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A B S T R A C T   

Community participation is considered an integral part of Build Back Better (BBB) initiatives and 
an asset for ensuring equitable resilient outcomes of post-disaster recovery. However, BBB-related 
practices, as well as recovery research have failed to overcome the challenge of practices rein-
forcing inequities that require addressing issues of power. This scoping review examines the 
intersection of power and participation in post-disaster recovery. Using a qualitative analytical 
approach, this paper presents an overview of the existing power imbalances, participatory ac-
tivities, and their associated outcomes. How can participatory processes influence power dy-
namics? The study identifies five roles that participatory processes can play: raising critical 
consciousness, reflecting just power relations, developing a culture of change-making, changing 
relationships between actors, and providing a structure for change. In general, this scoping review 
finds that the literature does not make use of power as an explicit analytical lens and that the 
social processes related to participation are insufficiently documented. Correcting for these gaps 
can generate a better understanding of the possibilities for collaborative disaster risk governance 
in recovery.   

1. Introduction 

According to the WMO, the number of natural hazard-triggered disasters has increased five-fold over the last fifty years. While 
improved preparedness has resulted in an overall decrease in deaths, economic losses have increased sevenfold [1]. In lower-income 
countries, displacement associated with natural hazard-triggered disasters has increased by 335% between 2008 and 2021, while in all 
other country categories, it has decreased [2]. Under such challenging conditions and increasing damage and loss, it is clear that 
recovery interventions need to be investments that leverage the “window of opportunity for change towards sustainability” [3] to stop 
the continuing cycle of loss and damage. 

Recovery processes, which are increasingly recognised as development-related [4], are inherently complex. Their governance 
requires coordinating between different actors at multiple levels, including national and sub-national authorities, local and external 
non-state actors, as well as the local communities affected by the hazard event and the recovery intervention [5]. Build Back Better 
(BBB) is suggested as one such approach for decentralised governance. According to the UNDRR, BBB aims “to increase the resilience of 
nations and communities through integrating disaster risk reduction measures into the restoration of physical infrastructure and 
societal systems, and into the revitalization of livelihoods, economies and the environment” [6]. It emphasises the central role of 
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communities and local authorities [7]. In 2015, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction institutionalised BBB as an 
approach for risk reduction during the recovery phase [8]. 

Despite decentralisation in recovery processes, recovery-related governance approaches must still account for power dynamics for 
several reasons. First, to promote equitable resilience and development outcomes, recovery policies and processes must go beyond 
dealing with the local socio-ecological conditions, and account for how disaster risk is produced in each particular situation, including 
the underlying drivers of disaster risk [9,10]. This necessitates “challeng[ing] existing structures, power relations, vested interests and 
dominant narratives” that sustain inequity [9]. In contrast, interventions limited to changes in local conditions preserve social in-
equities [11,12] and continue to create risk [13]. Eventually, this cycle undermines potential development gains [10]. Similarly, 
resilience research has received critique for being apolitical and non-normative and overlooking inequities and social justice issues, 
which risks sustaining the status quo and undermining long-term resilience and sustainability [14,15]. The likelihood of equitable 
resilience increases when “resilience practice considers issues of social vulnerability and differential access to power, knowledge, and 
resources ….and accounts for [people’s] need for a change of circumstance to avoid imbalances of power into the future” [16]. 

Power is a complex concept that draws heavily from decades of social and political theory [17]. In general, power can be defined as 
“an ability to achieve a wanted end in a social context, with or without the consent of others” [18]. Power is a contested concept due to 
its multi-dimensionality. According to Avelino [19,20] power, as a term, captures a number of similar concepts that are difficult to 
compare and integrate. For example, Lukes [21] organises the concept of power around three-dimensional views of power based on 
where the power is exercised in (non)decision-making (including agenda setting) as well as how overtly and directly it is exercised. 
Decision-making is the main indicator of power in one of the most commonly used participatory frameworks, Arnstein’s Ladder of 
Participation, which categorises resident engagement in planning based on the level of power held by communities [22]. However, 
Foucault recognises power permeating society through our structures and relations, as well as through how knowledge is defined and 
used [17]. Gidden [23] also considers power as structural but also as a part of human agency and action, where structure and agency 
shape each other. Rowlands [24] draws on various theories of agency to develop a model of power comprised of four forms: Power over, 
Power to, Power with, and Power from within. Power over relates to the ability to influence and coerce and the ability to resist coercion. 
Power to is generative and relates to doing something or participating in an activity, while power with is acting within a collective. Power 
from within is an individual power derived from increased self-respect. One form of power can be used to support another, and each of 
these forms has implications for the understanding of empowerment [24,25]. 

In collaborative or participatory planning processes, such as recovery, inattention to power distribution can lead to an inaccurate or 
incomplete understanding of whether, how, and why collaborations work to produce desired outcomes [26,27]. Understanding power 
dynamics can help collaborative processes avoid reinforcing existing power relationships known to affect outcomes negatively [28]. To 
improve the understanding of power dynamics in the field of resilience, Harris et al. [14] propose the concept of negotiated resilience, 
where resilience is considered an inclusive and long-term stakeholder negotiation process without a clear end or goal where power is 
dealt with explicitly in negotiations. Focusing on the aspects of power in the process “may open up spaces for innovation” around 
solutions and accountability in decision-making [14]. However, while participatory processes have the potential to alter power dy-
namics through community empowerment [22], people-centred approaches are criticised for insufficiently representing the needs and 
narratives of those recovering [29–31]. Recovery can, in practice, reinforce pre-disaster inequalities and power structures [31–33]. In 
other policy fields relevant to disaster recovery (e.g. climate adaptation, risk governance, planning, resilience planning, and devel-
opment), participation has been criticised for weak engagement with power [34–41]. 

Despite the challenges facing recovery processes, the central role of participation in BBB, and the importance of understanding 
participation as a process, research on participation within this context presents a research gap [31,42,43]. Other studies on partic-
ipation in the recovery context have focused on individual cases [43], limited sets of cases [42,44–46], or reviewed policy documents 
[47]. Further research on the scope of resident involvement and engagement processes within reconstruction has been called for [30]. 
Iannelilo et al. [48] also point out the value of studying participation within specific policy areas in light of the importance of 
contextual factors. Recovery is a complex context during which, often numerous, large and small interventions and investments take 
place affecting many areas of community life. This implies that significant changes will take place – ones that can be used to correct for 
unsustainable development trajectories of the past to support equitable resilience in the future. To date, no reviews have been con-
ducted in this field to synthesise the learnings related to participation, let alone focus on the role that power plays in this context. 

In this study, I address these gaps by conducting a scoping review of cases of participatory processes implemented as part of 
medium to long-term post-disaster recovery and described as resulting in positive outcomes for participants. The paper is structured as 
follows: the data collection and inductive data analysis methodology applied in the research are described in Section 2. Section 3 
presents the findings in terms of an overview of participation in post-disaster recovery, its outcomes as well as its role in affecting 
power dynamics. In addition to discussing the limitations of the study, Section 4 discusses how participation influences power dy-
namics and recommends further actions for researchers. This is followed by the conclusion and its implications for governance in 
Section 5. 

2. Methods 

This scoping review aims to understand the manifestations of power in local participatory recovery processes. The objectives 
include generating (1) an understanding of the power imbalances in the context of recovery, (2) an overview of how participation in 
post-disaster recovery and how different methods relate to power, and (3) whether and how participation can influence power dy-
namics related to the underlying drivers of disaster risk. 

Scoping reviews can provide an overview of the literature focus, clarify key concepts, identify key factors related to a concept, 
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identify gaps, and inform future research questions [49,50]. According to Munn [49], scoping reviews are useful for the “identification 
of certain characteristics/concepts in papers or studies, and in the mapping, reporting or discussion of these characteristics/concepts”. 
They can also be used to determine the range of evidence available on a topic [51,52]. Previous research on participatory methods in 
other areas indicates the low likelihood of finding sufficient literature that consistently describes participatory interventions, their 
results, as well as their contexts [48,53]. Due to this, a systematic literature review to provide evidence of the causal impacts of specific 
interventions to inform practice is not feasible [49,54]. This scoping review uses techniques informed by the principles of a systematic 
scoping review, namely in the literature sampling, selection, and analytical approach [50,52,53]. 

