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Abstract

Disaster survivors are individuals who are literally survived in the aftermath of disaster
situations. They are dislocated from their affected homes to evacuation centers; and forced
to leave behind all belongings. Due to the characteristics of disasters that are sudden and
catastrophic, disaster survivors often experience substantial symptoms of distress and
respond with psychological and psychosocial reactions. This qualitative research was
conducted using a descriptive phenomenological study approach to explore, understand, and
describe the experience of counselors during natural disasters in Malaysian. The authors were
the primary instrument for data collection and analysis. Data included field notes and
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individual semi-structured in-depth interviews. The authors developed coding categories
using ATLAS.ti. The themes that emerged were refined, and became the major and sub-
themes for this research. This research found that the experience gained from the disaster
survivors during the disaster situations has developed the understanding and addressing the
complexity of satisfying disaster survivors’ critical needs during natural disasters. It was also
informed that providing crisis support during natural disaster has brought plethora of
experiences and knowledge that should be shared with other counselors in Malaysia.
Keywords: Counselors’ Experience, Disaster Survivors, Natural Disasters, Descriptive
Phenomenology

Introduction

Disaster survivors are individuals whom are literally survived in the aftermath of a
disaster situations and they are dislocated from their affected home to evacuation centers;
and forced to leave behind all their belongings (Sommers-Flanagan, 2007). However
according to Wahlstrom (2010), due to the characteristics of all disaster that are sudden and
catastrophic, disaster survivors often experience substantial symptoms of distress and
psychosocial disruption and will respond with psychological reactions. The disaster survivors
may think they have no control over anything and therefore feel helpless with their thinking
and feeling are interconnected (Becker et al., 2008).

Understanding and addressing the complexity of satisfying disaster survivor’s needs are
critical during a disaster. In any disaster either man-made or natural, the victims or survivors
experience suffering from many causes including bereavement from the loss of family
members and friends, fear of dying, community destruction, social unrest, physical injuries,
mental health problems such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), loss of livelihood,
famine, migration, and even armed conflict (Barnes, 2006; Krishnaswamy et al., 2012).
Therefore, the ability to provide crisis intervention and psychological support within all the
challenges faced during the wake of natural disaster is very helpful in easing the burden faced
by the disaster survivors. Thus, the purpose of this qualitative research was to conduct a
descriptive phenomenological study to explore, understand, and describe the experience of
counselors who provide crisis intervention and psychological support to disaster survivors
during natural disaster in Malaysia. The knowledge gained from the understanding of
experience can be used as a benchmark and guideline for their future preparedness so that it
will not affect their personal and professional life.

This descriptive phenomenological research also sought to explore all the experience
through detailed and in-depth data collection process, involving multiple sources of
information. The data were gathered from individuals’ in-depth interview transcripts and
relevant documents including counselors’ notes and pictures of crisis intervention and
psychological support activities.

Natural Disaster Situations in Malaysia

Natural disaster are defined as ecological phenomenon that can happen suddenly
without notice or awareness, and require immediate external assistance of humans to assess
the needs of the disaster and the population affected (Simmons, 2010). Counselors are in a
unique position to engage in disaster relief efforts because of their values and training,
particularly around work with diverse clients (Bowman & Roysircar, 2011).

The Malaysian National Security Council (MNSC) Directive 20 (Maijlis Keselamatan Negara,
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2012) defines disaster as “an emergency situations of some complexity that will cause the loss
of lives, damage property and the environment, and hamper local social and economic
activities” (p.2). Within other perspective, natural disaster are defined as catastrophic events
resulting from natural causes such as floods, landslides, and mudslides; over which man has
no control (Ibrahim & Fakhru’l-Razi, 2006). Within the first decade of the second millenniums,
Malaysians have been given tremendous experience on natural disaster. As lbrahim and
Fakhru’l-Razi (2006) further elaborated their findings on clustering the disaster types in
Malaysia, they concluded that natural disaster were 49 percent of total disaster in Malaysia
whereby most of the natural disaster were resulted from heavy rains (floods) and landslides,
which were 26 percent of it.

Within the past decade, the process of giving crisis intervention during natural disaster
solely depends on the anchorage of counselors and social workers from the Malaysian
Department of Social Welfare (DSW). The Department Social Welfare (DSW) was established
in April 1946. It has evolved through many phases in fulfilling its role in national development.
From its involvement with major problems caused by the Second World War, the role and
functions of the department have expanded to include prevention and rehabilitation services
of social issues and community development. As one of the government agencies with a vital
role in social development, it has been placed under several Ministries. The Counseling
Division of DSW was established on 1 April 1998 following the restructuring of the department
through the Public Service Department directive. This section was originally called Counseling
Division. The division created because of formulation and enforcement of Counselors Act
1998 (Act 580). In the preliminary stages of the first two years of implementation of the Act,
this section is headed by a director that also serves as Registrar of Counselors and became
the first Secretary of the Board of Counselors. Through their Community Psychology Branch,
the Counseling Division of DSW has been planning, developing, implementing, coordinating
and monitoring the interventions related to functionality of disaster and crisis victim at the
headquarters, state, county and institutions level (Jabatan Kebajikan Masyarakat Malaysia,
2016). According to the Malaysian National Security Council (MNSC) Directive 20, Department
Social Welfare as part of the main government assistance and recovery agency are in charge
of providing welfare assistance, counseling services (including crisis intervention and
psychological support), logistics and other related support in disaster management (Maijlis
Keselamatan Negara, 2012).

