaled to part of the problem, more than one year after the fire, as she rhetorically 

asked me the following: “So what's wrong with this picture? Why aren't people rebuilding their 

houses?” (December 17, 2019, Interview). 

Despite the challenging disaster response (described in Chapter 1), which Justine called 

“post-fire chaos,” there was, in average, an additional six months to have a burned property 

cleaned and cleared though state-wide programs, which added a whole other layer of uncertainty 

and delay to the process of rebuilding. In many cases, survivors depleted their rebuilding 

resources much before they were actually allowed to start the rebuilding process: some had their 

ALE benefits expiring within six to 12 months from the day of the fire and had to transition to 

paying rent out-of-pocket, some were simultaneously paying multiple bills on the burned-down 

house and in the temporary housing, some were not insured, underinsured, or were never even 



 
 

177 
 

approved for receiving ALE benefits through FEMA due to their lifestyle (e.g., autonomous 

worker or not legally married partners). 

Moreover, a rapidly changing housing market and urbanistic legislations hindered some 

survivors to plan for rebuilding in their pre-fire lots, mainly in two ways. 

First, the one participant in this study who was a long-time renter (of more than three 

decades) was communicated by her landlord that he would not be rebuilding a house similar to 

the one she lived in, but rather, he would take the opportunity to build a multi-family property 

for renting. Even among homeowners, being “priced-out” of their own lots was also a concern, 

especially for residents of unincorporated areas in the Santa Monica Mountains. For instance, 

homeowners who lost their homes in a mobile home park expressed concern for being in a one-

of-a-kind collection of individual homes owned by co-operative members due to a concession 

from July of 1986, in which residents purchased the park by forming a non-profit mutual benefit 

corporation that continues to this day. Now, displaced shareholders participating in this study 

expressed fear of being forced out of such a unique arrangement. 

Second, urbanistic legislations that materialized in the last few decades are not “catching 

up” to burned-out homeowners. Many participants expressed a dissatisfaction with the fact that 

they can no longer rebuild the exact same house that was lost. This has caused some hesitation in 

deciding to rebuild, not only because of the new house would have a different size and/or design, 

but also because survivors’ are dragging what they foresee as a stressful process of navigating 

new building codes and processes.   

However, despite participant survivors’ experiences being challenging from many angles, 

one of the most important contributions of this investigation was to confirm their will and efforts 
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to adapt and recover. As one of the main goals in this dissertation was to illuminate disaster 

displacement survivors’ potential role in their recovery processes, it is appropriate to end with, 

yet another important remark made by Justine:  

Am I a survivor or am I victim? And if I want to be a survivor, I can't rely on the city, or 

the county, or the federal government, or anybody. It's the way in which we all have to 

look at… with the eye on the prize… So, what are you doing today? Does it get us closer 

to home? We do it. It doesn't, we don't do it. And we become pragmatists fundamentally, 

rather than romantics about it (Justine, December 17, 2019, Interview). 

 

Methodological Considerations 

 As noted in the Introduction, and discussed throughout the subsequent chapters in this 

dissertation, the ideas and arguments herein presented are based primarily on in-depth interviews 

and observations of survivors displaced by the Woolsey Fire. Using these data collection 

techniques through a Naturalistic Field Research (NFR) method added value to this research by 

its intrinsic advantages. The first advantage inherent to this approach was to obtain an “emic” 

(i.e., the insider’s, the subject’s) view, a deep and rich understanding, a detailed picture of 

people’s lived experiences through an up-close study. In this, the production of “thick 

description” (Geertz, 1973, p. 26) is considered a significant objective.  

A second advantage of using this approach was to be able to learn about the physical 

environments, especially the human-environment connections and relations. This learning 

process requires acute and intentional attention to nature, quality, design, and use of physical 
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environments, allowed by observations (including walkthroughs). This groundedness in the 

physical world and the connections and transactions with it are crucial not only for obtaining a 

more complete understanding of the physical environment but also of the people. These and 

other components of NFR allowed me to achieve in this research a level of depth in 

understanding of the phenomenon at hand that other research methods could not. 

Some drawbacks are typical of this method, such as the fact that data is drawn from a 

sample, a subset of the population of interest, but findings are not generalizable to the entire 

population per se, because a statistical method of sampling was not involved. I have tried to be 

very careful throughout this dissertation to refer to the “participants in this study,” since my 

interactions with these survivors produced the data I drew from directly. And, although in many 

instances I would be confident saying simply “the Woolsey Fire displaced survivors,” I avoided 

doing so because there is no way of knowing. Findings may reflect what is the typical experience 

of such a population of displaced survivors, but this is unknown in this study, and claims about 

all survivors were never intended.  