The systematic methodology of a scoping review requires inclusion and exclusion criteria for replicability and mitigation of 
researcher bias (see Fig. 1 below and Supplemental Material Table 1 for more details on the search criteria and terms). Despite the vast 
amount of literature on the failures of recovery, I limited this study to peer-reviewed literature on cases of local participatory processes 
implemented as a part of recovery that described positive outcomes for those affected by the disaster. This exclusion of cases with less 
desirable outcomes from a resident point of view is due to limited resources as well as my interest in informing future research 
particularly about participatory processes that benefit affected residents. I considered participation to be a “process of discussion, 
information gathering, conflict, and eventual decision making, implementation, and evaluation by the group(s) directly affected by an 
activity” [55]. I used two main databases (Web of Science and Scopus), excluding grey literature and books. The search terms sought 
breadth [50] and reflected the themes of community participation, recovery, and power. I performed a search on studies published up 
until (December 14, 2021). A total of 3131 articles were screened for duplicates and against the inclusion criteria in a reiterative 
process using the title, keywords, and abstract, as well as the full body text where needed. A total of 121 articles were imported into 
Atlas.ti 22, where they were simultaneously coded and screened a second time for inclusion. Sixty-nine articles made up my final 
dataset. 

I grouped and coded the literature using Atlas.ti 22 software. To describe the literature sample, I grouped the documents according 
to the type of event, hazard, and location of the case study. I further coded the content of the articles inductively to answer the research 
questions. The coding was theory-informed and influenced by my existing knowledge as a researcher. I used versus coding, which 
“identifies the conflicts, struggles and power issues observed in social … interaction” [56] in combination with descriptive coding to 
identify the power imbalances emerging from the literature. I used descriptive coding to represent specific categories of actors, 
participatory methods, as well as their outcomes [56]. The role of participation in altering power relations was also coded in this way. 
As the coding was inductive, I used Vermeulen’s general definition of power as “an ability to achieve a wanted end in a social context, 
with or without the consent of others” [18] as a base. In all cases, I reiteratively analysed, recoded, and grouped the codes under 
thematic categories. These coded segments under each category were then analysed as a whole and in relation to the other categories. I 
used a qualitative approach to describe the results. 

The dataset consists of 69 studies from 46 journals and two book series, most of which were published between 2011 and 2020 
(Fig. 2). The dataset is multi-disciplinary, in that it draws on journals from a range of disciplines including disaster or hazard studies, 
environment, operational research, and social work. The 69 studies in the dataset covered ninety-five post-disaster recovery cases that 
align with the inclusion criteria. About two thirds of the studies were single-case studies, compared to multiple case studies (24 
multiple case vs. 46 single case publications). The hazard events triggering the disasters were mostly natural hazard events that took 
place between 1989 and 2017 (Fig. 3). Recovery cases were North America and Asia-centric (Fig. 4). About half (n = 52) of the cases 
are from Low and Middle-Income countries. 

3. Results 

3.1. Power dynamics in recovery 

To explore the power asymmetries in post-disaster recovery, I coded the power-related concepts and the power relations reflected 

Fig. 1. Selection and screening process of the scoping review.  
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in both the broader society and participatory processes. Asymmetries in broader society are included due to their influence on the 
power dynamics within the participatory processes. The power-related concepts used in the articles highlight the broader societal 
inequities as well as the attempts of participatory processes to decrease the level of imbalance through e.g. empowerment (see Table 1). 
The recovery processes covered in the studies ranged from top-down to self-led community-based recovery and varied significantly in 
how power was distributed among actors. In a few cases, the participatory approaches were used to guide a larger recovery process, e. 
g. at the city level. However, in most cases, the participatory processes dealt with only part of the recovery process, usually in a specific 
geographic area and pertaining to a specific theme, e.g. housing. These more focused cases represented a more even distribution of 
power among participants and empowerment of the community in contrast with the contextual power dynamics. In some cases, this 
shift was even supported by official authority-led recovery approaches, while in other cases, e.g., community resistance, it was not. 

The results of the inductive coding suggest that power asymmetries derive from three main categories determining power relations: 
the agency and/or authority to make decisions, access to resources, and structures that determine power distribution (see Table 1). 
First, power originates from actors’ abilities to take decisions and actions related to the future development of a particular place or 
community. Decision-making ability relates to planning local development paths, e.g. aims, how funding is allocated, and whose 
knowledge is involved in the process. This includes those with official authority and/or agency, e.g., public authorities, external 
project leaders such as universities or NGOs, as well as informal community leaders, e.g., residents who have agency and take action. 
This latter links to the empowerment of community members or leaders. Second, power derives from access to resources, including 
tools, knowledge, capacities, and person-power. Differentiated access to combinations of resources creates imbalances. Finally, power 
is distributed through structures, e.g., restricted by gender norms [32] or shared through collaborative processes [57,77]. Structures 
included formal and informal institutions and processes. 

Fig. 2. The number of publications over time, n = 69.  

Fig. 3. Proportion of the different types of hazard events across the case studies, n = 95.  
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These three categories interconnect in the following ways: many of the structures determine authority and access to resources [58, 
78,89,90]; those with authority can create structures and determine access to resources, and those with access to resources, especially 
funding, and capacities, can influence decision making [43,57,78,59–63,79,80]. Empowerment can be generated through structures 
that enable engagement [97,98] and the cultivation of agency and capacities [99]. The linkages can also be seen in the overlaps of 
power-related terms according to the categories. 

3.2. Descriptions of participation 

The participatory processes represented different approaches to local recovery at various scales, including city-wide [79,65], 
village level, or processes specific to certain groups of people within a community [80,85]. They include official recovery processes 
involving authorities [43], overall recovery processes made up of various efforts that have various strengths of connection [78], 
distinct processes or projects led by various actors 32 64, as well as organic processes unfolding through collective resident actions [93]. 
The processes focus on both planning and implementation of recovery-related actions around themes including the planning and/or 
implementation of plans related to resettlement, new housing, public spaces and infrastructure, and reconstruction at different spatial 
levels; disaster risk reduction (DRR); urban gardening; community socialising and cultural activities; psycho-social support; recovery 
related social services; reparation process; education and public health initiatives; livelihood initiatives; and benefits distribution, 
sometimes with overlaps in the themes, e.g. socialising and planning of public spaces. While most processes took place in a single 
location close to their pre-disaster locations, others engaged geographically dispersed communities. To gain an overview of the 
participation methods used in the cases, I coded the descriptions of the participatory processes inductively regarding the actors 
involved, the types of participatory methods used, and outcomes. 

3.2.1. Actors involved 
The cases involved diverse actors [65] (see Fig. 5). Local-level actors were the most represented, with the disaster-affected com-

munity playing a central role. While some studies focused on the engagement of or by community leaders or local organisations [89,90, 
93], most dealt with the engagement of residents more broadly [77]. Few studies highlighted the heterogeneity within communities. 
While some cases focused on specific societal sub-groups, e.g. ones which were previously marginalised [68,69,71,75,91], fewer ar-
ticles considered intersectionality [86,100], multiple subgroups within a population or the diversity of post-disaster situations across a 
community [31,67]. Marginalised residents included indigenous people, youth, the elderly, people of lower castes, people of various 
ethnic backgrounds, those with lower financial means, the landless, and women. 

Civil society organisations (CSOs) especially local ones, played a vital role in supporting communities. They include emergent local 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) [62], official or unofficial community groups [86,91], recovery groups or councils [65,83, 
87], cooperatives or entrepreneurial associations [79,99,81,82,101], or coalitions [58]. In several cases, pre-existing local CSOs played 
a role in supporting the formation of new CSOs [77,80,69,102]. Locally embedded and external NGOs often coordinated participation 
for a broader group of residents but also partnered across levels with emergent local groups, the public sector, the private sector, and 
research institutes [79,65]. Studies mentioned nationally [65,91] and internationally active [95,103] NGOs supporting communities 
less frequently. In several cases, the geographic scope of the overall activity or local embeddedness of CSOs was unclear. 

