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Abstract: The major flood incident in Kelantan in 2014 was an
unexpected disaster that caused physical destructions as well as
psychological problems. A number of literatures have highlighted
coping strategies as one of the resilience factor that can actually
protect the flood victims from experiencing psychological distress.
With this in mind, this study was conducted explore the coping
strategies used by the flood victims in Kelantan. A total of 28 flood
victims were selected as potential informants in this study based
on predetermined inclusion criteria using a purposive sampling
method. A qualitative research design using case study approach
was employed in this study. In-depth and face to face interview
sessions were carried out using an interview guide. The interviews
were analyzed using thematic analyses and four main coping
strategies were emerged as themes namely, problem focused
coping, emotion focused coping, religious coping and
maladaptive coping strategy. The coping strategies used by the
victims to improve resiliency were discussing from the context of
psychological and social work perspectives. It is anticipated the
findings of this study would provide valuable information for the
development of crisis intervention programs and modules.

Index Terms: Coping strategy, resiliency, flood victims, flood
disaster.

I. INTRODUCTION

The major flood that occurred in December 2014 in Malaysia
badly affected the Kelantan state. This unexpected
phenomenon caused more than 120,000 flood victims to
evacuate immediately to the nearby relief center. In addition,
it was reported that 11 people were killed in this tragic
moment while an estimation of 2374 houses were completely
destroyed. Besides that, this tragic incident also resulted in
destruction of government assets, public as well as private
properties and infrastructures which led to a total estimation
of more than 1 billion Malaysian Ringgit [1]. It is very
common that individuals experience several mental distresses
such as post-traumatic disorders due to sudden and
unexpected event. Past researches have highlighted that
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post-traumatic cases are very common among flood victims
especially among those who loss properties and shelters
[2][3]. The psychological distress faced by the victims result
in various negative impacts including decline in physical
abilities as well as emotional disturbance. This eventually
expected to erode the mental well-being of flood victims. A
number of studies have been conducted to investigate the
psychological distress such as trauma and other form distress
among flood victims [4][5]. A study found that destruction,
loss and damage of properties due to flood disaster led to
negative impacts on psychological, emotional as well as
social components among flood victims [6]. Similarly, few
local studies also focused on psychological and mental health
issues as the consequences of natural disaster have been
carried out [3][7][8]. In addition, studies have also reported
that flood victims often experienced some psychological
problems such as sadness, stress and depression [3][8].
Although a number of studies have been conducted in relation
to psychological distress among flood victims, the victims
still depend on the counselors and psychologists in terms of
the the psychological aid such as emotional coping strategies.
This in turn led to slow recovery and failure in coping among
the flood victims.

Previous studies have also concluded that resiliency could
be one of the potential factors to protect the victims from
experiencing psychological problems [7][9]. A study on
emotional stress and resiliency among 160 school students
who affected from the flood in Kelantan found that there is a
negative correlation with trauma and resiliency in which
respondents with better resiliency level experience lesser
trauma compared to the counterparts [7]. While the above
statement was proven with quantitative approach, an in-depth
research using qualitative research design is needed as it can
provide better insight on how resiliency can actually help the
victim from experiencing psychological problems such as
trauma. With this in mind, this study explores the coping
strategies used by the flood victims that help them to be
resilient during the recovery phase of flood. Researchers
believe that coping strategy is one form of resiliency which
protects the flood victims from experiencing psychological
distress.
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Il. METHODOLOGY

The present study employs a qualitative research design
using case study approach. A qualitative research is a widely
used research design as it can help the researchers to produce
rich, informative yet complex data [10]. This research design
focuses on the clear understanding and in-depth explanation
on the phenomena and not based on measurement or
calculation. Meanwhile the case study approach involves
in-depth and systematic data collection on individual
behavior [11].