Research Objectives

Based on the purpose of this study, the objectives of this research were to explore and
describe the experience of counselors with disaster survivors during natural disaster in
Malaysia.

Research Questions

The research questions have emerged from my own inquiry: As little is known regarding
the issue, this research sought to develop a substantive description from the data gathered.
As such, the empirical area for this research is focused on the phenomenon of counselors who
had experience providing crisis intervention and psychological support with disaster survivors
during natural disaster. This research has answered the following research questions: What
are the experiences of counselors with disaster survivors during natural disaster in Malaysia?
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Materials and Methods
Research Design

This research employed a constructivist paradigm with a focus on the descriptive
phenomenological method. Thus, in this research, the counselors’ lived experience, the
essence of their experience, and what is important in their experience can best be explored
using this descriptive phenomenological method, where counselors’ can express their point
of view in their own words about the meaning of their experience with disaster survivors
during natural disaster.

Descriptive Phenomenology Approach

A phenomenological analysis does not intend to explore or discover causes; instead, the
focus is to clarify the meanings of phenomena and describe the meaning of their lived
experience for several individuals within a phenomenon. Thus, phenomenologists focus on
describing similarity of all participants’ experience on a phenomenon and reduce individual
experience with a phenomenon to a description of the universal essence (Van Manen, 1990;
Creswell, 2006; Penner, 2008). A descriptive phenomenological study is conducted for the
researcher to understand the descriptions of the experience of counselors with disaster
survivors during natural disaster. Descriptive phenomenology involves direct exploration and
analysis of a phenomenon to arrive at a description of the lived, or subjective, experiences of
the participant (Penner et al., 2012, p. 564).

Van Manen (1990) added that qualitative researchers will identify a phenomenon as an
"object" of human experience. This human experience may be phenomena such as insomnia,
being left out, anger and grief (Moustakas, 1994). Experience with disaster survivors during
natural disaster can also suits up to this type of human experience phenomenon. The
researcher then collects data from persons who have experienced the phenomenon (in the
case of this study- Malaysian DSW counselors) and develops a composite description on the
essence of the experience for all the individuals. This description consists of "what" they (the
counselors) have experienced and "how" they (the counselors) experienced it (Moustakas,
1994).

Specifically discussing a design that suits this research, descriptive phenomenology has
been chosen as it involves direct exploration of experience with disaster survivors during
natural disaster and analysis of a particular phenomenon to arrive at a description of the lived,
or subjective, experience of the participant (Penner et al., 2012). This type of approach is used
when little is known about an issue with disaster survivors during natural disaster, and the
aim of the research was to explicate and understand the phenomenon of interest from the
perspective of those counselors who were directly involved in it (Streubert & Carpenter, 2011).
Given the descriptions and concept of research conducted on exploring the experience of
counselors with disaster survivors during natural disaster in Malaysia, a descriptive
phenomenological approach is justified to this research. The design of this research has
adapted the procedures illustrated by Moustakas (1994), consist of (1) identifying a
phenomenon to study — for this research the phenomenon is the experience of counselors
during the immediate responses and the experience with disaster survivors are among other
elements that being experienced by these counselors; (2) bracket out one's experience (in
this research, as the researcher, | am bracketing my experience as a counselor on providing
crisis intervention — it means that | did not in any way influencing the research participants
on their sharing of experience), and collecting data from several persons (counselors) who
have experienced the phenomenon; (3) analyze the data by reducing the information to
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significant statements or quotes and combines the statements into themes; and (4) develop
a textural description of the experience of the persons (what participants have experienced),
a structural description of their experience (how they experienced it in terms of the conditions,
situations, or context), and a combination of the textural and structural descriptions to convey
an overall essence of the experience.

To fully describe how the participants, view the phenomenon, | have bracketed out, as
much as possible, my own experience. Prior to data collection process, | have involved in the
crisis interventions of the aviation disaster in Malaysia. The incidents were on the
disappearance of Malaysia Airlines flight MH370 and the shooting down of Malaysia Airlines
flight MH17. Although it was not considered as natural disaster situations, but the experience
of providing crisis intervention to the next of kin was somehow can be portrayed within a
similar framework of providing help in a crisis with disaster survivors.