Studies frequently mentioned local and regional authorities, including the city council, emergency services, and local community 
services [90]. While higher-level authorities were less visible, some cases included committees consisting of both national and 
sub-national authorities, recovery or other sectoral agencies [68,73,104]. In some cases, local and national authorities’ aims conflicted 
with those of communities. Also less represented were international agencies [71,72,74,88], and private sector actors [66,81]. 

Fig. 4. The geographic distribution of cases, n = 95.  
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International agencies provided services and private sector actors both participated in coalitions as part of new solutions and worked in 
opposition to the community actors. 

3.2.2. Ways of participation 
To understand the types of engagement methods used in the participatory processes, I grouped methods according to the main 

activities and aims. The categories include mobilisation, capacity building, collaboration, participatory research, and consultation (see 
Table 2). Cases can be associated with multiple categories, e.g. capacity building can take place through collaboration or participatory 
research. 

Each category was analysed in terms of how the method relates to power to see the differences between activities. Mobilisation 
includes the most confrontational and politically oriented activities aiming to demand rights, fulfill recovery needs, or raise awareness 

Table 1 
Determinants of power relations and examples from the case studies and examples of power-related terms used. Underlined terms are terms that originated within the 
participatory processes, whereas the non-underlined terms are related to background contextual conditions.  

Determinants of power relations Descriptive examples showing power or lack of 
power based on these determinants 

Examples of power-related terms References 

Agency and/or the authority to 
make decisions and/or take 
actions  

• Decisions determine:  
o Rules and regulations related to recovery  
o Allocation of resources and timing to 

programming  
o How the funding is used and by whom  
o Who is involved in the process  
o Who’s knowledge is recognised for 

decision-making (e.g. economic, scientific, 
expert-based, local, and indigenous 
knowledge)  

o Scope/aims/narrative of recovery and 
participatory processes  

o Who benefits from certain types of urban 
development or other decisions  

o Progress of resettlement or recovery plans  
• Actions:  

o Decision-making is taking action  
o Motivate, mobilise, and inspire other actors  
o Set precedence for what is possible 

Agency, empowerment, leadership, oppression, 
exclusion, depoliticisation/politicisation, self- 
determination, self-efficacy, transformation, 
representation, delegated power, guerrilla 
urbanism, resistance 

[1,3] [[,43,57,58,59] 
[31,43,57–76] [63, 
64] [31,43,57–76] 
[31,43,57–76] 

Access to resources or assets 
(material, immaterial, and 
human) that can be drawn 
on to carry out one’s aims.  

• Resources/assets include:  
o Finances  
o Human assets and mutual help, including 

physical and emotional support  
o Social and technical skills and capacities 

(building and construction, livelihoods, 
leadership, areas of technical expertise, 
networking, planning, facilitation, 
coordination and management, 
adaptation)  

o Networks and connections that can be 
leveraged for any of the above  

• Access to resources enables influence, and 
ability to operate, contribute and participate. 

inequity, privilege, social capital, capacity, 
knowledge, poverty, elite, funding, leadership, 
network, survivor, culture/cultural heritage, 
creativity, food security/insecurity; education; 
civic infrastructure; displaced 

[31,43,77,58,78, 
59–61,79,80,67,72, 
81–88] 

Structures, such as institutions, 
norms, and rules that 
influence how people 
behave and make decisions  

• Institutions  
o Sectoral institutions, networks, and policies 

directly and indirectly related to recovery, 
e.g. economic institutions and disaster 
recovery networks  

o local governance structures  
o economic systems and structures  
o civic infrastructure  

• Rules, norms, and practices  
o Rights related to property (land and 

housing) influence how residents are 
treated; whether they have a say in what is 
rebuilt in a specific area; whether they 
receive benefits  

o Organisational cultures and procedures  
o Representations of knowledge, e.g. maps  
o Participatory structures & processes in 

recovery  
o Gender, social and cultural norms  
o Castes and other social classifications of 

people 

gender roles, injustice, oppression, patriarchy, 
privilege, exclusion, regulation, rights, 
marginalisation, informality, kinship ties, 
invisibility, institutional racism, capitalism, 
partnership, coalition, collective management; 
disenfranchisement; illegitimacy; dominant 
culture discourses; colonising 

[31,43,57,78,79,89, 
90,59–61,63,66,68, 
70,71,74,76,88, 
91–96]  
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about social justice issues [65,101]. This is the only category where communities categorically had the ultimate decision-making 
power. In capacity building, collaboration, and participatory research, the decision-making power was mixed. Capacity building 
empowered communities by enabling them to advocate for themselves through soft skills, e.g., political or media skills [59,105], 
articulation of rights-based language [99,65], leadership, and management [112]. They also supported communities to take concrete 
steps in recovery related to livelihoods [99] and construction [95], as well as DRR [72], using newly acquired or enhanced technical 
skills. Collaboration, or the organisation of collective action to move social or physical recovery forward, took place within a com-
munity [69,81,95], as well as with the involvement of external actors [85,113]. In the community, it reflected community-level 
decision-making and management and thus also developed leadership and management capacities. Participatory research focused 
on ensuring recovery was community-based [115]. These methods were the most explicitly reflexive of power relations. They 
considered the researcher’s positionality relative to the community members and reflected on the approach and values implicit in the 
methods [90,75,119]. Similar to mobilisation, participatory research also allowed participants to explicitly consider issues such as 
power and oppression, but also knowledge, and leadership [75]. The final method type, consultation, was least related to power in that 
it was mostly based on one-way communication. In the cases, consultation was always used together with another method to e.g. gain 
information and feedback [92,113]. 

About one-third (n = 24/69) of the publications included processes that reiteratively engaged residents from the beginning and 
throughout the planning or implementation process. The percentage may have been higher, but it is impossible to discern due to the 
lack of descriptions related to the processes. These processes utilised multiple methods and included experimentation, participatory 
planning, and self-management. Some of them also reflected work at two levels – a concrete on the ground level, e.g. school and 
community development and a higher abstract level related to structural inequities, e.g. school reform or food security [77,80]. It 
should be noted that these inclusive and reiterative processes were not always successful in meeting their goals. They faced challenges 
related to the dependence on external funding, which shifts power away from the communities [78,61], management of 
participation-related trade-offs [43], and incompatibility between the cultural norms and other structures used in the participatory 
process [116]. These processes were led by coalitions, local CSOs, research institutes, or INGOs. 

3.2.3. Outcomes associated with participatory processes 
To understand the relationships between participatory processes and power, I explored both the reported outcomes as well as the 

role of participation in supporting changes in power relations (see Section 3.3). To understand the outcomes associated with partic-
ipatory processes and their relation to power, I inductively coded the reported outcomes of analysed participatory processes. It should 
be noted that none of the participatory processes were specifically assessed using an evaluation process. Thus, I consider these out-
comes associated with, rather than attributed to, participatory processes. Through coding, I identified eighteen different outcomes 
participatory processes that I further grouped into six categories: process-related outcomes, substantive outcomes, changes in per-
ceptions, changes in system aspects, changes in scale, and obstacles to change (see Table 3). The concepts of empowerment and 
transformation cut across multiple outcome categories related to changes in power dynamics. 

The reviewed literature often used the term “empowerment” but without a clear definition. Empowerment was, however, asso-
ciated with other outcome aspects, such as learning, capacities, connections, and changes in agency and sense of self (see Table 3). For 
example, some articles link empowerment with developing skills and capacity through training, discussing, learning, or collaborating. 
In contrast, other articles attribute it to the creation of spaces that enable interaction in a new way. Empowerment was reported to be 
both self-generated by residents individually as well as collectively generated. Empowerment was primarily associated with the 
outcome of agency and a sense of self. It resulted from processes led or supported by residents, as well as local and external actors. 

