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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this study is to investigate the predictors of psychological distress in 

children following the Gulf Coast hurricanes of 2005. Previous literature has suggested that 

children that experience natural disasters, such as hurricanes, may face the same psychological 

dangers as children that experience other types of traumatic experiences. Thus, it is expected that 

children that were exposed to various stressors throughout the occurrence of the hurricanes will 

display more symptoms of psychological distress in the aftermath of the storms. In this study, 

614 caregivers of children of ages 1 to 9 years old were sampled in a cross-sectional study to 

examine possible predictors of psychological distress in this population. Results indicated 

significant associations between various exposure variables (e.g. child was injured during 

hurricane, child lost belongings due to hurricane) and elevated scores on Posttraumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) Symptom screener and an Adjustment and Emotion Regulation Symptom 

screener. Conclusions from this study add to the growing body of knowledge on  children’s 

functioning after disasters by providing results from a large sample in an area of study that has 

many inherent limitations. 

 

 

 

 

 



       	  

	  

CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 Natural disasters affect the lives of millions of people each year. Hurricanes, floods, 

earthquakes, tornadoes, and fires ravish communities across the world placing overwhelming 

burdens on the people that call these places home. Within these affected populations are millions 

of young children who are left confused by the devastating effects on their communities and by 

the disruption of their daily lives incurred by natural disasters.  

 Southern Louisiana is not a stranger to natural disasters. Many of the most devastating 

and deadliest tropical systems to impact the United States have hit Southern Louisiana (Moth, 

2010). Throughout the last century unforgettable storms have taken the lives of over 3,000 of 

Louisiana residents. Before 2005, Hurricane Audrey inflicted the one of the highest death toll for 

any hurricane to hit Louisiana in the United States’ modern history claiming approximately 526 

lives across the Louisiana and Texas coastlines (Moth, 2010). Sadly, Audrey’s record was hugely 

defeated approximately a decade ago by the unforgiving conditions brought about by Hurricane 

Katrina.  

 In 2005, the people and landscape of southern Louisiana endured two major hurricanes. 

Hurricane Katrina, one of the most devastating storms to affect the United States in the last 

century ravished New Orleans and its surrounding areas. The storm killed over 1,800 people, 

cost approximately $125 billion, flooded over 80% of the city of New Orleans, and displaced 

over 250,000 residents (Graumann, et al. 2006). Only a month later, Hurricane Rita made 

landfall in southern Louisiana. Making landfall as a Category 3 hurricane, Rita produced a storm 

surge that obliterated a number of southern Louisiana coastal communities (Knabb, et al, 2011). 

The combination of the insurmountable effects of the two hurricanes left Louisiana’s citizens in 

an extremely vulnerable place. Among the 250,000 New Orleans residents displaced by Katrina, 
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