Bracketing or epoche is the first step in "phenomenological reduction," the process of
data analysis in which the researcher sets aside, as far as is humanly possible, all preconceived
experience to best understand the experience of participants in the research (Moustakas,
1994). Descriptive phenomenology emphasizes on the basic strategy of phenomenological
reduction to “reduce” the world from how it is viewed naturally, that is where knowledge is
held with judgment to a world of pure phenomena (Penner, 2008). Bracketing is done when
the researchers set aside their experience, as much as possible, to take a fresh perspective
toward the phenomenon under examination. Moustakas (1994) admitted that this state of
bracketing is seldom perfectly achieved. However, Creswell (2007) noted that researchers
who embrace this idea when they begin a project by describing their own experience with the
phenomenon and bracketing out their views before proceeding with the experience of others.
It is a process of not allowing the researcher’s meanings and interpretations or theoretical
concepts to enter the unique world of the participants. Efforts has been made putting aside
my repertoires of knowledge, beliefs, values, and experience to accurately describe the
participants’ life experiences. Data were collected from the individuals (counselors) who have
experienced the phenomenon.

In using a descriptive phenomenological inquiry approach to explore the experience of
counselors with disaster survivors during natural disaster in Malaysia, | have put every effort
to set aside personal biases and previous knowledge on it either from my personal crisis
interventions experience or from my readings within the literature. Preconceptions about the
experience of counselors with disaster survivors during natural disaster were documented
prior to the onset of this research within my preliminary study. The process of bracketing was
ongoing, and it has been employed throughout the research.

Subjects of the Study

Smith (2008) asserted that qualitative researchers usually try to find a homogeneous
sample, for which the research question will be meaningful. “Participants are selected on the
basis that they can grant access to particular perspectives on the phenomena understudy”
(Smith, 2009, p.49).

Sampling Design

As the research aimed to obtain an in-depth understanding of counselors’ experiences, a
purposive sampling has to be done to find a more closely defined group for whom the
research question will be significant (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Using purposive sampling,
researchers select individuals for study participation based on their particular knowledge of a
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phenomenon for the purpose of sharing that knowledge (Penner, 2008). This approach
enables the researcher to obtain “rich information” in which the participants could reveal the
answer for the phenomenon of interest (Patton, 2002). Penner (2008) also asserted that this
is an appropriate method to select the participants for a study using a descriptive
phenomenological approach because the aim is to understand and describe a phenomenon
from the perspective of those who have experienced it. Counselors who have experience in
conducting crisis intervention of natural disaster were chosen to explore the phenomenon
within their experience. It is assumed that the longer these counselors have served as crisis
responders, the more of experience they have gained with the phenomenon. For inclusion in
the research, the counselors were chosen from the lead agency that plays the key role when
the nation is faced with natural disaster.

During natural disaster in Malaysia, Malaysian Department of Social Welfares (DSW) is
the lead agency which provides the assistant on crisis interventions. The DSW counselors will
be the first to arrive at the scene when the natural disasters struck the nation. The process of
giving crisis intervention during natural disaster solely depends on the anchorage of
counselors and social workers from the Malaysian Department of Social Welfare (DSW).
According to the Malaysian National Security Council (MNSC) Directive 20, Department Social
Welfare as part of the main government assistance and recovery agency are in charge of
providing welfare assistance, counseling services (including crisis intervention and
psychological support), logistics and other related support in disaster management (Maijlis
Keselamatan Negara, 2012). Therefore, the DSW counselors are the most suitable research
participants to be chosen for exploring their experience of providing crisis intervention in
natural disasters in Malaysia. All the chosen research participants are counselors with proper
academic qualification within their first degree or post-graduate degree from respective local
universities.

Sampling Strategy

The counselors interviewed for this research were chosen from those who have at least
one experience providing crisis intervention during any natural disasters in Malaysia. The DSW
counselors have rich experience of providing crisis intervention during natural disaster as they
are not only looked after their own district, but they were also deployed to help other districts
or states during natural disasters situations. There are no minimum lengths of experience
stated for this research. Although it is assumed that time frames will determine a counselor’s
experience working as crisis responder, the impact gains from it has no differences (Hesse,
2002; Jacobson, 2012). To capture a range of experience providing crisis intervention during
natural disaster, attempts have been made to recruit both male and female counselors.
Nevertheless, the selections of counselors were depending on the permission given by
Director General of DSW.

Sample Size

The guiding principle on estimating adequate sample size is directly related to the concept
of saturation (Mason, 2010; Marshall et al.,, 2013) All of the phenomenological studies
identified had at least six participants, as suggested by Morse (1994): while just over two
thirds identified (68%) fell within Creswell (1998) suggested range of five to 25 (Mason, 2010).
For this study, at the point of saturation, seven counselors were interviewed.
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Rigor and Trustworthiness of the Research

The following discussion addresses the issues of trustworthiness and rigor, and the
strategies utilized to establish the quality and credibility of this research. Given my experience
on crisis intervention that has been explained earlier, issues of rigor and the need to avoid
bias are very important. To ensure all biases are avoided, | have carefully selected the
guestions during interview practices, probing was done within the participants frame of
references without addressing my value into their description of experience. A consistent
inscription of a reflective journal and field note entries were done during the data gathering
process, as well as debriefing of concerns with the participants, doubts, and issues in relation
to data collection and data analysis. In addition, | have also used bracketing to restrain my
belief and attitudes toward the description given by the participants as it has been explained
earlier.

