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Abstract

Disasters cause myriad physical, psychological, and so-
cial problems among survivors around the world. Al-
though therapeutic recreation (TR) is theoretically im-
portant for survivors, few have supported this by using 
empirical data. This study examines the applicability of 
one of the leading TR models, the leisure and well-be-
ing model (LWM), to post-disaster life contexts. To this 
end, we re-analyzed qualitative, interview data from nine 
Japanese/Japanese American Katrina survivors living in 
New Orleans and 16 Japanese survivors of the Great East 
Japan Earthquake and Tsunami. Our findings based on 
thematic analysis suggested that each of the five leisure 
enhancement mechanisms specified in the LWM—sa-
voring, gratification, authenticity, mindfulness, and vir-
tuousness—were pertinent to survivors’ post-disaster 
experiences. Our results also show specific conditions 
under which these mechanisms can be particularly ther-
apeutic. However, we also found parts of the model do 
not fit potentially due to cultural differences. Both theo-
retical and practical implications are discussed.

Keywords

Culture, disaster, Japanese, Japanese-Americans, Leisure 
and Well-Being Model, therapeutic recreation

Shintaro Kono
Susan Burton



194

Kono and Burton

In 2018, there were 406 natural and technological disasters across the globe, which 
resulted in 15,238 deaths and affected 32,145,608 individuals (Centre for Research on 
the Epidemiology of Disasters, CRED, 2019). Disasters and post-disaster life condi-
tions create unique situations with survivors developing a myriad of physical, emo-
tional, and social problems (e.g., Alderman, Turner, & Tong, 2012; Kono, 2015; Kono 
& Shinew, 2015; Neria, Nandi, & Galea, 2008). For example, being trapped in earth-
quake debris could result in limb amputation, while witnessing traumatic scenes of 
others being wiped away by a tsunami could lead to the development of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD). Prolonged evacuation and displacement can dismantle social 
capital of local communities and strain relationships among survivors. These and other 
post-disaster problems may be addressed through therapeutic recreation (TR) (Porter, 
2015). 

There have been a few documented cases in which TR professionals have pro-
vided services to disaster survivors. For example, Russoniello, O’Brien, McGhee, and 
Skalko (2008) reported multi-modal TR interventions improved PTSD symptoms and 
coping among children affected by Hurricane Floyd in 1999. However, the scholarly 
knowledge on how TR can help disaster survivors remains scant. This knowledge gap is 
an urgent issue because it prevents TR practitioners from engaging in evidence-based 
and theory-informed practices to improve health and quality of life among survivors. 
Having this knowledge gap noted, it is fair to acknowledge that disaster survivors are 
often a difficult population to study because disasters occur somewhat unexpectedly. 
Although many disasters occur every year on a global scale (CRED, 2019), there are a 
limited number of disasters within a single country. Hence, the research on TR and di-
sasters must adopt, by nature, the global and cultural perspective (Stumbo & Singleton, 
2007). The purpose of the current manuscript is, therefore, to examine the applicability 
of a TR-specific theoretical model—the leisure and well-being model (LWM) (Car-
ruthers & Hood, 2007; Hood & Carruthers, 2007, 2016)—to post-disaster contexts. To 
this end, using the LWM framework, we re-analyze two sets of qualitative, interview 
data from Japanese and Japanese Americans who survived Hurricane Katrina in 2005 
and Japanese who experienced the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami (GEJET) 
in 2011. 

Literature Review 

Leisure and Well-Being Model
The LWM is a theoretical model that is specifically designed to guide TR services 