Transformation cuts across categories most directly dealing with change at different levels – changes in thinking, changes in system 
aspects, and scaling. The literature describes transformation in many ways: as a change in a relationship, a specific space of possibility, 
a set of activities, and a process or pathway. Though none of the participatory processes resulted in system-wide change, a few cases 
reported changes related to agency; critical reflection; changes in thinking about themselves, others and their future; learning; capacity 
building; cultural change; or direct changes in power relations. Both Engle [77] and Blackburn [65] raise the importance of these small 
changes. Engle [77] refers to these as “glimpses of social transformation,” which, if maintained and supported by actors and 

Fig. 5. Types of actors involved across the cases, CSO stands for Civil Society Organisation; n = 95.  
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Table 2 
Types of participatory activities used in the participatory recovery process described in the literature reviewed.  

Types of 
participatory 
activities 

Definition Actors leading activities Example activities and 
characteristics 

Example aims References 

Mobilisation The organisation of 
collective activism 
around an issue 

Led by non-community 
actors (NGOs) and 
community actors (both 
formal and informal)  

• Organising and 
participating in rallies to 
contest government 
decisions  

• NGOs advocating on behalf 
of affected communities 
(present and displaced)  

• Raise awareness related to 
broader pre-existing social 
justice issues alongside 
specific collaborative 
actions  

• .  

• To explicitly reclaim rights 
(e.g. land, housing, or 
women’s rights, right of 
return)  

• To alter a government 
decision (e.g. eviction or 
displacement)  

• To demand that survivor 
needs be met  

• To demand access to 
participation in recovery 
processes  

• To engage with broader 
pre-existing social justice 
issues, e.g. food security 

[58,78,59,60,80,62, 
63,97,64,91,101, 
105,106] 

Capacity 
building 

The development of 
certain skills or 
capacities 

Led by non-community 
actors (INGOs, NGOs, 
international agencies) 
as well as community 
actors (both formal and 
informal)  

• Specific technical skills 
training (livelihoods, 
construction, disaster risk)  

• Soft skills workshops 
(political or media skills, 
articulation using rights- 
based language, 
leadership)  

• Learning by doing through 
leading or representing 
their community  

• To broaden and improve 
livelihood activities  

• To increase the number of 
community members who 
could contribute to 
recovery activities  

• To improve the capacities 
and self-sufficiency of 
community members to act 
on their behalf  

• To increase resilience 

[59,60,97,65,70,72, 
81,86,88,93,95,95, 
96,107,105, 
108–110] 

Collaboration Collective 
community 
activities 

Led by partnerships and 
coalitions between 
different actors; 
emergent and pre- 
existing CSOs, research 
institutes, and INGOs  

• Establishing collective 
management systems 
(collective savings or loans, 
community project 
management)  

• Establishing women’s 
organisations  

• Organising community 
activities and events 
(celebrations, daily food or 
leisure time/creative 
activities, creative 
activism)  

• Collectively constructing 
homes, volunteering in 
communal recovery efforts, 
sweat equity  

• Participatory planning 
through surveys, meetings, 
workshops, working groups  

• To collectively finance and 
manage recovery 
initiatives (e.g. 
environmental, health, or 
economy-related projects)  

• To negotiate with officials 
for their rights  

• To celebrate local identity, 
culture, and survival  

• To spend time together  
• To increase speed and 

ownership of home 
construction  

• To collectively develop 
plans related to housing, 
community-level spatial 
planning, recovery, reset-
tlement, development, or 
DRR 

[58,78,59–61,79, 
80,98,69,70,73,74, 
82,84–87,91,95,95, 
96,100,100,107, 
111,102,104,105, 
112,113,114] 

Participatory 
research 

Inclusion of 
participatory 
research in part of 
the process or 
throughout the 
process 

Led by researchers in 
research institutes  

• Conducting individual 
participatory research 
activities (e.g. participatory 
mapping) as a part of a 
larger process  

• Conducting process- 
oriented participatory 
research processes, e.g. 
participatory action 
research (PAR) or indige-
nous research approaches  

• Reflexive and arts-based 
activities  

• To improve recovery 
results by integrating local 
cultural values, was of 
operating into research 
approaches  

• To understand and ensure 
the needs of the affected 
communities are met  

• To make power-related 
structures explicit 

[68,75,85,92,111, 
115,116] 

Consultation An extractive 
method of engaging 
with high numbers 
of community 
members 

Led by non-community 
actors (national and sub- 
national government and 
NGOs), community 
actors (both formal and 
informal)  

• One-on-one engagement 
with community members 
or representatives  

• Engagement with groups 
through community 
meetings, workshops, or 
surveys  

• To gain information about 
the community needs or 
preferences or get feedback 
on ideas  

• To provide space for 
women and other 
marginalised groups to 
share their opinions 

[43,57,99,66,69,84, 
85,92,103,116,110, 
114,117,118]  
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Table 3 
Types of outcomes associated with participation, as well as example factors supporting the outcomes. Terms in parentheses represent concepts that were closely 
associated in literature.  

Types of 
outcomes 

Outcome descriptions (and their closely associated concepts) Example factors related to participation that support the outcome 

Process related 
outcomes  

• Effectiveness – increased changes of responding to local needs [65, 
117] or aims [115]; increased speed and efficiency of recovery [83]  

• Accountability (trust) – decreased corruption [117]; transparency 
[71]  

• Inclusivity – engaging with marginalised voices [92]; a feeling of 
being part of something [77]; overcoming boundaries between 
researcher and researched [73]  

• Learning (empowerment) – gaining a more informed 
understanding of the situation [118] or recovery options [82]; 
creating new ways of interacting [98]  

• Social acceptance – securing community interest [115]; creating 
local benefit [120]; decreasing community concerns [112]; 
satisfaction with results [84]  

• Local ownership – ownership of the direction of efforts [73]; sense 
of pride [77]; sense of connection to the results [69]  

• Self-determination (empowerment) – communities leading based 
on their own priorities resources and assets [121]; proactive 
community responsibility for wellbeing [112]; or future 
development [98]  

• Effectiveness – local hiring increases the capacity to respond 
quickly to local needs [65,117]  

• Accountability - community involvement in planning resulted in 
lower levels of corruption [117]  

• Inclusivity – coalitions ensured that the needs of those displaced 
and not physically present were represented [79]  

• Learning – reiterative and reflective discussions enable a better 
understanding of different perspectives [73]  

• Social acceptance – use of local human resources increases 
informal communication and increases social acceptance [112]  

• Local ownership – participation can create a feeling of local 
control and ownership [115]  

• Self-determination – connections formed through participatory 
processes created organised resistance to local authority decisions 
[112] 

Substantive 
outcomes  

• Continuity – economic recovery [81]; continuation of local 
lifestyle [71] or culture [85]; having a home to live in [104]  

• Capacities (empowerment, leadership) – technical and soft skills 
[65]; engaging with existing capacities [85]  

• Connections (social capital, empowerment) – development of 
relationships and social capital [81]; increased community cohesion 
[91] and trust [112]; connecting communities and external groups 
[81];  

• Psycho-social support – overcoming disaster trauma [94]; mental 
and spiritual care [102]; making meaning of disaster experience 
[122]; healing [112]; personal transformation [73]  

• Continuity – sharing knowledge can reinforce local identity and 
cohesion [111]  

• Capacities – gaining an understanding of what the communities 
are experiencing through integrated science and indigenous 
knowledge increases community capacity [75]  

• Connections – collaboration between communities and NGOs 
can provide previously marginalised individuals with access to 
new networks [70]  

• Psycho-social support – reactivating traditional culture through 
social spaces can reconnect villagers to their traditions [88] 

Change in 
perceptions  

• Change in agency (empowerment) – increased capacity for 
individual and collective action and commitment to transformative 
courses of actions [99]; local agency generates civil society action 
[65]; making decisions and taking actions even when in opposition 
to top-down decisions [72]; collective power pushes through re-
forms [102]  

• Change in sense of self (empowerment) – a sense of independence 
and self-confidence in capabilities [123]; increased self-efficacy and 
sense of agency to initiate change and take collective action [94]; 
overcoming of social stigmas [111]  