Inter-rater Reliability Coefficient

This study is based on coded in-depth semi structured interview transcripts. Interrater
reliability is often referred to in quantitative studies and generally perceived as a means of
verifying coherence in the understanding of a certain topic (Marques & Mccall, 2005). By using
interrater reliability as a solidification tool, the interrater could become true validators of the
findings of the qualitative study, thereby elevating the level of believability and
generalizability of the outcomes of this type of study (Marques & Moccall, 2005). The
importance of rater reliability lies in the fact that it represents the extent to which the data
collected in the study are correct representations of the data measured.

For the interrater reliability coefficient process, the raters were given a list of sub-themes
from the data analysis together within its definitions. The raters later have given their
agreement on the sub-themes. The agreements were later calculated using Cohen's kappa
coefficient. Cohen's kappa coefficient (k) is a statistic which measures inter-rater agreement
for a qualitative study. It is generally thought to be a more robust measure than simple
percent agreement calculation, as k considers the possibility of the agreement occurring by
chance. Calculation of Cohen’s kappa coefficient may be performed according to the following
formula:

K = fa—fc
n—fc
Whereby,
K = coefficient value
fa = the proportion of observations in agreement
fc = the proportion in agreement due to chance
n = total unit tested for agreement

The fa value gathered from rater no.1 was 20, rater no.2 was 22, and rater no.3 was 20.
fcvalue was 11 (50% of agreement due to chance). The value of n is 22 coding analysis unit.
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Table 1

Calculation of Kappa Coofiecient Agreement Value Between Raters

Overall Average Agreement Value

Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 for Kappa Coefficient
fa=20 fa = 22 fa= 20
fc=11 fc = 11 fc= 11
n=22 n = 22 n = 22
K= fa —fc k= fa—fc k= fa-—fc K= 0.81+1+0.81
n - fc n - fc n - fc 3
K= 20-11 kK= 22-11 k= 20-11 K= 2.62
22-11 22-11 22-11 3
= 9 = 11 = 9
11 11 11 K= 0.87
= 0.81 = 1.0 = 0.81

The Kappa agrement value is 0.87.
Cohen Kappa Level of agreement scale: 0.87 = Strong level of agreement.

Table 2
Interpretation of Cohen’s kappa
Value of Kappa Level of Percentage of Data that are Reliable (%)
Agreement
0-.20 None 0-4
.21-.39 Minimal 4-15
.40-.59 Weak 15-35
.60-.79 Moderate 35-63
.80-.90 Strong 64-81
Above.90 Almost 82-100
Perfect
Results
Table 3
Themes and Sub-Themes Derived From Interview Transcripts Based on Research Question
Research What are the experiences of counselors with disaster survivors during natural
guestions disaster in Malaysia?
Themes Sub themes

The disaster
survivors

1. Providing crisis intervention and psychological support

2. Strength and motivation by the disaster survivors

3. Facing challenge on the diverse reactions of disaster survivors

The Disaster Survivors
Disaster survivors are individuals whom are literally survived in the aftermath of a disaster
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situations and they are dislocated from their affected home to evacuation centers; and forced
to leave behind all their belongings (Sommers-Flanagan, 2007). However according to
Wahlstrom (2010), due to the characteristics of all disaster that are sudden and catastrophic,
disaster survivors often experience substantial symptoms of distress and psychosocial
disruption and will respond with psychological reactions. The disaster survivors may think
they have no control over anything and therefore feel helpless with their thinking and feeling
are interconnected (Becker, Sapirstein, & Weir, 2008).

Understanding and addressing the complexity of satisfying disaster survivor’s needs are
critical during a disaster. In any disaster either man-made or natural, the victims or survivors
experience suffering from many causes including bereavement from the loss of family
members and friends, fear of dying, community destruction, social unrest, physical injuries,
mental health problems such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), loss of livelihood,
famine, migration, and even armed conflict (Barnes, 2006; Krishnaswamy et al., 2012).
Therefore, the ability to provide crisis intervention and psychological support within all the
challenges faced during the wake of natural disaster is very helpful in easing the burden faced
by the disaster survivors.

Providing Crisis Intervention and Psychological Support

Counselors who play vital roles of disaster mental health professionals often work with
disaster survivors in the initial stages of the disaster recovery. Disaster recovery can be a
complex and challenging process, when there are losses of lives and property as well as
community displacement and sheltering can add additional stressors. Disaster survivors have
disaster-specific needs such as medical needs as well as basic needs such as water and food
that need to be attended to (Jordan, 2015, p.1). Disaster can also cause severe stress for
individuals and community impairing their abilities to adapt and forcing them to rely heavily
on their coping resources to continue functioning effectively in their life roles (Gunderson et
al., 2012).