With regard to selection of samples, the informants were
recruited based on purposive sampling technique for
face-to-face in-depth interview sessions. The informants were
purposely chosen based on the inclusion criteria. In general,
inclusion criteria are the conditions required to qualify an
individual to be selected as informant [12]. As such, a number
of inclusion criteria predetermined by the researchers are as
follows:

1) Flood victims who have experienced flood disasters in
December 2014 in Kelantan, Malaysia;

2) Flood victims who had total loss of house and properties
due to flood;

3) 18 years old and above;

4) Mentally fit (no history of mental disorders); and

5) Malaysian.

The interview guide was developed by the researchers in
the form of semi structure questions and the researcher acted
as instrument. In the beginning of the data collection phase,
the researchers estimated a sample size of 25 to 30 flood
victims; however, after interviewing the 26" informant, the
researchers were found that the data were saturated. As an
effort to reconfirm the saturation of data, two more interviews
were carried out with 27" and 28" informants; and found
there was no any new themes were emerged. As such, the
researchers have concluded the study with 28 informants as
the saturation point was met. The entire interview sessions
were audio recorded with the permission from the informants.
As an ethical procedure, signed consents were obtained from
the informants prior to their recruitment in this study. Each
interview session was ranged between one to two hours.
Informants were informed regarding the disposal of the given
information at the end of the study. Their identity and
responses were portrayed as anonymous and kept secret in
order to sustain the honesty and validity of responses.

The interviews were transcribed into verbatim for the data
for the purpose of analysis. The data were analyzed using the
thematic analysis which consists of five main processes:
familiarizing the data, producing initial code, finding the
theme, investigating the theme and reinterpreting and
renaming the theme [13]. Table 1.0 depicts the summary of
the methodology used in this study.

Table 1.0
Summary of Methodology

Research instrument Interview guideline
(semi structure)
Researcher

Data Analysis Thematic analysis

I11. DEMOGRAPHY

This study involved 28 flood victims who experienced total
loss of houses and properties due to the major flood in
December 2014 in Kelantan, Malaysia. There are 16 females
and 12 male informants participated in this study and their age
ranged between 24 and 91 years old. In relation to ethnicity,
26 informants are Malay Muslims and two informants are
Chinese Buddhists (informant 2 and informant 12) involved
in this study. Majority of the informants shows education
level up to secondary school level. Majority of the informants
worked as semi-skilled workers. Table 2.0 below summaries

the demography profile of the informants in this study.

Table 2.0
Demography Profile of Informants

Research method
Research design
Research sampling
Sample/Informant

Data collection technique

Qualitative approach
Case study
Purposive sampling
28 flood victims
Face-to-face &
In-depth interview
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(I) Gender Age Education level  Occupation

1 Female 63 None None

2 Male 77 Primary school None

3 Female 40 Primary school Housekeeping
4 Female 91 None None

5 Male 45 Secondary school  Small business
6 Male 41 Secondary school  Car mechanic
7 Female 29 Secondary school  Food seller

8 Female 51 Primary school Maid

9 Male 66 Primary school Self worker
10 Female 47 Secondary school Rubber tapper
11 Female 42 Secondary school  Shop assistant
12 Male 54 Secondary school  Furniture seller
13 Male 49 Secondary school Contractor

14 Female 48 Secondary school  Tailor

15 Male 51 Secondary school Contractor

16 Male 56 Secondary school Entrepreneurs
17 Female 47 Secondary school  Food seller

18 Female 40 Secondary school  Shop assistant
19 Male 24 Secondary school  Shop assistant
20 Female 44 Secondary school  Food seller
21 Male 45 Secondary school Contractor

22 Female 36 Secondary school  Shop assistant
23 Female 47 None Food seller
24  Male 36 Secondary school ~ Gardener

25 Male 54 Secondary school  Rubber tapper
26 Female 30 Secondary school  Rubber tapper
27 Female 42 Secondary school  Food seller
28 Female 37 Primary school None

*| = Informant

IV. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

In general, coping strategy can be referred as an action
conscious  or

(behavior) and thoughts

unconscious) practiced by the
victims to deal with a
threatening situation or any
crisis situation (disasters). It is

(cognitively
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expected to help them to tolerate and deal with stressful
situations faced their life [14]. By using effective coping
strategies, it also can help the victims to control and manage
their emotions, solve the problems and eventually drive
themselves to overcome the crisis (flood disaster) [15].
Therefore, it is important to identify the types of coping
strategies used by the flood victims to reduce their emotional
distress which assist them to achieve their physical and
psychological well-being.