(Carruthers & Hood, 2007; Hood & Carruthers, 2007, 2016). In particular, the LWM 
takes a strengths-based approach to TR services focusing on clients’ abilities, interests, 
and strengths rather than their disabilities (Hood & Carruthers, 2007, 2016). Hood 
and Carruthers (2007) developed the model largely based on the literature of positive 
psychology or psychology of optimal functioning. Hence, although the LWM involves 
a variety of factors, it appears most explicit regarding psychological mechanisms and 
resources. We chose the LWM because its strengths-based approach has unique merits 
as opposed to most studies of disaster and recreation focused on fixing negative issues 
(e.g., stress coping). The LWM, one of the four most used TR models (Witman & Li-
gon, 2011), has been applied in several empirical TR studies (e.g., Bosetti, 2014; Porter, 
Shank, & Iwasaki, 2012) and has also influenced other TR models (e.g., Anderson & 
Heyne, 2012).
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In the LWM, the ultimate, distal goal is to enhance clients’ well-being, which is de-
fined as “a state of successful, satisfying, and productive engagement with one’s life and 
the realization of one’s full physical, cognitive, and social-emotional potential” (Hood 
& Carruthers, 2007, p. 301). This long-term goal can be accomplished by achieving two 
short-term goals through TR services: enhancing the leisure experience and develop-
ing resources. With regard to leisure experience enhancement, the model specifies five 
different mechanisms through which one can improve the quality of a leisure experi-
ence, which in turn increases its benefits to participants’ well-being. First, savoring 
leisure is “paying attention to the positive aspects of, and emotions associated with, lei-
sure involvement and purposefully seeking leisure experiences that give rise to positive 
emotions” (Hood & Carruthers, 2007, p. 311; see also Bryant & Veroff, 2007). There are 
three major dimensions of savoring: triggering, intensifying, and prolonging positive 
emotions (Bryant & Veroff, 2007). For example, focusing on one sense (e.g., taste) can 
trigger a pleasant experience of eating; taking a mind picture at the summit of a moun-
tain one just climbed can intensify the positive experience; and, reminiscing about past 
victories would prolong an athlete’s positive sport experience. Second, leisure gratifica-
tion is based on the flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), and is defined as “leisure 
experiences that are optimally challenging and engaging, and that lead to sustained 
personal effort and commitment to the experience” (Hood & Carruthers, 2007, p. 314). 
Third, authentic leisure is “the purposive selection of leisure involvement that is reflec-
tive of essential aspects of the self ” (Hood & Carruthers, 2007, p. 312). Being authentic 
through leisure, according to the LWM, often entails intrinsic motivation, excitement, 
and energy. Fourth, mindful leisure is “leisure experience that facilitates nonjudgmen-
tal full engagement and conscious awareness of one’s unfolding present experiences 
with a simultaneous disengagement from concerns about daily life, the past, or the 
future” (Hood & Carruthers, 2007, p. 315). Fifth, virtuous leisure is “the capacity to 
engage in leisure experiences that develop and/or mobilize personal strengths, capaci-
ties, interests and abilities in the service of something larger than oneself ” (Hood & 
Carruthers, 2007, p. 316). The LWM also identifies developing an array of resources 
(Hood & Carruthers, 2007, p. 301)—psychological (e.g., emotional regulation), social 
(e.g., social confidence), cognitive (e.g., directed attention), physical (e.g., fitness), and 
environmental (e.g., social connectedness)—as the other important short-term goal. 

Although the five mechanisms of leisure enhancement in the LWM may be rel-
evant to post-disaster life, the model’s cross-cultural applicability should be carefully 
examined because it was developed in the Western literature. For example, savoring’s 
focus on positive affect may be problematic in East Asia, where the norm is to moder-
ate positive emotion and people often experience a mixture of positive and negative af-
fect (Miyamoto, Uchida, & Ellsworth, 2010). Authenticity assumes that there is a stable, 
true version of self; although this belief is common in Western society where essential-
ism prevails, in East Asia contradictory views of self and inconsistent behaviors across 
situations are prevalent (Spencer-Rodgers, Williams, & Peng, 2010). Similarly, defining 
virtuousness based on one’s signature strengths may be problematic in East Asian cul-
tural contexts, where a static, individualistic sense of self is rather weak and people’s be-
haviors are contingent upon situations (Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010). The foundation 
of gratification, flow, has been criticized for its individualistic roots and overemphasis 
on challenge, which does not apply well to collectivistic cultures (Moneta, 2004). 



196

Kono and Burton

Post-Disaster Studies and LWM-Related Themes
Albeit limited, the TR literature has several studies in disaster contexts. For in-

stance, Russoniello et al. (2008) conducted five-week interventions targeting stress 
coping skills among child survivors of Hurricane Floyd. They reported significantly 
improved PTSD symptoms and stress coping efforts. Two literature reviews focused 
on the efficacy of bibliotherapy or book-based or story-based interventions to facili-
tate insight generation, discussion of feelings, and problem-solving, among children 
survivors (De Vries, Brennan, Morse, Rix, & Beck, 2017; Pola & Nelson, 2014). These 
reviews identified therapeutic outcomes, such as coping skills, enhanced self-esteem, 
better self-expression, and development of social support. 

In addition to the above TR studies, there is a collection of interdisciplinary di-
saster-focused studies that suggested therapeutic effects of recreation activities. For 
instance, with regard to LWM’s savoring, Thorpe (2015) documented that after the 
Christchurch earthquake in 2011, skateboarders creatively enjoyed disaster-damaged 
urban spaces (e.g., street, warehouse). Doing so helped sport enthusiasts feel familiar 
and normal after witnessing drastic changes in their community. Huang and Wong 
(2013) found that drumming and dancing group activities allowed 2008 Wenchuan 
earthquake survivors in China to learn new skills, overcome stage fright, and gain con-
fidence, which is akin to gratification. In relation to authenticity, Metzl (2007) found 
that Katrina survivors who were artists could express more genuine versions of self 
(e.g., creative, volatile) through their artwork while also processing their traumatic 
experiences. Hechanova, Ramos, and Waelde (2015) evaluated a culturally sensitive, 
mindfulness-informed psychological first aid for Typhoon Haiyan survivors in the 
Philippines. This program involving mindful breathing and awareness of and non-re-
actance to stress resulted in significant improvements in stress coping and self-efficacy. 
Finally, Welton-Mitchell, James, and Awale’s (2016) study of the 2015 Nepal earth-
quake documented that despite some conflicts over relief aid and limited resources, 
survivors helped each other through volunteer-like altruistic behavior (e.g., feeding, 
offering a shelter). 