• Changes in thinking about the future (transformation) – new 
ideas about what was possible and best for their future collectively 
[73]; new possibilities due to independence [109]  

• Changes in thinking about others – shift in social norm [91]; new 
ways of relating [94]  

• Change in agency – co-creating organisational structures and a 
plan and working according to that plan to represent their in-
terests empowered women [96]  

• Change in sense of self – positive reinforcement between 
participation in NGO awareness programmes and self-confidence 
to approach and enter dialogue with authorities [65]  

• Changes in thinking about the future – a community-led 
initiative that successfully returned community lands changed the 
community’s perception about what they could achieve – and led 
to self-constructing an entire village [97]  

• Changes in thinking about others – bottom-up projects with a 
different set of values and norms can initiate new systems of 
relating to each other collectively [62] 

Change in 
system 
aspects  

• Increase in resilience (empowerment) – increased collective 
resilience to future events [122]; improved collective capacity to 
utilise available capitals in different combinations to produce 
desired outcomes [86]; improved adaptive capacity [93]; 
maintenance of societal functions despite disaster [124]  

• Social or socio-political change (transformation) – change in 
unequal power relations in social, political, and economic arenas 
[93]; change in social structures [93]; the opening of possibility for 
emancipatory socio-political change [65]; shift in consciousness 
through the adoption of new ideas and beliefs [94]  

• Increase in resilience – leadership can lead to the creation of a 
social safety net and community cohesion that increases 
willingness to take proactive action to decrease vulnerability 
[124]  

• Social or socio-political change – willingness of women to learn 
new skills increased the articulation of their demands [99] 

Change in scale  • Horizontal scaling of activities - expansion of activities to 
different thematic areas [78]; expansion to activities that challenge 
the status quo [64]; institutionalisation of participation [98]; 
expansion of services or activities from one location to another 
[108]  

• Vertical scaling of activities (transformation) – scaling from 
individual to community level [65]; institutionalisation of a 
cross-level cooperation [90]; institutionalisation of indigenous 
representation [68]  

• Horizontal scaling of activities - collectively attending to 
urgent needs can lead to collective consideration of more systemic 
issues [93]  

• Vertical scaling of activities – NGO activities engaging with 
peoples’ agency had a multiplier effect on collective agency [99] 

Obstacles to 
change  

• Reinforced inequities – inequitable access to participatory 
processes [87]; participatory processes failed to account for the 
complexity and different starting points for people in recovery 
situations [74]; systematic bias [93]  

• Reinforced inequities – participation was unable to overcome 
barriers of entry for some due to low education, location, and lack 
of representation [91]  
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Table 4 
Role of participation in driving changes in power relations.  

Role of participation Clarification of role and select examples References 

Raising critical 
consciousness  

• Raise awareness about one’s positionality in society in terms of local social, 
historical, cultural, political, and economic contexts, their contestations, and power 
structures  

• Enable an inclusive local worldview based on local values 
Examples:  
• Participation in micro-finance schemes enabled livelihood activities and changed 

the way that women thought about themselves.  
• Community-led initiatives created spaces through transitional art and architectural 

events for alternative discourses related to potential recovery and development 
paths and longer-term work on the resulting ideas  

• Participatory research enabled the local worldview using a local values-based 
approach, e.g. Kaupapa Māori, to inform the process from the beginning  

• Collective work around post-disaster urban gardening triggered an initiative to 
work on a broader issue, e.g. food access in resource-poor neighborhoods 

[77,89,80,62,73,74,76,92,101,103,118, 
123,125] 

Reflecting just power 
relations  

• Create and maintain structures that elevate the role of the community or that of 
marginalised community members or groups, are inclusive of diverse local values, 
enable reflection and learning, and create the space for change.  

• Strengthen and develop local capacities to drive change  
• Provide organisational support (resources and capacities) to both pre-existing and 

emergent local organisations which promote social issues and their leaders 
Examples:  
• The formation of an entrepreneurial association and working according to 

community organising principles restored self-reliance and economic recovery  
• Formal disaster recovery actors took an adaptive approach in providing 

supplementary resources and capacities to level the playing field between emergent 
recovery groups which were in different starting positions enabling autonomous 
locally embedded recovery  

• As a response to local demand, a national agency provided a state agency with 
funding to create new bodies as part of the formal recovery framework and hire 
local case managers to collaborate with and complement the informal recovery 
committees leading the local work 

Example recommendations:  
• Account for the local context and structural power imbalances  
• Engage without overburdening survivors 

[43,57,77,79,65,66,70,71,76,81,83,84, 
86,91–93,100,102,115,109,117,126,127] 

Generating a “Culture of 
changemaking”  

• Enable cultural change that generates agency and leads to collective action through 
experimenting, the creation of new networks of social relations, adapting, and 
creating positive experiences of collective action  

• Re-politicise recovery through grassroots-level experiments 
Examples:  
• A self-organised women’s coalition took on increasing responsibilities, from 

running a community kitchen and fundraising to lobbying for women’s property 
rights. Over time, their activities became more political and reflected their ability to 
create and increasingly access more social, political, and economic spaces.  

• Creation of social networks for resource sharing and experimentation to adapt their 
farming techniques resulted in not only economic gains, but also changes in their 
identities, and in some cases impact on gender relations at a societal level.  

• Collective management schemes resulted in social change and also provided 
opportunities for processes of collectively designing the administrative aspects, 
deliberative engagement in the decision making related to e.g. collective savings 
itself, as well as negotiation with the authorities.  

• A nationwide membership-based survivor’s association maintained public pressure 
through rallies, testifying before authorities, and negotiations with national au-
thorities to advocate on behalf of displaced survivors and contest the inequitable 
post-disaster situation. 

Example recommendations:  
• Provide longer-term institutional support 

[77,78,80,60–62,99,82,86,93,95,96,101, 
109] 

Changing relationships 
between actors  

• Create networks and coalitions across diverse local actors to increase agency and 
strength, diversify expertise, and overcome fragmentation, including for the 
purposes of resistance  

• Develop both horizontal networks to spread change and vertical ones to gain 
support and increase longer-term impact 

Examples:  
• Formal disaster actors took leadership roles during recovery group formation, 

served as brokers across the recovery network connecting recovery groups with 
resources and expertise  

• Emergent groups and networks formed to deal with various recovery challenges, e. 
g. increasing access to support and providing mutual support 

[77,90,79,60,63,64,65,69,70,83,84,96, 
100,101,112,115,109,126] 

(continued on next page) 
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institutions, can lead to long-term change. Blackburn [65] emphasises the co-created and non-linear nature of transformation and 
proposes that external organisations create the space for those small changes without predefining either the process or the outcomes. 

While the reviewed literature mainly reported on positive outcomes of the selected cases, some also noted how the participatory 
processes reinforced the status quo. These resulted from inequitable access to participatory processes from formal restrictions, e.g. 
restriction to landowners or those less visibly impacted, or the challenges of engaging with displaced people despite efforts [74,83]. 
The pervasiveness of social norms on interactions within participatory processes was also noted [91]. Inequitable outcomes stemmed 
from differences in goals between funders and communities, different members of the community, and authorities and community 
groups, which the participatory processes failed to overcome [58,61]. Many of these exhibited characteristics of power imbalances 
described in section 3.1, such as funders’ influence on the conditions and pathways for recovery. 

3.3. The role of participation in driving changes in power relations 

To understand the influence of participation on power relations, I inductively coded the role that participatory processes took in 
supporting changes in power dynamics, e.g. empowerment and aspects of transformation. I also coded study recommendations that are 
suggested to result in a change in power relations. One of the articles included in the review, a study identifying levers of systematic 
social transformation in community development, heavily influenced my thinking [77]. This study provided a foundation to expand 
the typology and connect the findings from the other studies. I grouped the representing roles for participation in changing power 
relations into five categories (See Table 4). 