The findings showed that there are four coping strategies
used by the informants during crisis namely, problem focused
coping, emotion focused coping, religious coping and
maladaptive coping strategy; which will be microscopically
explored in this section.

A. Problem Focused Coping Strategy

There are few informants in this study used problem
focused coping method when facing the post-incident (after
flood) problems. According to Informant 5, after identifying
financial as the main problem, he took initiative to find the
possible solutions to overcome the financial constraint.
Hence, he looked for some business opportunities at the night
and weekend market. The informant also found an alternative
by getting some amount as a loan from Amanah Ikhtiar
Malaysia (a private trust body that offers microcredit
financing scheme) to buy a van for transportation purposes
and also as a capital for his new venture (business at market).
Below are example responses from the informants of this
current study;

“...After the floods, it was so depressed when | think about
money. Me and family, we were lost everything. But | know
that | need to do something for my family. Then I start
thinking to sell something at the night market and weekend
market. For me it's an opportunity to find money. So | make
an AIM loan to start my business. | then bought a van to
manage my business. For me it is the best way to solve my
financial problems after the flood...and it’s work...”
(Informant 5)

Similarly, with Informant 19, in order to avoid the stress of
financial needs after the flood, informant decided to sell food
and drinks to survive. Although the informant knew he did not
gain much profit from the business but he knew that it was the
best solution for him to temporarily overcome the financial
problem. The informant chose to sell food and drinks items as
he aware on the minimal educational qualification that he has
and hence, the informant found that running a small business
seemed to be the immediate effort that he could take to
financially support his family. The verbatim of Informant 19
as below;

“... Currently I'm selling food and drinks instead of
doing nothing. Yes, it true, I didn’t earn much profit
from that but I believe that’s only thing that | can do to
make sure that | can survive after the floods. Plus, |
don’t have any specific skill in certain work even I don’t
have higher education background. And trust me, it’s
not an easy to get a new job after the flood disasters. So
far, this is the best that | can do to get money and
support my daily life ...~

(Informant 19)
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Steps taken by Informant 5 and Informant 19 clearly
indicated that ‘problem focused coping strategy’ (solution
focused) as one of the coping strategies used by them to
overcome their financial problems. The problem focused
coping strategy is a method of facing the problem by changing
the source of stress with immediate actions [16]. This strategy
relies on using active ways to directly tackle the situation that
caused the stress. Informant who used this type of coping
strategy normally will analyze the problem and situation and
eventually change the source of stressors by taking immediate
actions to reduce their stress.

Previous studies also showed that there was a positive
relationship between the ‘problem focused coping strategy’
and the well-being of research respondents in which
individuals who used the ‘problem focused coping’ tend to be
more optimistic compared to their counterparts [17]. This is
because individuals who were in the stress situations will try
their best to solve their problems with the aim to maintain
their well-being. As such, it was clear that the ability to
achieve the well-being much depends on the use of ‘problem
focused coping strategy’.