The counselors in this research described the experience on providing crisis intervention
and psychological support. Counselors provided crisis intervention and psychological support
for survivors with traumatic stress. During natural disaster situations, the counselors
described that most of the population was affected with traumatic stress symptoms. The
counselors also described that it is not only the disaster survivors, but the crisis responders
are also prone to traumatic stress. The counselors reflected that they need to play vital roles
in providing crisis intervention and psychological support to decrease the traumatic stress
effects to the disaster survivors and crisis responders.

The counselors also described they provided psychological supports not only at the
evacuation center, but they also provided door to door psychological and emotional supports.
After the disaster survivors returned homes, the counselors reported that they have visited
the survivors with the help of many other mental health responders. They also reported that
with the help of their colleagues who were not facing any natural disaster situations, they
shared their own traumatic stress experience for themselves to decrease their traumatic
stress level. All the experience is shared as followed:

“... but for the elderly ... when we came to provide crisis intervention and psychological

support and we wanted to see and talk to them, they cried ... when they cried, we will need
time to let them process to recover from the feelings ... after that they felt happy...” (Ana)
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"... we have crisis intervention... during that time when we went down to the evacuation
center...first, when we enter the center... we made (an) observation, looking (around) ... (our)
fear was (if there are) people that are inattentive or crying, we approach them first and did
individual crisis intervention..." (Dayah)

“... after three days, the evacuation centers opened... we can do the crisis intervention,
however, | took my own initiative that, when the evacuation center has opened, | straight
away went there, to help the registration process and at the same time, | look (around),
making observation on the behavior of the victims, considering their situations ... “ (Suhai)

“... | tried to talk to them (the disaster survivors) ...providing crisis intervention and try to
listen to their expression (of feelings and thought) ... since the process of registration, | had
already listen to their expression... and it is more on listening to it (expression) ...” (Suhai)

"... when they (the disaster survivors) returned back their house respectively... we did our
door to door (visits)... which means ... we go (around) knocking door to door... we found that ...
at that time, indeed the need to (provide) crisis intervention and counseling for emotional
(and psychological) are very demanded... which means (during) our visiting time, we are
(limited) with our people (the counselors), we divide our (limited) groups into four teams and
every team take (and provide service to) one district..." (Ana)

Strength and Motivation by the Disaster Survivors

Disaster does not only affect individuals, but it also affects the whole community and even
the disaster responders. The effect to the counselors as the disaster responders may be
presented within multiple reaction of cognitive, affective, and behavioral appearance that
could weaken the ability of disaster responders to provide effective helps and support (Jacobs
etal., 2011; Sweifach et al., 2013). Some people such as disaster survivors can cope effectively
and mobilize their inner strengths, even though they viewed the psychological impact as
intense. Nevertheless, many other individuals need to re-learn new resources and coping
skills through skillful crisis intervention (Roberts, 2005).

The strength developed by some of the disaster survivors during the aftermath of the
disaster event has reflected their ability to cope. The counselors have learned from the
disaster survivors within their many loses, they are seemed as there was nothing happened
to them. All these learning experience were described by the counselors. They have collected
the experience during their services in providing crisis intervention during natural disaster and
post-disaster psychological support so that they can build new strength from the disaster
survivors experience. They told me that the experience has given great strength as it has also
made a significant impact on them. The strength showed by the disaster survivors who faced
impact of the disaster have made them (counselors) felt stronger, motivated them to pursue
their responsibility despite all the challenges, and opened their mind into a better perspective
of helping others. The counselors shared their experience as follow:

“...1 am excited to see her strength ... “... Why | am not strong like her?” | wondered, and |
asked myself, she is (the disaster survivor) 70 years old, she is strong even though with the
losses of all her possessions (due to the massive flood) ... | have a dedicated support of my
family, why can | not be stronger? The experience with her gave great strength for me...” (Azie)
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“..when | went for post-disaster (psychological support), it left me with a significant impact
on my-self. Their experience that they shared, their strength has made my-self felt stronger.
| have visited many houses especially in the Kelapa Laut Village...” (Azie)

“When things have become routine to me, when they shared their experiences, it is like
the people’s (experiences) motivated me and opened my mind. Their acceptance of the flood
did give strength to me.” (Erni)

Facing Challenges on the Diverse Reactions of Disaster Survivors

During the wake of natural disaster, the disaster survivors have reacted to the disaster
impact in many ways. The diverse reactions of disaster survivors somehow have affected how
counselors carried out their work in facing all the challenges given by the disaster survivors.
During the disaster, counselors were anticipated to provide the best possible support and
services while concurrently doing triage on the personal reactions and other challenges
caused by the disaster (Sweifach et al., 2013).

The counselors described that the process of providing crisis intervention and
psychological support during natural disaster has brought experience of facing challenges
with diverse reactions from the disaster survivors. Most of the reactions are viewed as
negative reactions from the survivors. They were portraying negative attitude, demanding,
unsatisfied with many things and lack of cooperation. These negative reactions have in some
ways given difficulties toward the process of crisis intervention and psychological support
during natural disaster.