Our literature review indicates that TR is relevant to survivors’ post-disaster well-
being. More specifically, leisure-based savoring, gratification, authenticity, mindful-
ness, and virtuousness according to the LWM (Carruthers & Hood, 2007; Hood & 
Carruthers, 2007, 2016) could contribute to survivors’ recovery processes. However, 
the review also suggests that there is a paucity of literature on TR and disasters, espe-
cially from an established theoretical perspective like the LWM. 

Method
Due to the relative rarity and inaccessibility of disaster survivor data, we conduct-

ed a secondary analysis of two sets of qualitative interview data collected from Hur-
ricane Katrina survivors in New Orleans (Kono, 2015) and GEJET survivors (Kono 
& Shinew, 2015). Moreover, the current study was not motivated by its philosophical 
root, but rather by pragmatic problem-solving (e.g., lack of literature, evidence for ser-
vices), which has been discussed in the qualitative methodology literature (e.g., Smith, 
Bekker, & Cheater, 2011).
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Research Background
Hurricane Katrina. Hurricane Katrina was one of the strongest and most destruc-

tive hurricanes in the U.S. history as it reached the Saffir-Simpson scale’s highest cat-
egory 5. It landed on Florida and Louisiana mostly impacting southern states in late 
August, 2005. According to the CRED (2019), the hurricane and subsequent flooding 
killed 1,833 individuals and most of the deaths were concentrated in Louisiana (n = 
1,577) where the study site New Orleans is located. In the city, the hurricane resulted 
in the failure of levees and flooded roughly 70% of all occupied housing units (Plyer, 
2016). The estimated population of New Orleans dropped from 484,674 before the 
hurricane in 2000 to 230,172 after the calamity in 2006 (Plyer, 2016). It is important to 
note that Katrina was immediately followed by another category-5 hurricane Rita in 
late September, which magnified both structural and societal damage. 

Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami. This disaster was triggered by the 
magnitude 9.0 to 9.1 earthquake on March 11, 2011. The subsequent massive tsunami 
engulfed northeastern Japan, especially Fukushima and Miyagi Prefectures. The Fire 
and Disaster Management Agency (2018) reported that the disaster killed 19,575 peo-
ple (in addition to 2,577 missing) and destroyed 402,102 house units. According to the 
Reconstruction Agency (2019), approximately 470,000 individuals nation-wide were 
forced to evacuate. In one of the study sites Ishinomaki City, 3,545 people were killed, 
and 33,085 houses became uninhabitable (Miyagi Prefectural Government, 2015). In 
the other study site Minamisanriku Town, whose population was much smaller than 
that of Ishinomaki, 620 residents were killed while 3,321 houses were destroyed (Mi-
yagi Prefectural Government, 2015).

Sampling
For the Katrina study, the target population was New Orleans adult residents who 

survived the hurricane and also self-identified as having Japanese background (i.e., 
both Japanese and American nationals). In February 2012, the first author contacted a 
leader of a local Japanese cultural club, and this key informant sent out a club newslet-
ter with the research information and personally introduced those who met the above 
criteria to the researcher. After obtaining an initial sample of five, snowball sampling 
technique (Patton, 2002) was used to recruit four additional interviewees. 

For the GEJET study, the first author conducted a one-month field study in June 
2012 in Ishinomaki City and Minamisanriku Town, Miyagi Prefecture, the areas that 
arguably suffered the most severe disaster damage. Thus, the target population was 
local Japanese adult residents who experienced direct, major damage from the earth-
quake and tsunami (e.g., bereavement, destruction of house). The first author worked 
as a disaster volunteer and invited survivors who met these criteria. After recruiting 
13 survivors, snowball sampling (Patton, 2002) was used to pursue three interviewees 
whose age group was missing from the initial sample: middle-aged. 

Eventually, we obtained 9 and 16 interviewees for the Katrina and GEJET studies, 
respectively (a total of 25 informants). Notably, both studies over-sampled females, 
with a total of 18 female participants. This may have been because males might have 
felt uncomfortable sharing emotionally charged, traumatic experiences due to Japa-
nese traditional masculinity norms. The most common relationship status was mar-
ried/living with a partner (n = 15), followed by six divorced/widowed (including three 
losing their loved ones due to the GEJET) and four single. In the Katrina sample, four 
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were in the age group of 30 to 49 years, three were between 50 and 64, and one was in 
each of 18-29 and 65 or older groups. The GEJET study had a larger number of older 
adults with the average age of 62.8 years (ranging from 39 to 78). This was because the 
field work volunteer projects were done during day time when many middle-aged and 
young adults were working and not accessible. Of 25, eight were housewives, six had  
full-time jobs, five were retired, three were self-employed, two worked in part-time 
positions, and one was unemployed (due to the GEJET). 