B. Emotional Focused Coping Strategy

The findings showed that there are few informants in this
study used ‘emotional focused coping’ when facing their
problems after the flood incident. According to Informant 13,
he managed to control his negative emotion such as fear,
anxiety and depression by changing his mind to positive
thinking. The informant believed that prolong sadness will not
be able to return his house and properties. Therefore, the
informant decided to see things positively. The informant also
admitted that he did not see the flood as calamity. The
response from the Informant 15 is stated below;

“...Itis really sad when you lose everything but I try not to
think it as a burden. | did not see the flood as catastrophe
or disaster because I'm sure that something happens for a
reason and that make me more calm ...”  (Informant 13)

Positive reappraisal is one of the techniques in managing
emotional stress. By managing the stress well, it can help the
person feel better physically and emotionally [18]. Even it
was admitted that it will not solve the problems, but this
coping strategy is able to help the individuals to remain
resilient in overcoming the problems after the disasters [19].
Cognitive reframing allows the flood victim to shift the way
they see a problem, which can actually make the difference
between whether or not they feel stressed by facing it.
Reframing is more about seeing solution, benefits and new
perspectives to problem that they face. It can help them to
cultivate more positive feeling which can help them to feel
less stress.

Meanwhile according to Informant 17, to prevent herself
from experiencing emotional distress, she decided to do as
much work as possible. Informant also mentions that, if she
occupied with many works, then she would not have time to
think about her loss (house and properties). The informant
will keep herself busy to avoid
sadness and emotional
distress. The following is the
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informant’s statement on this matter;

“... 1 did a lot of work to keep myself from being sad.
When | busy with my works | do not have time to think
about the loss and destruction that | experienced. That's
why I choose to keep myself busy to avoid unpleasant
feeling...”

(Informant 17)

In this situation, the informant aimed to manage the
emotion associated with the situation rather than changing the
situation itself. This coping is a type of stress management
that attempts to minimize negative emotion responses that
occur when exposed to stressors. Similarly, Informant 24
chooses to accept the situation and avoid thinking about the
sadness from the tragedy of flooding. By accepting what had
happened, the informant admitted to be calmer in facing the
problems after the flood. Here is an interview quote of the
informant on this matter;

“...Instead of think about the sadness experienced, | rather
to accept what was happen and | decided to move on and
continue my life as usual. I don’t like to think a lot, it just
made me headache. So | prefer to accept what happened
and it’s truly makes me more calm!” (Informant 24)

Acceptance is an individual response to accept the stress
situation and it is considered as one of the technique that can
be used in emotional focused coping. It is a stress
management strategy in which the individual focuses on
regulating their negative emotional reactions to a stressor.
Instead of taking actions to change the stressor itself, the
individual tries to control their feeling using a variety of
behavioral and cognitive tools [19]. From this study, the
informants who used the ‘emotional focused coping strategy’
showed less emotional problems as they were able to manage
their emotions that further prevent from being aggressive.
This finding is in line with the previous study as individuals
who used ‘emotion focused coping strategy’ showed less
anxiety problems, depressions and low aggressive behavior
compared to others [20]. By using emotional focused coping
strategies, it can help the individual to reduce health risks and
at the same time promote health resiliency among them.

C. Religious Coping Strategy

The findings showed that there are few informants in this
study used the ‘religious coping strategy’ to cope with crisis
situation through the comfort found in spiritual and religious
practices. There are two type of religious coping used by
informants; positive religious coping and negative religious
coping. According to Informant 3, she used the negative
religious coping where she argued why God allow the
damages of her house. She assumed that God was cruel
towards her by saying that the flood made her family in
misery. The informant tends to show her anger by expressing
dissatisfaction and disappointment towards God. She
channeled her stress to God without taking personal
responsibility for the situation. The following is informant’s
statement about this matter;

“...d know the God control everything but sometimes I
wonder why God took my home. This is the most important
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thing for me and my family. I think God is cruel to me... Do
God wanted to punish me? And why it’s happens to me?
My life is so difficult right now. God is doing unfair to me

2

(Informant 3)

As a result, the informant showed psychological disorder
and she had a problem in adjusting her life after the flood. The
informant who used this negative religious coping even had
doubt regarding issues of God and faith by questioning,
criticizing and showing disagreement on what happened to
them. This coping correlated with negative psychological
adjustment such as anxiety and negative mood [21].