The counselors also said that with their negative attitudes, the disaster survivors
always tend to refuse to cooperate and to involve with activities. They even fail to respond
for any crisis intervention and psychological support activities which purposely were designed
to help them ventilate from the pressure of facing the impact of traumatic stress. The
counselors also shared their experience on the lack of cooperation by the disaster survivors
as they described that there are some disaster survivors who are difficult to give cooperation.
However, the counselors always continuously putting their responsibilities to the disaster
response works.

The counselors also described that they must face challenges from some of the
disaster survivors. It is part of the attitude shown by the disaster survivors themselves and
the committee member (a group of disaster survivors who have been selected to help
organizing the needs of disaster survivors at the evacuation centers) of the disaster survivors’
population. The counselors shared that they witnessed events where the disaster survivors
attacked the DSW crisis responders’ due to dissatisfaction with many issues in the evacuation
centers. The counselors did mention about the inability of disaster survivors to follow rules
and procedures that were enforced in the evacuation centers. They reacted accordingly at
that time using their own justification. The counselors described their experience on facing
challenges on the diverse reactions of disaster survivors attitude as follow:

“... the attitude of disaster survivors and the attitude of committee members... not all, may
be majority of them are ... but there are some (of the disaster survivors) that are fairly difficult

to give cooperation...” (Mai)

“...So, for the moment, the complicated issue in carrying out our (counselors) duties during
natural disaster is the (disaster survivors) attitude ...” (Mai)
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"... Yes ... the attitude of residents and the attitude of the committee ...not all, but
majority ... but maybe there are some difficult to give cooperation. Because when we think
of the circumstances at that time, we plan and continue to perform (our jobs) ... " (Mai)

The counselors also shared that they must face disaster survivors who demanded
many things during these challenging moments. These demanding disaster survivors tended
to provoke the crisis responders (including counselors) to fulfill their needs. The counselors
described that they always believed on the need to handle these types of disaster survivors
with full wisdom. With the disaster survivors intentionally tried to create conflicts, the
inability to overcome the situations will spark a bigger ‘flame’ in the conflicts. That is why, as
the counselors described, they need to provide information with proper explanation to all the
disaster survivors at the evacuation center.

The counselors also experienced demanding disaster survivors as they claimed that
the food given to them were not enough and looked like foods that are given to cats. They
even threw the foods and shouted out to the crisis responders in responding to their
dissatisfaction. The counselors also mentioned one example that the disaster survivor was
asking for chicken rather than fish as they cannot stand the smell of fish. The disaster survivors’
demanding issues focused on food preparation at the evacuation center. The counselors
described their experience on facing challenges of demanding disaster survivors as follow:

“... then we bring down our officers (counselors) to provide them explanation wherever
possible ... | do not know why ... when there is a crisis, there are times where the disaster
survivors will deliberately provoked conflicts, demanding issues that are not supposed to be...”
(Dayah)

“...at that time, | was doing (crisis) intervention from tent to tent. It was close to lunch time.
Suddenly, | heard someone shouted: “the food is too little, and | got lots of children” ... If it is
like this (the foods) you give to the cats, even the cats won't eat it. He threw it (the foods),
the rice with food ... He said: “l cannot eat sardines, and the fishy smells make me want to
throw up.” They (disaster survivors) demanded to eat everything ... they wanted chicken...”
(Ernie)

“... Normally here, the issue is ... the disaster survivors felt that it is not enough ... with the
DSW supply... the supplies are limited ... the needs (is) to cater all ... but we try to make it
enough to all the disaster survivors ... but some demands that, if there were 10 people in the
family ... so the family should have two (sets) ... not only one (sets)... " (Suhai)

“... (The disaster survivors) demands to eat all sorts (of foods) ... (they) want chicken... The
(foods) supply is sufficient; it is only that they did not prepare (meals with) meat and chicken
every day... they prepared six meals per day” (Ernie)

Apart from that, the counselors also described stories of the disaster survivors who always
demanded for good foods and the food supply must be sufficient to feed them all. The
counselors experienced on the disaster survivors were unsatisfied and demanding for several
types of foods rather than accepting the ones that have been supplied to them. The
counselors also described that the unsatisfied disaster survivors threaten them to report on
the foods to higher authority if they are (the counselor) reluctant to fulfill their demands. The
counselors also described their experience on facing challenges of unsatisfied disaster
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survivors as follow:

“..Yes ... not satisfied ... it is always sardines he said. | said, “Is it always sardine?” Because
of my knowledge, the DSW (have) brought in stocks of meat and chicken ... (the unsatisfied
disaster survivor admitted): “Actually | do not even eat at the canteen ...” (Azie)