Data Collection
The first author conducted semi-structured interviews (Patton, 2002). As the Ka-

trina study was essentially a pilot for the GEJET study, the two studies used almost the 
same interview questions. There were mainly three groups of questions. First, what 
were traumatic and stressful experiences related to the disaster? Second, what were the 
things the interviewees did to cope with the disaster-related trauma and stress? Third, 
what types of leisure activities did the survivors participate in, and how did they help 
post-disaster recovery, if at all? There were also many sub-questions under the three 
major questions. Moreover, probing questions were asked to further explore survivors’ 
experiences. This led us to obtain rich, extended transcripts.

With the Katrina survivors, eight interviews were conducted face to face in New 
Orleans in March 2012, while the other was done over telephone. The face-to-face in-
terviews were conducted at a quiet place that interviewees preferred (e.g., library, café). 
The informants chose either English or Japanese for their interview language. Five in-
terviews with the Japanese nationals were conducted in Japanese, while the others were 
in English. Six interviews were audio-recorded, while three Japanese nationals refused 
to be recorded. For the latter cases, the researcher took detailed notes during and im-
mediately after the interviews. The interviews lasted, on average, 75 minutes. 

For the GEJET survivors, all interviews were conducted by telephone in July 2012 
after the field work. This was because the first author prioritized focusing on disas-
ter volunteer work and building trust with potential research participants over franti-
cally conducting interviews during three off-days within a month. All interviews were 
conducted in Japanese and took approximately 50 minutes on average. All interviews 
were audio-recorded. The first author is a Japanese national who spent 21 years in his 
home country and then received advanced education and lived in North America for 
10 years. As he is fluent in both English and Japanese, he transcribed all the audio-
recordings verbatim in the original languages and translated relevant quotations into 
English after analyses. Although there is an on-going debate about when and how to 
translate qualitative data, we acknowledge that translation is an act of interpretation 
and delayed it as much as possible so that we could base our analyses more closely on 
the original languages (van Nes, Abma, Jonsson, & Deeg, 2010).

Data Analysis and Trustworthiness
Thematic analysis (TA) was used to re-analyze data for the current manuscript 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017). TA is “a method for 
identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 
2006, p. 79). TA appeared particularly suitable for the current secondary analysis, as it 
is a generic method free from particular epistemological and theoretical foundations 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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We adopted Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step approach to TA: (1) familiarizing 
ourselves with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) re-
viewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. The 
first author was very familiar with the data, as he had conducted all the transcribing 
and original analyses of the data. However, as the current project had a different focus, 
he reread five randomly selected transcripts from each of the two datasets (a total of 
10). Second, the first author coded all the 25 transcripts using a mixture of deduc-
tive and inductive coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006), with support of NVivo 12. For the 
purpose of this study, we a-priori created five LWM codes (i.e., savoring, authentic-
ity, gratification, mindfulness, and virtuousness) along with codes of disaster-related 
experiences that could make LWM particularly applicable (e.g., mindfulness may be 
especially beneficial for those who experience “flashbacks”) based on our initial litera-
ture review (Kono & Burton, 2017). Meanwhile, we also inductively generated codes 
outside of the LWM to examine potential model revisions and expansions. Third, we 
searched for themes by collapsing similar codes, using matrix coding query to identify 
logically linked codes, and developing mind maps in NVivo 12. Fourth, we refined 
the emergent themes while considering internal homogeneity (i.e., each theme and 
its sub-themes having consistency) and external heterogeneity (i.e., different themes 
having meaningful distinctions). For this, we reviewed the coded parts of transcripts 
and recoded them if necessary. The numbers of transcripts and sections in transcripts 
that were coded by each theme and its sub-themes were aggregated at the level of the 
highest order codes, that is, the five LWM themes. These numbers are reported in the 
Results section. Thus, our themes were tested against codes and raw data. Fifth, we de-
fined each theme while writing summary memos, and sixth, we produced the current 
report by not only describing the data but also the LWM’s merits and limitations within 
the post-disaster situations. 

In terms of trustworthiness, we strove to meet all the criteria specified by Now-
ell et al. (2017, p. 4) across the six-step TA process, except for member-checking and 
peer debriefing. The former was not possible as we had already destroyed the inter-
viewees’ contact information, while for the latter, we could not find individuals who 
were experts, each in TR, disaster, and Japanese. Having said that, our analysis re-
sults and original manuscript were reviewed by an expert in disaster management and 
East Asian culture. Notably, we kept different types of memos including analytical and 
methodological decisions as well as reflections about personal, cultural, and disciplin-
ary assumptions. We also uploaded all the memos to the first author’s website for trans-
parency’s sake (https://www.shintarokono.com/). The second author replicated coding 
of the five LWM codes in Step 2 with the four English manuscripts, which produced 
88.23% agreement with the first author’s coding. Moreover, the second author reviewed 
and commented on key memos the first author produced. We also created different 
NVivo files throughout our analysis process to keep records. 