However, it is contradictory with positive religious coping.
According to the informant 7, if she felt sad, she will pray
immediately and ask God for calmness. She was confident
that if human get closer to God, they will be helped and God
will ease their journey (spiritual connection). It involves an
active and internalized personal exchange with God. Here is
an interview quote of the informant on this matter;

“...When | am sad, | always remember God. | beg for
peace. That's what I always do. | believe in God provision.
If we keep our relationship with God, God will take care of
us. God will give us peace...” (Informant 7)

Informant 27 also described the same thing as she always
goes to the mosque and performs prayers. After the flood, the
informant realized that she became closer to God. That helps
her to survive and remain resilience after the flood incident.

“...After the flood | always go to the mosque. God help me
a lot. He gave me strength to deal with all this. Sometime |
woke up early morning for prayers. Request peace from
God. | believe God helped me by giving me strength to
survive...” (Informant 27)

This finding showed spiritual and religious coping
strategies helped the flood victims to increase their resilience.
Those who have high resiliency are able to reduce the trauma
and it is correlated strongly with positive psychological
adjustment by showing happiness and acceptance. While,
previous researcher agreed and stated that the beliefs towards
religion and spiritual elements provide emotion calmness to
those who believe in it especially when they were facing crisis
situation such as disasters [22].

D. Maladaptive Coping Strategy

Majority of the informants in this study used maladaptive
coping strategy. The findings showed that there are three
maladaptive behaviors showed by the informants namely
venting emotion, behavioral disengagement and mental
disengagement. For venting emotion, informant tent to
express their inner feelings or negative emotion such as anger,
sadness, disappointment, frustration and other unpleasant
emotions towards themselves (self-blame), angry with the
situation they were facing and some express their anger to
others (venting to others). According to Informant 10, she was
sad with the loss and
destruction due to the flood.
She blamed herself for not
taking  immediate  action
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during the flood that made her family lost everything. She
admitted that she felt very guilty. Here is an interview quote of
the informant about this matter;

“... till now, I couldn’t forgive myself, if I took immediate
action during the event | will definitely not lose everything.
This happen because of my fault. If I could turn back time,
surely my family will not loss everything. | really feel sad
and couldn’t accept it...”

(Informant 10)

Meanwhile behavioral disengagement can be seen when
Informant 12 mention that he lost his business due to the
flood. Informant admitted that he did not intend to find
another job because he was frustrated. After the flood, he
admitted that he isolated himself from seeing anyone because
he felt embarrassed, sad and frustrated with what had
happened. The following is informant’s statement on this
matter;

“...1 suffered a huge loss in the flood. And | feel so bad.
Currently I’m not working and | prefer to stay at home.
Even | do not want to meet other people because | feel
embarrassed, sad and frustrated with the fate that | am
facing ...” (Informant 12)

Informant admitted that he attempts to have social
withdrawal in order to escape from stress situation. This type
of avoidant behavior is considered maladaptive coping
strategy that is often used to reduce one’s anxiety yet the
results is dysfunctional and non-productive outcomes. In this
context, informant actually is seeming to be harmful than
helpful.

Similarly, to Informant 1, she tried to avoid herself from
stress situation by taking a sleep at late night to avoid facing
the day. Informant hoping that when she wakes up, the
problem will be settled. The informant forgot that sleeping
only offers a temporary escape from their problem. This
coping strategy is expected to trigger more stress. Here is an
interview quote of the informant about this matter;

“...1 prefer not to think too much on my problem because
it’s just made me headache. Normally instead of thinking
about it hardly, I just go sleep. Or sometime | sleep late
night watching television. When I woke up, | was hoping
that the problem would go away and far away from me but
the fact itwasn’t ... ” (Informant 1)

One of the most common ways that informant cope with the
stressful situation after the flood is by using mental
disengagement as maladaptive coping strategy. For Informant
25, she admitted that she always dreams of magic thinking and
hoping that a miracle will happen to solve her problems such
as be given a new house, new vehicle, money and new life so
that she can continue her life as usual. According to Informant
25:

“..I really hope that all the hardships that I've
experienced will end soon. Sometimes | expect a miracle to
happen where | will get a new home, new cars, or some one
give me money so that | can start a new business. But |
know it’s just my dreaming...” (Informant 25)
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The informant who used these types of coping tends to
reduce their stress and anxiety but it may result to
unproductive behavior and there was even a potential for
social dysfunctional. This maladaptive behavior can hinder a
person’s ability to adjust them in a certain situation. This
coping strategy only affective for a short term but it does not
work to help an individual to overcome the stress in long term.
It is considering as an unproductive behavior because the
person is actually did not do anything to reduce their stress.