The counselors also shared the challenges in carrying out their duties due to the negative
and uncooperative attitudes of the disaster survivors. These attitudes have made the disaster
survivors felt that everything that was done to them is not enough. The disaster survivors
wanted situations to be perfect at their point of views. They were reluctant to understand the
limitation that the DSW were facing during natural disaster situations. Suhai and Erni shared
their experience on getting cooperation from the disaster survivors as follow:

“... and (the) parents, they were just sitting at their places ... their area in the room
(evacuation center) ... and just looking from a distance ... Sometimes they will approach the
game (activities) area, the area where the activities are done ... but, they did not (want to get)
cooperate ...” (Suhai)

“... When we went there (to provide crisis interventions), they (the disaster survivors)
refused to cooperate. They tried to (give) trouble to us. They consider these things as a burden.
We have many other problems ... They do not understand the real purpose of us (being there)
to release (ventilate) them actually...” (Erni)

Nevertheless, within the diverse reactions of the disaster survivors, the counselors also
described about the positive reactions by disaster survivors; that in some way have reduced
the burden of counselors providing crisis intervention during natural disaster. They were
prepared within their mental and physical ability to face the consequences of the disaster.
Suhai shared the experience as follow:

"... The reason was when the water came down from Tenom. So, they can estimate ... they
are ready, preparing themselves ... packing things ... tidy their home, kept save whatever
possible ... So, they are ready ..." (Suhai)

“... Yes ... stress ... the effect of that ... however, due to its common here, and they can
prepare in advance, so, the destruction was not too much of it...” (Suhai)

Conclusion

This research was conducted with a research question that was to explore what are the
experience of counselors with disaster survivors during natural disaster in Malaysia? It has
later revealed the descriptions of experience with the disaster survivors. This research has
clarified that the experience was personally and directly gained by the counselors within their
service of providing crisis interventions during the wake of natural disaster and during post-
disaster. It can be concluded that the experience with the disaster survivors has been
portrayed and described by the counselors as invaluable and has helped them in building new
strength from the experience.
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Theoretical and Contextual Contributions

The findings of this study add to the literature on disaster survivors of natural disaster.
This study also highlighted that crisis intervention skills and multicultural ability play
significant role in dealing with disaster survivors. Next, various challenges encountered by
natural disaster survivors were identified. Within the experience with the disaster survivors
during the disaster events and in terms of contextual contribution, it has revealed experience
on providing crisis intervention and psychological support with the people who were involved
in the disaster. This research has also highlighted the counselors experience from developing
and building their positive mind and inner strength form the experiences. It can be concluded
that the process of building inner strength and positive mind of the counselors were derived
from the accumulation of narrative shared by the disaster survivors and the attitudes of the
disaster survivors toward building their resiliency during the wake of natural disaster. The
experience has also brought an insight to the counselors on the issue of diversified reactions
arise from the disaster survivors’ during natural disaster events. It can be concluded that there
are needs for the counselors to have a dynamic crisis intervention skills and multicultural
ability to be applied when intervening various disaster response situations from the disaster
survivors.

Implication for Policy

The findings of this research can help the counselors to better understand and increase
their knowledge from the experience as crisis responder providing crisis intervention and
psychological support during the wake of natural disaster in Malaysia. This section discusses
the implications for future policy in improving the service of crisis intervention and
psychological support toward the best disaster risk reduction and disaster risk management
(DRR/DRM) in Malaysia.

Within the findings derived from this research, the counselors have revealed their
experience during the immediate response phase and the post-disaster situations. It has also
revealed the experience of the counselors with the disaster survivors. The psychological
preparation and holistic support needed by the counselors and the disaster survivors are also
revealed.

Evidences described by the counselors from the experience with the disaster survivors, has
shown that there’s a loop hole on the existing policy that does not comply with a certain level
of specific ability in handling the worst-case scenario disaster situations. Although there is a
directive (Directive 20, Malaysian Security Council), it has shown that the directive is not
totally been familiarize by all disaster responders especially the counselors as the second level
disaster responders. According to a survey done by lzumi & Shaw (2009), it is observed that
the basic information and knowledge on the priorities and necessary tasks in disaster risk
reductions have not been acknowledged sufficiently at local authorities level in Malaysia.
Adding to that, Said et al. (2011) mentioned that the Directive 20 was not fully understood by
all stakeholders and thus let to unsatisfactory inter agency communication and coordination.

Therefore, it should be made compulsory for the directive to be familiarized; and specific
table top and field exercise must be done with the involvement of the crisis intervention and
psychological support team rather than with only major focus on the first responder now.
Specific and annually disaster relief and disaster risk reduction training must be organized at
all levels of disaster risk management agencies; might it be the districts, states or national
level. For that matter, toward focusing on crisis intervention and psychological support,
agencies with huge pool of counselors such as the Department of Social Welfare, the Public
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Services Department, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Health, the Royal Malaysian
Police and institutions of higher learning such as universities, polytechnics, community
colleges, and privates colleges, should combine their effort in introducing a specific policy of
allowing the involvement of their respective counselors to be in the ’field’ during the wake of
natural disaster. This policy should allow the National Disaster Management Agencies
(NADMA) to centralize the effort of gathering all the counselors if major natural disaster
occurs. For NADMA itself, there should be a specific department or division established to
focus on the psychological disaster risk reduction and management.