Results and Discussion
Below, we present how each of the LWM themes fits or does not fit with the data 

and why each theme is important in the post-disaster life contexts. 
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Diversion, Appreciated Normalcy, and Savoring
Our analysis identified 24 out of the 25 interviewees mentioned savoring leisure. 

Especially, triggering positive emotions (Bryant & Veroff, 2007) through recreational 
activities was important because of the well-documented salience of distress and nega-
tive emotions (e.g., Alderman et al., 2012; Neria et al., 2008) and uncertainty (e.g., 
Huang & Wong, 2013; Kono, 2015; Thorpe, 2015) after disasters. Ume, a Katrina sur-
vivor, stated that uncertain post-disaster situations made her appreciate and enjoy “ev-
ery single moment,” including walking around neighborhood parks and the French 
Quarter: 

I was [evacuating] in Lafayette. … Are we gonna end up in Lafayette for the 
rest of our lives? … What in the world are we gonna do? … Very uncertain. 
But … you cherish every single moment because we didn’t know what was 
gonna happen next! 

Many interviewees intentionally sought recreation activities that could evoke posi-
tive affect. For instance, after losing his wife and real estate, Tomio enjoyed karaoke at 
an adult day care facility:

Regardless of being good or poor [at singing], it’s better [to sing] rather than 
feeling reserved and not doing it. I think it’s better to volunteer to sing like me. 
When I sing, I get to know others, and we started to joke around. So, it’s fun.

Like Ume, many survivors developed a sense of appreciation, especially toward 
seemingly ordinary activities. This was because they almost or actually lost these “nor-
mal things” because of the disasters. Hence, much of post-disaster savoring concerned 
daily activities around home or local community (Thorpe, 2015). For example, Tosh, 
whose house was destroyed by Katrina, experienced a different level of enjoyment 
when watching TV in a renovated house: “I appreciate my house more. I really enjoy it. 
… I sat in a living room and watched TV. Before, I took it for granted … I have a closer 
connection to my home now because I thought I lost it.”

Although these quotes supported the importance of savoring leisure in post-disas-
ter life (Hood & Carruthers, 2007, 2016), the data only referred to the sub-dimension 
of triggering positive emotions, and the other two sub-categories of savoring—intensi-
fying and prolonging positive emotions—were notably absent (Bryant & Veroff, 2007). 
One possible explanation is that negative emotions and cognition were so pervasive 
that the survivors could only have small windows of positive emotions (e.g., Neria et 
al., 2008). A cultural psychological pattern called moderation may also have played a 
role; East Asians including Japanese tend to value a balance of positive and negative af-
fect (Miyamoto et al., 2010). Demonstrating too much positive affect to other survivors 
who suffered more trauma could be considered both personally and interpersonally 
detrimental. 

Transcending Experience with Gratification
Initially, leisure gratification (Hood & Carruthers, 2007, 2016) or flow (Csikszent-

mihalyi, 1990) seemed less pertinent to our data. There were only two cases where the 
interviewees mentioned challenging activities and absorption and growth associated 
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with them (i.e., exercise as “helping yourself grow” for Harley and learning to use a 
computer as “absorption” and “challenge” for Katsuko). This led us to revisit the rel-
evant literature, and we found that flow has been considered one of the leisure-based 
psychologically deep experiences along with others, such as communitas and spiri-
tuality (Fenton & Walker, 2016). Communitas is “an intense, magical and synergistic 
connection to other people … and is characterized by sharing, harmony and a sense 
of belonging” (p. 102) while spirituality is perceived connection with a higher power 
(e.g., nature, gods). Indeed, our literature review also suggested the relevance of com-
munity-based and spiritual activities to post-disaster recovery (Huang & Wong, 2013; 
Welton-Mitchell et al., 2016). Five of our informants also referred to these experiences 
as therapeutic. For example, Donna recalled how signature events in New Orleans such 
as NFL Saints’ home games and Mardi Gras after Katrina instantly bonded participants 
and created uplifting feelings: “The first Saints’ home game [after Katrina] was crazy. 
… I think that was a big stress release. … It’s like ‘Oh, yeah! Now, we have something 
from our city back!’ … ‘We’re gonna get through this!’ Whatever it is.” In terms of spiri-
tuality, Haruka realized “the importance of prayer” after she was displaced to Japan by 
Katrina. Being a Christian made it easier for her to connect with others through church 
activities, while it also helped her “not to throw away hope” and cope with disaster-
related stress by finding relevant verses. Ume strengthened her spirituality through her 
Katrina experience, which was then expressed through a Japanese traditional poetry 
called haiku: 

I think I had explored a lot of different faiths, especially after Katrina. … I 
have studied a little Buddhism and Daoism … and my meditation is writing a 
haiku. … I think all the stuff are very important. … when it gives people hope, 
it’s something. 