In certain situations, venting emotion sometimes can be
beneficial to cure the emotion [23]. However, it can also
create negative effect if it is prolonged and added by other
stressor. Generally venting emotion is not effective to be used
repeatedly because it will increase the affliction and distress
to those who is having a crisis in life [24]. On the other hand,
if the person expresses the negative emotion as the verbal
focus, against the negative experience that is conceptualized
as the cognitive summary, the person will always be related
with a higher level of depression.

Although behavior disengagement is generally seen as a
strategy to avoid from any action (maladaptive behavior), but
the previous studies showed that in the context of cancer
patients, the behavior disengagement might be an adjusting
reaction towards the reality of death. The patient who knows
that he will die from his cancer will withdraw from his social
life and look at the end of his life and hoping that it will end
with peace [25]. They will not aggressively participate in
overcoming their illness [26] However, this coping is not
suitable to person who is involved with a disaster because life
still needs to be continued and it depends mostly on the
coping strategy that used by the flood victims. It is very
important to ensure that they can functions well to achieve
physical and psychological well-being after the flood.

Besides, there are informants in this study used mental
disengagement as maladaptive coping strategy. Mental
disengagement occurred to reduce the stressor. The past
studies showed that mental disengagement coping did not
give any advantage to the individual in reduce the stressor.
Therefore, mental and behavioral disengagement lead to the
disturbance in the flood victims’ life. The theory of crisis
intervention [27] suggested that the elimination of
maladaptive coping strategy is the main focus of crisis
intervention in increasing the resiliency of the flood victims.

It is suggested to use cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) in
order to change maladaptive coping strategy since the
findings indicated that this type of coping is negative but used
by majority of informant. CBT is types of psychotherapeutic
treatment that can help flood victims understand the thoughts
and feelings that influence their behaviours. It is a talking
therapy that can help flood victims manage their problems by
changing the way they think and behave. CBT is most
commonly used to treat anxiety and depression and other
mental health issues. CBT can have used by helping
profession (psychologist, counsellor and social worker) to
teaches their client (disaster victims) to identify, evaluate and
respond to their dysfunctional thoughts and beliefs. It uses a
variety of techniques to change thinking, mood and
behaviour. The goal of CBT is to allow a client to take control
of their problems and to mange life in a healthy adaptive way.
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V. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, there are four coping strategies used by the
informants in this study, namely problem focused coping,
emotion focused coping, religious coping and maladaptive
coping. The coping skills used by the flood victims were
crucial to overcome a crisis situation such as disaster. Crisis is
a perception of an event or difficult situation that limits an
individual resource [27]. In this case, coping strategy is
considered as individual resource. Therefore, Crisis
Intervention Theory suggests that perception (cognitive) on
the situation that happened needs to be changed. If the victim
sees the crisis (disaster) as an opportunity, it will effectively
increase the coping skill in facing crisis in the future.
Proactive coping strategies can be an effective way to manage
the future obstacles and help people deal with unexpected
situation such as disasters. The researcher found that the
informant who uses the problem focused coping, emotion
focused coping and positive religious coping has high
resilience and able to solve their problems effectively
compared to informant who uses the negative religious coping
and maladaptive coping. By using the effective coping
strategy, it helps an individual to solve problem, control their
emotion and guide them towards achieving goal in
overcoming the crisis. This will increase their physical and
psychosocial well-being.
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