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ABSTRACT

Hurricane Katrina remains one of the most consequential natural disasters in US history, not only 
for its physical devastation but also for the inequities it exposed and intensified. Two decades later, 
Katrina provides a critical case for examining the evolution of disaster mental health understanding, 
policy, and practice, particularly for marginalized communities disproportionately affected by both 
the storm and its aftermath. This conceptual-analytical article synthesizes empirical literature, policy 
analysis, and historical documentation to examine long-term mental health outcomes following 
Katrina and to evaluate the development and application of resilience-based disaster mental health 
frameworks. Drawing from interdisciplinary perspectives, the article assesses how disaster mental 
health responses have evolved, where structural failures persist, and what lessons can be applied 
toward future disasters. The analysis emphasizes the need for trauma-informed, intersectional, and 
community-centered approaches to promote resilience and sustainable post-disaster recovery.
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INTRODUCTION

In late August 2005, while gaining speed and strength in the Gulf of Mexico, Hurricane Katrina 
became a Category 5 hurricane, the highest possible status. By the time Katrina made landfall and 
hit New Orleans and the Mississippi Gulf Coast, it had reduced to Category 3. Despite dropping two 
categories from an initial Category 5 severity, Katrina was recorded as the third strongest hurricane 
in United States history at the time. The devastation from the high winds and storm surges alone was 
tremendous; however, the damage and deaths resulting from this catastrophic storm, especially for 
the city of New Orleans, came mostly from an inappropriate level of preparation rather than from 
the storm itself (History, n.d.).

New Orleans is a city that sits below sea level and is surrounded by water. The overbearing Lake 
Pontchartrain is to the north of New Orleans, and the Mississippi River wraps around the city like 
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a crescent, creating a bowl-like shape for the city (Campanella, 2018). Despite the elaborate storm 
protection system built in New Orleans following Hurricane Betsy in 1965, the system was exposed 
as outdated and structurally flawed the morning after Hurricane Katrina hit. Although the worst of 
Katrina’s winds and rain had passed through the city, several levees breached near Lake Pontchartrain 
and the Mississippi River, causing massive flooding to 80% of New Orleans (Benoit, 2012).

New Orleans is a 300-year-old city, a poor city, and a city with a majority Black population. With a 
history of slavery and various plantations in the Deep South, and as a frequent place for slave auctions 
due to its convenient port location, New Orleans’ Black population outnumbered Whites by 2.4 to 1, or 
67.3% of the city’s population, in 2005 (Dyson, 2006). Many poor Black New Orleans neighborhoods 
were in lower-lying areas with dilapidated structures and homes, highlighting a historical correlation 
between class and topography (Campanella, 2007). Due to the greater potential for flooding and 
hurricane damage after Katrina, many of these neighborhoods sat almost completely submerged for 
weeks (Brown & Schwartz, 2011; Plyer, 2016). For several long days after the storm, citizens who 
did not, or could not, evacuate the city remained stranded on their rooftops in the Southern summer 
heat, in the Superdome, and elsewhere throughout the city waiting for rescue workers. Their homes 
were underwater, and for thousands of residents, no one was coming to save them quickly enough 
(Dyson, 2006; Hartman & Squires, 2006).

Hurricane Katrina devastated the New Orleans area, and two decades later, its effects remain deeply 
uneven across the city. The storm exposed and intensified long-standing racial and socioeconomic 
disparities, as low-income Black communities endured the greatest losses to their homes, mental and 
physical health, and overall well-being. However, Katrina and its effects on the city in many ways 
are not anomalous. The exposed inequities of Katrina underscore a critical truth across many natural 
disasters: These events do not occur in a vacuum but interact with existing systems of oppression 
and marginalization. Therefore, disaster mental health responses and frameworks must be informed 
by an intersectional understanding of race and class centered on the experiences of communities that 
face persistent adversity and structural disadvantages.

Climate-related disasters are increasing in both frequency and intensity (USAFacts, 2025), and as 
a result, the long-term mental health effects of these events have emerged as a growing global concern. 
Although the immediate psychological responses to disasters are understood and are documented 
moderately well, there has been far less attention on long-term mental health, social, community, 
and structural impacts that unfold over years and decades, especially among marginalized areas and 
communities. Understanding how disaster mental health frameworks evolve over time and have 
been utilized, and whether they meaningfully address layered social vulnerabilities, is essential for 
developing sustainable, trauma-informed responses to future crises.

The purpose of this article is to provide a conceptual-analytical synthesis that examines disaster 
mental health, specific resilience models shown to be highly effective in natural disaster contexts, and 
various structural responses two decades after Katrina. By using primary and secondary empirical 
literature, policy analysis, and historical documentation, this article uses Hurricane Katrina as a 
foundational and critical case example to evaluate how disaster mental health resilience approaches 
have evolved and succeeded, as well as where structural failures and persistent inequalities in 
post-disaster mental health response remain. By integrating various areas of study such as history, 
public health, psychology, and sociology, the article aims to assess the development of disaster mental 
health practice and policy since Katrina, where it has fallen short, and what lessons can be inferred 
for the inevitable future natural disasters. This critical examination is concerned with both short- and 
long-term outcomes and changes to structural dynamics that are often overlooked by short-term and 
event-focused literature.

Historical Context of New Orleans 
The story of New Orleans is like that of many other American cities. Prior to World War II, 

New Orleans was ripe for economic opportunity as a port city on the Mississippi River with a 
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