First, participatory processes provide the vehicle through which collective critical consciousness about one’s relational context in 
society is raised. Raising critical consciousness includes recognising the diversity of perspectives, the contestation around interests, 
one’s rights and responsibilities, the influence of historical contexts, and the linked power structures. Understanding this diversity 
enables an inclusive worldview while recognising local values. According to Engle [77], raising critical consciousness is key to 
structural social change or transformation. In some cases, conscientisation was intentionally developed through reiterative 

Table 4 (continued ) 

Role of participation Clarification of role and select examples References  

• Collaboration between competitors (CSOs in neighbouring communities) enabled 
communities to counteract the potential fragmentation caused by increased 
competition in an increasingly privatised recovery arena  

• Housing policy implementers partnered with established public, private or semi- 
public organisations dedicated to affordable housing to generate collective agency 

Example recommendations:  
• CSOs need to make careful trade-offs in playing broker between communities and 

authorities  
• Communities can join up to organise activities that creating solidarity across 

different communities and a stronger political voice 
Influencing broader 

institutional change 
• Make changes to formal and informal decision-making structures through institu-

tionalising inclusion and collaborative structures to shift power to locals and better 
serve local-level needs 

Examples:  
• Institutionalising inclusion through regular use of co-created structures  
• Establishing longterm partnerships  
• Creation of co-working models for replication  
• Co-creative structures helped institutionalise inclusion, e.g. through the use of 

inclusive principles-based approaches  
• Creation of parallel power structures  
• Co-created convergence strategy developed by consortium of local authorities, 

university, and various NGOs proposed as a model for small island resilience in the 
municipality  

• Formal disaster actors adapted existing formal national-level disaster frameworks 
as needed to serve local recovery processes through adjusting organisational 
structures  

• Funders and national government shifted decision-making power to communities 
and took a strategic backseat approach, e.g. community-driven recovery is the 
guiding principle of reconstruction efforts nationally 

Example recommendations:  
• Establish policies, legislation, and institutions that empower communities, enable 

collective action, and counter the domination of market logic, e.g. community 
councils that can act as advisory boards with veto rights  

• Establish practice of preparing participatory recovery plans in advance of a 
triggering event to spell out roles and responsibilities of interested parties and 
include best practice methodology  

• Establish policies that support rather than restrict collective action and enable and 
validate community-led planning  

• Recognise transitional activities and temporary use of space as valuable arena for 
empowering residents  

• Connecting local recovery initiatives to broader political movements may offer a 
way to create more radical structural changes 

[79,64,65,99,68,74–76,83,84,92,100, 
103,116,108,109]  
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engagement that took place alongside tangible recovery activities [78,79,80,101]. For example, a post-disaster gardening project spun 
off into an initiative to develop a community-drafted food access plan for the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans [80]. In other cases of 
self-organisation, conscientisation was less intentional and evolved organically over time [93,94]. 

The second role for participation is to provide a power-sensitive structure that represents the more balanced and socially just power 
relations that the process aims to promote more broadly in society – to walk the talk. This role builds on and takes place parallel to the 
first role of raising critical consciousness. It refers to the engagement process itself accounting for the broader inequities through its 
processes and providing structures and support for continued conscientisation, agency, and action over time. Examples include 
working based on social justice-based principles; creating safe learning spaces, changing structures and support mechanisms for more 
self-reliance and autonomy [65,81,83]; as well as the developing local capacities to drive the change that the community needs [77, 
70]. This requires the recognition of existing capacities and their limitations within the recovery context, the enhancement of existing 
capacities, e.g. leadership capacities [93], as well as the development of new ones. 

Third, participation enhances agency in a way that generates collective action. Engle considers this the development of a culture of 
change-making [77]. In several cases, such a shift took place within the context of social entrepreneurship, entrepreneurship, and 
innovation oriented participatory activities [98,82,86,95,96,101]. In another case, the experience of collective action led to continued 
activities and the creation of more politically oriented participatory spaces [93]. Raised political and social awareness was also visible 
in some of the other cases reflected in this category. It was noted that sustaining such actions over time requires longer-term insti-
tutional support [99,109]. 

While the first three roles are more inward-focused on the participants involved, the fourth and fifth roles of participation also have 
an outward focus. The fourth role that participation plays relates to changing relationships between actors. In most cases, this meant 
building connections between other actors related to recovery, development or social justice more widely for the support of local 
change. This took place through the formation of recovery groups, networks, and collaborations, even among competitors. These 
connections formed within the community as well as between the community and local or external actors [90,109]. Connecting across 
the community maintained community cohesion [79,63,64,84] and enabled mutual help [112]. In some instances, forming networks 
required changing actors’ perceptions of each other as well as generating a shared vision. 

The fifth role of participation, which builds on the previously described roles, is to influence institutional change. This means 
making changes to both formal and informal structures of planning and decision-making in a way that shifts power to local com-
munities. In the studies, participation resulted in potentially replicable new ways of working, such as collaborative models [72,126], 
co-creation processes [100], and working according to shared principles [75,92]. In a few cases, actors with power, such as funders or 
national authorities, changed how they worked, shifting the decisions to actors with less power [68,74]. Institutionalisation also 
included changes in property rights and gender norms. While fewer articles reported broader institutional change, several studies 
highlighted the need for inclusive, flexible, and adaptive governance structures [65,73,83] and policies [126] in institutionalising 
change. 

4. Discussion 

This scoping review seeks to understand the interaction between power, or the capacity of actors to determine their own cir-
cumstances, and participation in local recovery processes. It does so by identifying the power imbalances that influence post-disaster 
recovery, how the participatory activities and associated outcomes relate to power, as well as the various roles that participation can 

Fig. 6. Graphic summarising the results of the findings of the scoping review. This graphic maps the topics emerging from the literature on the interplay between 
power and participation in post-disaster recovery. In the graphic, the black shape represents the participatory process in the recovery context, which is the phe-
nomenon under scrutiny. The white shapes represent the topics explored through the research questions and the grey boxes represent the results within those topics. 
The lines show connection. On the left, empowerment and transformation represent cross-cutting associated outcomes. They are connected to the role of participation 
as they represent changes in power dynamics. 

H. Tuhkanen                                                                                                                                                                                                            



International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction 97 (2023) 104041

13

play in influencing power dynamics (see Fig. 6). While the scoping review cannot explain the causal mechanisms of how power and 
participation affect each other, the identified and described components provide insight into these mechanisms, a rich overview of the 
diversity of engagement processes, and a basis for future research to go deeper. Future research is needed to clarify the relations 
between the various components to provide guidance on how to set up participatory recovery processes that can initiate broader 
transformations in the power dynamics that drive disaster risk [128]. 

4.1. Power asymmetries, tensions, and opportunities 

In order to understand how power affects recovery processes and outcomes, it is critical to understand the pre- and post-disaster 
power asymmetries. The review indicates that power asymmetries in pre-disaster contests can be quite strong and participatory 
processes were not always effective in altering them. For example, residents struggling with the inability to obtain rights to housing 
prior to the disaster also struggled to participate in housing-related processes in recovery [129,130]. Considering that structural in-
equities generate vulnerability and exposure to multiple risks [131] while equity improves society’s ability to cope with hazards [16, 
132], such exclusionary development initiatives reflect a lack of understanding of risk generation. Such processes also fail to take 
advantage of the recovery opportunities to practice more inclusive (re)development and decrease disaster risk [130,133]. One 
challenge local recovery processes face is that many of these structures that maintain inequalities reach beyond the scope and remit of 
the processes and actors involved. This issue of scale highlights the need for there to be links between various recovery processes at 
different levels. 

Power asymmetries and actor preferences create tensions between recovery actors. The literature reflected tensions between au-
thorities and the community, especially in the cases that utilised mobilisation for building community resistance. Tensions derived 
from differing perspectives related to specific intervention objectives, as well as the underlying ideologies and values of their asso-
ciated development pathways. Power imbalances further exacerbate the tensions caused by these differences. Although details related 
to tensions were often insufficiently documented, the literature also indicated tensions between multiple recovery actor categories 
(communities, private sector, NGOs, research teams, and different levels of government), as well as within communities. In some cases, 
these relationships changed during the participatory process. This highlights the inherently complex and dynamic nature of power 
relations [18] as well as the potential for change through governance and management processes. 