The question was what binds these different types of psychological experiences: 
flow, communitas, and spirituality. This was also a methodological issue of the theme’s 
homogeneity (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We found that “gratification” may be a misnomer 
as it does not specify what the experience is, but what it entails (i.e., deeper satisfac-
tion), while other types of LWM experiences such as virtuous and authentic leisure can 
also provide deeper satisfaction. Our analysis suggested it is transcendence that distin-
guishes these experiences; it allows survivors to connect with something larger than 
the current version of self. With flow, people grow into a better version of self (Hood 
& Carruthers, 2007). Communitas allows them to connect to others, while spirituality 
helps them relate to a higher power (Fenton & Walker, 2016). Communitas and spiritu-
ality might have been more helpful than flow because in post-disaster lives, individual 
control was particularly limited. Indeed, flow has been criticized for its predominant 
individualistic focus (Moneta, 2004), which recently resulted in the study of communal 
flow experience through ritual gatherings (e.g., Zumeta, Basabe, Wlodarczyk, Bob-
owik, & Páez, 2016). This corresponds to our post-disaster findings of communitas 
and spirituality.

Authenticity and Identity Negotiation
Fourteen survivors shared cases where they regained a sense of who they really 

were and expressed this self-concept through recreational activities (Metzl, 2007). For 
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example, Hanako witnessed her husband’s death in the tsunami, experienced anxiety 
disorder-like symptoms, and often felt isolated and agitated. However, as time passed, 
she restored the extraverted and playful version of herself: “So, [my friends] told me 
I am being like who I really am gradually, because I can joke and make them laugh.” 
When Yasushi struggled to find a new job after the GEJET, his lifelong hobbies, do-it-
yourself and classic cars, reminded him of how resourceful he was: 

I am a cheap guy by nature. From back then, I did everything. … I take apart 
the block and take out relays on the sides, things like the heater’s motor, wip-
er’s motor, fans, and radiators. And I replace them myself. Otherwise, it costs 
me a lot. 

While displaced from New Orleans by the hurricane, Fumiko rediscovered her 
roots in Japan: 

And I started to read Japanese novels. It was like going back to who I had 
been. … It may be that my Japanese identity helped me. … If I thought New 
Orleans was my only, real hometown, then I think I couldn’t have made it.

Our analysis also suggested that authentic leisure was therapeutic for the survivors 
because the disasters severely challenged their sense of self. Hanako lost her role as a 
wife and was concerned about mental health due to emotional and behavioral condi-
tions. Yasushi’s bread-earner status was destroyed by the tsunami. Fumiko’s self-con-
cept as a New Orleanian was challenged when the city suffered major damage. Another 
noteworthy point is that many activities through which the survivors felt authentic 
to their true self were rather ordinary (e.g., socializing with friends over a cup of tea, 
reading novels, fixing a car). This appears somewhat contrasting to how Hood and 
Carruthers (2016) described authentic experience as “enthusiasm and excitement, and 
energization” (p. 7). Rather, our interviewees seemed to find comfortable spaces where 
they could be who they truly were through those ordinary leisure activities. This dis-
crepancy may have been because post-disaster lives were rather over-stimulating and 
thus survivors sought comfort. Alternatively, it could be a manifestation of Japanese 
cultural patterns to prefer low-arousal emotions (e.g., relaxation) over high-arousal 
counterparts (e.g., excitement) (Tsai, 2007).

Mindfulness vs. Mind Full of Disasters
Initially, mindfulness was mentioned only by five survivors. When mentioned, it 

meant taking more leisure or unoccupied time for calmness and emotional healing. 
For example, Ume, a Katrina survivor artist, realized that she had taken more unstruc-
tured time aside especially after the hurricane, so that she could be fully present with 
important people in her life, nature, and art: 

After Katrina. … I think I consciously take more leisure than I have ever had 
in my entire life. … So, in order to heal, I needed a lot of time. So, I have 
scheduled a lot of leisure … the perfect word is lentamente, Spanish for slowly 
or lento, slow. 
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It appears that Ume was, as Carruthers and Hood (2011) argued, gaining “greater 
control over distractions and competing demands” by using leisure as “a context for 
informal mindfulness practice” (p. 174). After surviving the tsunami water and cancer, 
Sachiko addressed her feelings of isolation and helplessness by engaging in what seems 
to be one of mindfulness’s sub-dimensions, emotional non-reactivity (Hechanova et 
al., 2015): “But, still I get anxious all of a sudden. Loneliness strikes me. … When that 
happens, I go outside, breathe in the air, be there for a while, and calm down.” This is 
also a good example of how leisure time can assist in, “instead of feeding one’s own 
suffering by getting pulled into the illusory drama, … learn[ing] to create a calm place 
from which it can be observed” (Carruthers & Hood, 2011, p. 178). 

