
Essay: Women's Leadership Role During Emergencies, Conflict, and 

Climate Disasters 

The leadership role of women during emergencies, conflict, and climate disasters is often 

overlooked, despite being essential in preparing for and recovering from such crises. In this 

essay, I will argue that recognizing and amplifying women’s contributions is crucial. 

Drawing on case studies such as the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and Hurricane Katrina, 

alongside theoretical insights from Kathleen Lynch’s work on structural inequalities, I will 
demonstrate how women’s involvement strengthens disaster response and recovery 

efforts. Furthermore, I will examine the challenges they face, including limited access to 

resources and exclusion from decision-making processes, and explore contemporary 

examples like Ireland’s COVID-19 response to show how women’s participation can lead 
to more effective and inclusive outcomes. 

Women bring unique perspectives and skills to disaster response, making their leaders 

critical. First, women play a central role in helping community resilience by maintaining 

social cohesion and organizing resources. Second, they possess valuable knowledge 

about their communities, which helps tailor response efforts to be more inclusive and 

effective. Third, women often serve as first responders—as healthcare workers, 

volunteers, and caregivers—particularly in community-based disasters. Lastly, as 

Kathleen Lynch’s theories on structural inequalities highlight, women are strong advocates 
for equity, addressing the needs of marginalized groups, such as the elderly and children, 

who are often the most vulnerable during crises. 

A powerful example of women’s leadership is evident in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina 
in 2005. This devastating climate disaster disproportionately affected marginalized 

populations, including low-income families, the elderly, and communities of color. Black 

women, in particular, played a pivotal role in addressing these communities’ needs. As 
journalist Deborah Douglas observed, “Hurricane Katrina is easily a metaphor for 
America’s attitude toward Black women: rejected, neglected, and never protected. But 

Black women’s persistence and their insistence on survival and restoration are a metaphor 
for their attitude toward America.” Despite neglect, Black women’s efforts were 
instrumental in providing relief and rebuilding affected communities, showcasing their 

resilience and leadership. 

Despite their critical contributions, women face significant barriers to participating 

effectively in disaster response and planning. These challenges can be boiled down into 



two key issues: limited access to resources and exclusion from decision-making 

processes. 

First, women often have less access to financial resources, training, and emergency 

information compared to men, placing them at a disadvantage. Second, disaster 

management plans frequently lack gender-sensitive perspectives, resulting in policies that 

fail to address women’s needs or leverage their strengths. For instance, during the 1991 
cyclone in Bangladesh, women faced disproportionately high mortality rates, comprising 

90% of the deaths. Cultural norms often confined women to their homes, and early 

warning systems failed to account for this reality. Cyclone shelters were designed without 

considering women’s privacy and safety needs, discouraging their use. Had women been 
involved in the planning and placement of these shelters, many lives could have been 

saved. 

A more contemporary example that really shows the importance of women’s leadership is 
Ireland’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. While not without flaws, the country’s 
management of the crisis benefited from women’s participation in decision-making bodies 

like the National Public Health Emergency Team (NPHET). Research has shown that 

women’s leadership often brings a collaborative and empathetic approach to crisis 
management, qualities that were evident in Ireland’s efforts to address public health and 
social cohesion during the pandemic. This aligns with the theory that women’s 
involvement in emergency response leads to outcomes that are more inclusive and 

attuned to the needs of diverse populations. Highlighting such successes challenges 

traditional gender stereotypes and emphasizes the potential of women’s leadership to 
improve disaster preparation and recovery. 

In conclusion, women’s leadership in emergencies, conflict, and climate disasters is 
essential but frequently undervalued. Historical examples like the 1991 Bangladesh 

cyclone and Hurricane Katrina demonstrate both the consequences of sidelining women 

and the transformative impact of their contributions. Contemporary cases, such as 

Ireland’s COVID-19 response, show that progress is possible when women are included in 

decision-making processes. To prevent future disasters from disproportionately affecting 

vulnerable populations, it is imperative to dismantle structural inequalities and move 

beyond traditionalist views that underestimate women’s capabilities. Recognizing and 
empowering women as leaders in disaster response is not only a matter of equity but also 

a practical necessity for building more resilient and inclusive societies. 
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