Rather than an obstacle to collaboration, tensions can be harnessed to generate innovative solutions [27,134,135]. In risk man-
agement, conflicts are inherent and understanding the diverse positions, values, and goals is part of the solution [136]. Participatory 
processes that enable social learning are deliberative, reflexive, and reiterative practices and take place in a trusted environment 
[137]. Such collaborative processes can leverage tensions to generate solutions to complex problems [138] through co-producing new 
knowledge and practices [139], increasing understanding of other perspectives [140], and improving decision-making, collective 
action, and changes in social relations [137]. However, these processes need to be structured to manage power dynamics explicitly [27, 
141,142]. The review identifies participatory action research and indigenous research approaches as examples of how the diversity of 
stakeholder aims, preferences, values, and power differentials can be handled reflexively. 

In recovery, collaborative processes involving social learning are needed to improve the effectiveness of recovery in meeting 
resident needs as well as disaster risk reduction overall [143]. Future research could build on co-production research in the fields 
related to recovery [144–147], especially concerning the design and pitfalls of such co-production processes [27,134,148,149]. 
However, due to the peculiarities of the recovery setting, particular attention needs to be paid to the resources needed. Collaborative 
processes involving social learning require resources, particularly time, which may not be available, or equally available, for all actors 
during recovery. 

4.2. Agency and empowerment 

The review indicates that participatory processes can influence power dynamics through the support of agency and empowerment. 
Participatory processes were associated with empowerment-related outcomes, e.g. residents’ self-determination, learning, and 
changes in their sense of self. These outcomes took place through the development of social and technical capacities, such as the use of 
rights-based language, or leadership skills that are useful in promoting residents’ interests in recovery. In such processes, participation 
was used as a means to achieving an end, e.g. other outcomes related to spatial planning, disaster risk reduction, food, livelihoods, 
basic services, and psycho-social support in addition to empowerment. While the articles reviewed rarely used the term agency, which 
can be defined as “the ability to act … make a difference,” [23] their use of the term empowerment suggests that they use empow-
erment to mean “an expansion of agency” [25]. This conceptualisation of empowerment does not consider the structural constraints 
that might hinder the transformation of that agency into action [150]. 

The review indicates that the ability of participatory processes to support agency may be one way to influence power dynamics. As 
outcomes, empowerment and agency are connected to the inward-oriented roles that participatory processes played in influencing 
power dynamics, namely raising critical consciousness, reflecting just power relations, and generating a culture of change-making. 
These initiatives can be considered to reflect power to, power with, and power from within approaches of empowerment that move 
beyond increasing inclusivity to changing structures, increasing solidarity for local initiatives, and increasing local capabilities [24]. In 
the reviewed cases, local agency of residents connected with participatory processes in two ways. First, local agency of residents 
emerged both spontaneously and independently to take forward collective, and thus participatory, recovery actions within their 
communities. Second, the local agency of residents emerged or was strengthened within the context of participatory initiatives led by 
others. Participatory processes supported local agency to sustain and solidify self-deterministic activity in the face of structural bar-
riers, e.g. social norms or governance institutions, that otherwise hinder the employment of local capacities [151]. While the review 
showed evidence that individual and small-scale community agency can persist for some time without support, this places enormous 
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pressure on individual leaders who have also experienced the traumas of disaster [152]. According to the review, the type of support 
needed to enable long-term or larger-scale employment of agency in recovery includes resources and institutional support for new 
organisations, the general support of economic capabilities, especially for women, and societal support for broader uptake of changes 
to norms [151]. Although most of the supporting organisations in the cases were civic organisations, such as NGOs, CSOs, or research 
institutes, such support could also be provided through authority-led partnerships with local actors aiming to trigger “virtuous circles 
of mutual empowerment” in recovery [153]. However, this requires participatory processes that include activities that not only raise 
awareness but also bridge these actors’ interests. This indicates that the participatory processes’ aims and influence on power dynamics 
are critical. In recovery, resident or community agency is perhaps more important for DRR, than in other phases of disaster risk 
management because of the amount of change and the potentially long-lasting effects of that change on risk taking place within re-
covery. Recovery is a window of opportunity for residents to influence the components of social-ecological systems far into the future. 

4.3. Broader change 

The review indicates that participatory processes that increased inclusion influenced power dynamics by triggering changes to pre- 
existing structures and introducing new structures post-disaster. However, inclusive participation without structural change may still 
represent a power over approach where one group still dominates another [24] even though the power imbalance may have been 
slightly altered due to broader and more diverse representation. In contrast, inclusivity achieved through changes in structures creates 
a shift to power to or power with approaches of empowerment that are more about generation than domination [24,128]. The review 
identified cases where structural changes, e.g. increased local management and related decision-making power, were followed by 
increases in local agency and empowerment [23] and continued recovery-related action by residents. This points to the potential of 
community-level collaborative management processes to trigger shifts in power within a community [154,155]. The new organisa-
tional structures identified in the review, e.g. a gained land right, new management scheme, or new partnership, remained small-scale. 
This suggests that existence and extent of structural change may be critical for broader influence in power dynamics, e.g. changes in the 
status quo that are needed for decreasing vulnerability and disaster risk [130]. 

Transformation requires scaling of change. In the review, cross-level scaling of change was reported in relation to changes in agency 
from the individual level to a collective level. Cross-level changes also included adjustment of multi-level disaster frameworks to better 
serve local needs, co-created strategies and structures, as well as implementation of community-driven recovery principles. While 
institutionalisation of structural changes was less evident, it was often recommended for scaling changes. These recommendations rest 
on the involvement of higher-level actors that in some cases remained external to the participatory process. The lack of involvement of 
these actors limits the shift in power dynamics and impacts are confined to the intervention space. Although small-scale processes can 
be a safe space to articulate needs, experiment, and develop capabilities, the lack of connection between the processes and the larger 
system blocks transformation [27]. Ensor and Harvey [139] suggest that social learning aimed at social change requires the 
involvement of and reflexivity by those in positions of power. Moore [156] suggests that social change can also be scaled out or scaled 
deep. In the review, cases with changes in thinking and critical consciousness are aligned with scaling deep. In some cases, collective 
action related to tangible recovery action, such as a community kitchen, eventually led to expanded collective action on broader 
equity-related issues. This could be an example of scaling deep as “power gained in one space [is] used to enter new spaces” [157]. 
While personal and local transformation is considered a precursor to broader system transformation [158], systems transformation 
requires eventual scaling up of change [159]. Future research could identify whether scaling out or replication in other geographical 
areas or communities can eventually build momentum for scaling up and systems transformation. 

Scaling impact requires “material, moral and political [support]” for change [160]. In the reviewed cases, NGOs or 
community-based organisations often provided this support. This represents both opportunities and challenges. Local organisations are 
key to supporting initiatives, local empowerment, and scaling of change. In recovery, they coordinate initiatives, provide resources, 
connect key actors [161], and often represent previously marginalised groups. They represent a valuable resource for external or-
ganisations operating within the recovery context as they bring their local knowledge, social networks, and trust they may have built 
up [5]. This is considered an effective way to work, which is especially important in recovery where time and resources are limited 
[162–164]. On the other hand, it is important to be aware that local organisations may exhibit potential bias towards particular groups 
and may act in alignment with the cultural norms that reinforce the status quo [131,132]. This dilemma emphasises the importance of 
reflexivity in collaborations between partners. 

4.4. Recommendations for researchers 

In addition to the recommendations for future research that are already mentioned, several recommendations can be drawn from 
this review to improve the understanding of the role that power dynamics play in recovery-related participatory interventions. More 
in-depth and critical research on participation is needed, specifically due to the lack of specific power framings used in the research, the 
vague definition of related concepts, and the lack of critical evaluation and monitoring of participatory processes. As the scoping 
review aims to inform future research inquiries, the recommendations are primarily for research [49]. However, as practitioners utilise 
participatory processes, some of them may also apply to them. 