The lack of reference to mindfulness prompted us to analyze what may have 
stopped them from being mindful. We realized their minds were still full of, or preoc-
cupied with, disaster-related issues, such as house reconstruction, relocation plan, fam-
ily responsibilities, and job hunting. For example, Tosh recalled his mind was fixated 
on rebuilding his house after Katrina: 

My mind didn’t leave that task. Tell me [we can] move back to the house, tell 
me [we can] move from the camper. … It took almost 11 months. ... Really, 
looking back, I can’t remember any nights, just sitting in the camper, and re-
laxing. 

Similarly, after the GEJET, Takashi was “absorbed” with house reconstruction: 
“Well, I was really absorbed. Because we didn’t have an earthquake insurance. … I had 
to do [reconstruction] myself.” As a mother of two, Yukari felt “being chased by differ-
ent kinds of procedures” around job hunting, house rebuilding, and children’s health 
check-ups. 

The dominant narrative—11 of the 25 interviewees—was that many survivors 
were preoccupied with disaster-related tasks. There was little to no room in their mind 
to be mindful of other things. This suggested intentionally setting aside leisure, un-
structured time even for minutes a day could free survivors from these preoccupations 
and start their healing. Having said that, our data also indicated a caveat: several inter-
viewees also experienced loneliness, self-blaming thoughts, and flashbacks when they 
had more free time. In these cases, the preoccupying tasks functioned as diversions. 
Hence, mindfulness interventions after disasters should also involve developing adap-
tive skills such as emotional non-reactivity.  

Virtuousness, Personal Catharsis, and Altruism
Virtuousness was mentioned by 23 out of our 25 interviewees. Many survivors felt 

personally grateful for support they received from others, including locals, non-local 
Japanese, and even internationals. Some of them expressed their gratitude through ca-
thartic activities. Shigeru, for example, felt thankful for volunteers who cleaned up his 
hometown after the GEJET. The former noodle chef decided to “repay” their support 
through a food-truck project to deliver a local noodle to people outside the city: 

And after the disaster, a lot of volunteers were working hard covered by dust 
and dirt. I went to the city every day to look for my wife and saw them work-
ing in the field. I really wanted to thank all of them. I wanted to show this 
sense of gratitude through the noodles. 
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Several GEJET survivors also mentioned voluntarily participating in this research 
project and sharing their disaster experiences was their way of paying back for the sup-
port they received. 

Although these cathartic activities were not directly for those in need, there were 
other cases where survivors engaged in volunteer-like, altruistic behavior themselves 
(Welon-Mitchell et al., 2016). For instance, Satoko, a GEJET temporary housing resi-
dent, began an initiative to check up on older residents in order to prevent kodokushi 
in Japanese or social isolation. She also kept hosting free warm meal events working 
with volunteers: 

We should never refuse warm meal events for stress coping among grandpas 
and grandmas. Even if it requires a lot of manpower … Then, grandpas and 
grandmas are waiting in a line having fun, to get food. There is no frown face. 
Everyone is smiling. 

Donna also volunteered to help New Orleans, the city that was still suffering the 
lingering effects of Katrina: “I volunteer a bunch of them. I volunteer for this group … 
for Katrina. They plant trees around the city because they lost like a hundred thousand 
trees after the hurricane.” 

The commonality across the personal cathartic and altruistic activities was that 
they were based on survivors’ sense of ethics and virtue. In other words, they did what 
they believed to be good. What distinguishes this virtuousness from authenticity is 
that, although both can involve self-expression, virtuousness is for a cause greater than 
self (e.g., support from others, community). Hood and Carruthers (2016) defined vir-
tuousness in relation to “the dedication of one’s signature strengths” (p. 8). This was 
certainly the case for Shigeru’s cooking project and a few other cases. However, there 
were also other cases where survivors were far more concerned about the needs of 
others and communities rather than what personal strengths they had. This could 
be explained by interdependent self-construal dominant within the Japanese culture 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Our findings expand the scope of virtue after disasters. 

Conclusion
The purpose of our study was to examine the applicability of the LWM (Hood & 

Carruthers, 2016) to post-disaster situations. We re-analyzed two qualitative interview 
datasets derived from Japanese/Japanese American Katrina survivors in New Orleans 
and Japanese survivors of the GEJET, using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Our results showed that the five leisure enhancement mechanisms specified in the 
LWM, savoring, gratification, authenticity, mindfulness, and virtuousness, were rel-
evant to their post-disaster experiences. Our analyses also identified the conditions 
in which the LWM mechanisms would be particularly therapeutic. However, we also 
detected several parts of the model that could be expanded to better align with post-
disaster life situations and Japanese culture. TR practitioners should consider these 
conditions and cultural issues through their assessment, planning, implementation, 
and evaluation process with survivors.
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Theoretical Implications: Expansion of the LWM
First, although our findings largely supported the importance of savoring after 