Furthermore, participants were identified and recruited through a referral process (also 

known as snowball sampling), which leads to a subset of the population that cannot be deemed 

statistically representative of the population. Statistical generalizability is not always the goal in 

research. In fact, the aim of most qualitative studies is not to generalize in the statistical sense but 

rather to provide a rich, contextualized understanding of the phenomenon at hand through the 

intensive study of particular cases. However, theoretical generalizations are possible and were of 

utmost contribution in this study. Rich findings that were inductively derived from the data 

showed support for the theories discussed, such as the one of place attachment, and allow for 

further theoretical development. One novel aspect found in this study was the existence of a 
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tolerable distance from the pre-fire home when displaced survivors are making decisions about 

relocating after displacement. This newly found aspect of place attachment in displacement can 

benefit further from further analysis to have a more detailed characterization. 

Qualitative findings also have the potential to be transferable (i.e., generalizable in 

certain ways) if clearly outlined. In this sense, findings arising from this study strengthen a new 

lens of investigation proposed to a known problem in disaster research: the post-disaster 

temporary housing failure. This study proposed, described the methodological steps, and 

illustrated the results of how the shift from housing as a product of design to the person-

environment interrelationships as a design process can inform new directions research. This 

method of investigation is valuable as it is transferrable to other post-disaster re-housing 

investigations in the U.S. 

It is worth noting that at the end of this study’s fieldwork period in late December of 

2019, the first cases of COVID-19 in the U.S. began to emerge. As the pandemic spanned not 

only residents, I had to make some determinations that may have hindered my ability to follow-

up in-person with a few participants in the subsequent months. Nonetheless, I was still able to 

collect rich data that informed this study. 

Furthermore, I did not rely solely on interviews and observations with displaced 

survivors. During approximately six months, I collected multiple types of data, also retroactively, 

comprising a year, from the day of the fire in November of 2018 to the end of 2019. These 

included interviews with government officials, volunteers at non-profit organizations, and private 

agents (such as home insurance representatives) and archival data (governmental documents, 

reports, and media accounts), social media observations, visual archival data provided by 
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participants, and others. These multiple types of data allowed for consistent triangulation (Yin, 

1994). They ensured richness, depth, completeness, thoroughness (Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 

2016), and trustworthiness – which are some of the characteristics that indicate validity and 

reliability in qualitative findings. 

 

Directions for Future Studies 

Disaster Displacement Responses by Housing Type or by Perception versus Reality 

This study did not intend to investigate survivors’ pre-fire residential environments in 

depth. By design, the investigation focused on temporary housing and included brief descriptions 

of participants lost homes when they depicted specific characteristics they missed during their 

accounts. Nonetheless, two types of pre-fire housing arose from the data: mobile homes and 

standard houses. While about two thirds of this study’s participants described their pre-fire 

homes as standard middle-class North American houses, the remaining participants lived in a 

mobile home park.  

The mobile home park involved in this study is unique in the sense that it is a non-profit 

mutual benefit corporation in which homeowners lived in the same place for decades. However, 

a few of them mentioned the fact that society looks at mobile homes differently; many do not 

consider mobile homes to be typical or proper housing. In fact, some participants believed to 

have received substandard fire response from firefighters and to have been disregarded by the 

organizations involved in the process of recovery because their house was a “mobile home.”  
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Therefore, the housing scholarship would greatly benefit from studies that compare 

different types of pre-fire housing and the role they play in survivors’ perceptions of disaster 

response and in the actual disaster response. 

Virtual Ecology and Post-Crisis Place-Making 

After finding that virtual environments have been consistently used by displaced 

populations to support the remaking of place connections, and even to replace a sense of being at 

home, and of belonging to a cultural group, a theoretical question also arises: Do we see the 

upsurge of a new type of non-place?  

Non-places, according to Augé (1995), are traditionally composed of physicality, but no 

meaning. Virtual environments lack physicality, but in this study, they have replaced some 

peoples’ meaningful connections to place. If not a new type of non-place, could virtual 

environments represent the surge of something akin to a non-place place? One that could be 

taken, lived in, and culturally appropriated with the daily making of meaningful connections, 

still, a place with no physicality? This thought is herein offered as an opportunity for further 

development in future studies for those investigating the role of virtual environments to people-

environment relationships in an ecologically changing world.  

According to Stokols (2018), Social Ecology in the 21st century has entered a new phase 

propelled by the cybersphere or “virtual ecology” and its commingling with the natural, built, 

and sociocultural aspects of our milieu (p. 92). Scholars who study the relations between nature 

and society know that people and environments are continually coevolving in tandem with each 

other. Consequently, the transition from predigital times to the Digital Age marks the arrival of a 
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distinctly new phase in human-environment relations and a new era of social-ecological research 

(Stokols, 2018). 

Further, there are many compelling reasons for social ecologists to address the virtual 

parts of our surroundings and their impact on natural, built, and sociocultural environments. For 

instance, as we face an unprecedented crisis amid the COVID-19 pandemic, an unsurmountable 

number of people have been temporarily ordered to stay home and are, therefore, displaced from 

other places that might be central to their identity and daily meaningful connections. Finally, 

virtual environments seem to have been used to support and even replace these connections. In 

doing so, they represent a pressing topic of further research in EDR. 
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