First, to better understand power dynamics in participatory recovery processes, this study echoes previous calls made by research 
for research to better reflect the heterogeneity of communities [165,166]. If inequity is to be understood and challenged, then the 
diversity within communities needs to be recognised by research. This study extends this call to also account for details related to 
intra-community tensions or micro-politics [136]. Although the review identified some tensions within specific communities, e.g. 
based on differences in intervention outcomes, preferences and understandings of the situation for different individuals, as well as 
social norms that marginalised certain groups [77,69,119], the differences were weakly documented. Intra-community tensions are 
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relevant because during medium-term recovery the cohesion experienced immediately after a disaster starts to fade. People’s 
pre-existing differences are compounded by their post-disaster realities, as well as their potentially different recovery preferences and 
needs [167]. Analysing these differences alongside power asymmetries can help to understand the equitability of the outcomes across 
society [168]. Also, tensions are relevant to collaborations where elite capture may be an issue [169]. The review highlights the value 
of building recovery efforts on the work of pre-existing networks and organisations, especially ones supporting marginalised groups. 
Interventions built on local networks can support longevity and are valuable in recovery when time and resources are limited. 
However, overlooking local micro-politics in participatory processes can strengthen existing tensions and inequities and even lead to 
the disempowerment of participants, which ultimately discourages participation [136]. 

Second, researchers should apply specific power-related frameworks as analytical lenses to recovery-related research. The review 
showed weak application of frameworks despite their potential to improve the accountability of processes aiming at social change 
[20]. For example, similar to other studies, the review found evidence of exclusion through agenda-setting, influencing the discourse, 
and restricting access to participation [5,170]. Applying Luke’s dimensions of power typology [21] could potentially help identify 
further hidden power dynamics within participatory decision-making processes. The review suggests that participatory processes can 
shift decision-making from a power over approach to more structurally empowering power with and power to approaches. In exploring 
this further, research could answer interesting research questions such as: What is the role of social learning in this shift? [27] What are 
the barriers, enablers, and incentives for actors in positions of power to enter into participatory processes that aim to empower 
currently disempowered populations? Similar questions have recently been posed for future research related to co-management in 
disaster response [171]. 

Third, researchers and practitioners should clarify central concepts, such as empowerment. Empowerment is the most frequently 
utilised power-related concept in the reviewed articles. Like power, empowerment is a multi-dimensional concept often left undefined 
[25,172–174]. The review indicates that in the recovery context, empowerment is associated with outcomes, such as agency, 
socio-political change, inclusivity, self-determination, connections, learning, social acceptance, and accountability. These associated 
concepts partially overlap with other more comprehensive conceptualisations of empowerment e.g. [25,174]. They also reflect the 
aspects of empowerment that are useful in challenging the status quo and promoting social justice [172]. However, to ensure that 
power dynamics are being shifted away from the status quo, Cattaneo et al. [172] recommend the term empowerment to be clearly 
defined in each situation. This includes being explicit about who is being empowered and whether it is scaled outward from personal to 
broader society. Conceptual clarity around empowerment would increase its value as a research tool to explain how recovery-related 
participatory processes can support equitable outcomes. For researchers and practitioners, utilising a more defined and comprehensive 
empowerment approach [173,174] could enable critically planning for, understanding, and evaluating changes in power dynamics in 
the recovery-related participatory processes. 

Finally, researchers and practitioners should view participation as a process that is not self-evident rather than an outcome [175]. 
In contrast with most of the reviewed articles, which lacked critical details, future research should document and evaluate to un-
derstand the mechanics of these social processes and ideally also monitor their impacts. Participatory action research and indigenous 
research approaches could provide examples of how to document and reflect on these social processes. This focus on the outcomes is a 
common issue with participatory research [53,176–179]. Voorberg et al. [180] conclude that it occurs because resident engagement is 
considered a “virtue in itself, which does not need to be legitimised.” However, processes need to be evaluated, not only to ensure 
legitimacy of governance [180] but also to show causality. In a qualitative comparative analysis of shelter projects, Opdyke et al. [45, 
46] provide an example of the detailed empirical data collection required to assess the impact of participation. Evaluation can also 
improve funding allocation and be used to justify resources for the effective aspects of these time-intensive processes. 

4.5. Limitations 

The methodology imposes some research limitations, namely from the criteria and search terms. This study is limited to peer- 
reviewed literature. Future studies could extend the range of literature included. For example, if analysed in a way that accounts 
for potential bias, grey literature, such as NGO or development agency monitoring and evaluation reports on participatory processes 
could bring forth more details on the methods and impacts. Furthermore, my language restriction to English is likely to have also 
impacted the resulting geographic scope of studies. The results were heavily weighted with studies from the U.S., Australia, New 
Zealand, South East Asia, and Japan, lacking literature from several parts of the world. Studies from Africa, other parts of Asia, and 
Latin America, as well as Europe, could be further studied through a broadening of language criteria or utilising locally relevant 
alternative terms for methods of participation, as well as disasters. The selection of search terms also influences the results. Further 
terms for participation, power, or resulting social change could have been included. Also, while cases focusing on shelter planning were 
excluded due to their primary focus on shorter-term recovery, they may also consider topics that overlap with longer-term recovery 
planning, e.g. livelihoods, services and infrastructure [46]. Shelters often become or are transitioned into permanent housing [46]. 
However, as the existing search resulted in a high number of initial results, a more focused context, such as societal group, e.g. 
indigenous communities, people with disabilities; a specific participatory approach, e.g. participatory action research or activist 
mobilisations; or domain of recovery, e.g. housing, urban planning or resettlement, are recommended for future systematic reviews or 
comparative studies. 

The review results included only a few cases of conflict or technological hazard-triggered disasters and no slow-onset disasters. 
While Winkworth [181] indicates similarities between disaster recovery processes irrespective of their trigger, these can mainly be 
expected at the level of principles for engagement rather than implementation details. Differences arise due to the interaction of local 
contexts and the specifics of the disaster type [182]. For example, technological hazard-triggered disasters may require more 
involvement from the technical experts and thus may even carry higher risks of overlooking local concerns. There may also be a higher 
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level of tension between communities and other actors perceived as responsible for the disaster. It can also be expected that recovery 
processes concerning slow-onset disasters, such as droughts, are quite different from disasters triggered by a typhoon or a flood due to 
the long-term impacts and conditions of droughts. Further studies are recommended to focus specifically on these differences. 

5. Conclusion 

While community participation is considered a requirement of BBB and has been mainstreamed through policies, the practice of 
participation still leads to outcomes that continue the cycle of risk generation [130]. Issues of power have been identified to be at the 
centre of this challenge to decrease disaster risk. This scoping study reviews research on participatory processes in the post-disaster 
recovery context to identify whether such processes deal with power. The studies included in this review lack explicit consider-
ation of power. However, this review’s findings indicate that participatory processes can alter power dynamics between actors through 
empowerment and agency, as well as structures. While many of the changes were limited to the local scale and represented small-scale 
structural changes, they nevertheless indicate the potential for larger-scale change if supported. The review discusses the potential of 
reflexive processes such as social learning to bridge asymmetries in power relations and calls for the deeper exploration of the inner 
workings of participatory processes along with a more explicit consideration of power. This would add to our understanding of 
empowerment as a process, as well as the extent to which it can be supported through participatory practices during recovery. 

With climate change projected to further increase the frequency and severity of shocks to our society in the future, it is imperative 
that we halt risk recreation through our development pathways. This fundamental change requires a different relationship between 
actors in society and structures that support this. It also requires investing in the capacities of residents across society so that they have 
stronger capabilities to decrease their own risks and respond to shocks. Knowing what to invest in requires listening to a variety of 
residents whose lives constitute the development pathways with special attention to those who are marginalised. This review indicates 
that changes in power dynamics are to some extent possible even in recovery periods which are inherently more complex than non- 
recovery periods, with additional layers of actors, constraints, and concerns. This is significant because of the potential corrective 
influence of recovery on development trajectories. However, if participatory processes were effective in changing power dynamics in 
processes of development during non-recovery periods, recovery might be even more effective in reducing disaster risk. 
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