disasters, the fact that intensifying and prolonging positive emotions were absent may 
have meant that there may be time and place for savoring, and over-emphasis on posi-
tive affect may be problematic. We propose that the LWM should consider the bal-
ance and intricacy between negative and positive emotions, especially because in our 
post-disaster cases, negative uncertainty enabled survivors to value and enjoy daily 
leisure activities more. Second, we suggest that the concept of “gratification” in the 
LWM (Hood & Carruthers, 2007) should be revised, as deeper gratification can follow 
other leisure experiences such as authentic and virtuous leisure. Our results indicate 
that “transcendence” may be a key factor as flow along with two other psychologically 
deep experiences we added—communitas and spirituality—all help individuals extend 
themselves by personally growing into a better version of self, instantly and intensively 
bonding with others, and forming a relationship with higher existence, respectively. 
Third, our findings also supported the relevance of authentic leisure to post-disaster 
life. Yet, the emphasis of high-arousal authentic experience (Hood & Carruthers, 2016) 
needs to be expanded as many people including our survivors feel genuine through 
rather ordinary, low-arousal activities. Fourth, the lack of reference to mindful leisure 
in our data may imply that the model can benefit from considering multiple life do-
mains beyond leisure. Realistically, engaging in time-taking mindful activities while 
survivors do not have a job and house may not benefit, if not harm, their well-being. 
The importance of mindfulness—and the other four leisure enhancement strategies—
may dynamically change as issues emerge in other life domains and they are resolved. 
Lastly, we found that limiting virtuous leisure to activities that involve one’s signature 
strengths (Hood & Carruthers, 2007) is a missed opportunity; people benefit from 
ethical behaviors that have nothing to do with their strengths (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, 
& Schkade, 2005). 

Practical Implications for Therapeutic Recreation
Overall, it is important to note that many leisure activities our survivor interview-

ees mentioned—arts, reading, tea social, and watching TV—are rather unstructured, 
ordinary activities. These activities are often part of local culture and lifestyle and thus 
hold particular significance. Thus, TR practitioners who work with disaster survivors 
should first study local leisure cultures to identify meaningful activities. This would be 
especially important for communitas through leisure as our data suggested that com-
munitas-inducing activities, such as New Orleans Saints’ games and local festivals, were 
deeply rooted in the local cultures. TR practitioners should work together with activity 
specialists and volunteers to revive affected local events and help survivors reflect on 
the significance of these events throughout their participation. With regard to savor-
ing, we recommend that practitioners provide enjoyable activities (e.g., karaoke party, 
arts-and-craft event) in an indoor environment especially when some are still mourn-
ing their losses; this way, participant survivors do not have to be concerned about oth-
ers as to expressing their enjoyment, while others who mourn can remain peaceful. To 
facilitate authentic leisure, TR practitioners need to understand not only who survivors 
are, but also who they were before a disaster. Practitioners can safely explore survi-
vors’ self-concepts and changes in them through creative writing and bibliotherapy 
(De Vries et al., 2017; Pola & Nelson, 2014). As many survivors are preoccupied with 
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disaster-related tasks, TR practitioners may be able to administer short mindful activi-
ties around or within these tasks. For instance, survivor parents may enjoy mindful col-
oring with their children, whereas practitioners can offer short, 5-minute meditation 
sessions while survivors are waiting for their paperwork to be processed at a municipal 
government office. TR practitioners should encourage survivors to engage in volunteer 
activities (e.g., warm meal events) as part of virtuous leisure. 

Limitations and Future Research
Regardless of these contributions, our study has several limitations. First, this was 

a secondary analysis study; our data were not collected specifically for the LWM. Sec-
ond, although we purposively sampled our interviewees, there was also a layer of con-
venience. Additionally, our samples over-represented women and older people. Third, 
the use of telephone interviews may have resulted in loss of some information, such as 
eye contact and body language. Fourth, we experienced some limitations around trust-
worthiness practices (Nowell et al., 2017). In particular, the second author’s contribu-
tion to initial coding was limited because most transcripts were in Japanese. Lastly, the 
Katrina data were collected six and a half years after the hurricane, which could have 
influenced the way that the interviewees recollected and narrated their experiences. 

With regard to future research, we need more primary data regarding TR practices 
within disaster survivor populations. TR can be effective for middle-aged and older 
adult survivors, beyond children and youth whom previous studies addressed (Rus-
soniello et al., 2008). The LWM-based TR services for disaster survivors we described 
above should be rigorously evaluated. For instance, before and after a series of karaoke 
events, survivors may be evaluated on their savoring abilities and well-being level. Par-
ticipants in communitas-focused local events may be observed and interviewed as to 
their social interaction and relationship building. However, future researchers should 
be also aware of potential cultural nuances and differences that the model does not 
fully capture. Although disasters cause a myriad of acute physical, emotional, and so-
cial problems among survivors on the global scale (CRED, 2019), Disaster survivors 
are one of the under-studied and under-served populations in terms of TR. Our study 
showed that the LWM and TR in general can and should facilitate healing and enhance 
quality of life among disaster survivors.
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