The findings derived from this research has also provides insight that can help the
counselors to consider these aspects in the development of crisis intervention and
psychological support policy and modules especially for DSW and NADMA. Description from
the experience with the disaster survivors, has also brought in the idea that the crisis
intervention and psychological support modules can be developed to cater the multi-reaction
of disaster survivors. The crisis intervention and psychological support modules and policy
should also consist of procedures in managing and considering bureaucracy during the wake
of natural disaster. Furthermore, the modules could be able to help counselors in mastering
their crisis intervention and crisis management skills. A good modules and policy with a
standardized operating procedure are vital in providing guidelines for crisis responder to
follow in a disaster situations (lzumi & Shaw, 2009; Izumi & Shaw, 2009; Said et al., 2011). It
is also could ease and help other interested parties (non-government agencies) that would
always come to help in the wake of natural disaster.

Implication for Practice

The findings derived from this research have provides knowledge for practitioners
(counselors) in the field of crisis intervention and traumatic stress studies to re-evaluate, re-
learn and reconstruct their practice to better serve the people in need during the wake of
natural disaster. The knowledge gained can also be related in the practice of disaster mental
health, disaster risk management and disaster risk reduction.

Evidences described from the immediate response of the disaster events, together with the
experience with the disaster survivors, has shown that ethical consideration during the wake
of natural disaster is something important to be considered due to the extreme situations of
certain natural disaster. Critical incidents such as natural disaster have been described as
producing more ethical uncertainty and require more diligent observance of practical
guidelines. Geale (2012) asserted that disaster responders can be faced with unusual
situations in which the professional ethics that apply in routine emergencies and health care
situations may be tested. Therefore, to ensure a proper practice of ethical considerations are
adhered during the wake of natural disaster, counselors and other disaster responder should
be properly and carefully trained to practice their ethical consideration. Ethical guidelines are
also important for those disaster response practitioners to acknowledge the ‘do’s’ and ‘don’t’
during the wake of natural disaster. Even though counselors are properly trained with their
own ethics of counseling practice, but it is only practical in a normal counseling setting. The
ethical guidelines are still needed as it will help counselors to have a room of consideration
due to many other unexpected factors that could arise within the wake of natural disaster
situations.

This research has also demonstrated the important roles of counselors even though they
are lined as second responder in the wake of natural disaster. They could also jump in as
support to the first responder if the situations deem to do so (Spokane et al., 2011). This
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situation should be considered as important as in disaster situations, everyone should be
prepared to expect the unexpected. Therefore, toward providing professional practitioner
capability, counselors should also consider to be trained with at least basic first responder
skills such as medical first aids and basic rescue skills. It will help the counselors to be prepared
if there are needs for them to react as support to a first responder during the first level of
crisis response. It could be a good practice if all Malaysia counselors could undergo such
specific training or better, they can be members of the Persatuan Bulan Sabit Merah (Malaysia
Red Crescent), or Agensi Pertahanan Awam Malaysia (Malaysian Civil Defence) or anything
like these two organizations. The combinations of their crisis intervention and psychological
support ability within medical first aid and basic rescue skill would made them a reliable crisis
responder.

To uplift the ability in their practices together with the ability to master the crisis
intervention and crisis management skills, the counselors should also consider on equipping
themselves with specific crisis interventions skills such as specializing in skills of handling grief
and loss or skills on handling traumatic stress for specific age groups (i.e., older adults and
children). The counselors could also consider on advancing their knowledge on having specific
certification such as Psychological First Aid, Spiritual First Aid, Professional Traumatic Stress
Managers or Critical Incident Stress Management. By attending and advancing themselves to
gained knowledges, the counselors are also helping themselves to acknowledge and to lessen
their own personal impact and it can also build their positive mind and inner strength.

Furthermore, considering to the training, simulation and exercises, Malaysian counselor
educator to should also extend their abilities in doing research and develops modules for crisis
intervention and psychological support within the Malaysia framework. Training modules
such as Self-Care or Professional Traumatic Stress Managers could provide such basic and
advance training not only to the counselors, but also to the public as it will also develop their
preparation of mind, emotion and professional attitude in the wake of natural disaster
situations. The trainings could be co-organized by the universities with cooperation with
NADMA or DSW.

Research Limitations

This research was focused only on counselors who serve the DSW. There may be a lot of
counselors who possess or practice proper crisis intervention and crisis counseling, but they
are not included in this research. The counselors were only obtained from this single
organization which is the main contributor during any natural disaster crisis intervention
service. They came from the lead agency that plays the most vital role whenever the nation
is faced with natural disaster. During natural disaster in Malaysia, DSW is the main supporting
agency that will provide the help especially on crisis interventions. DSWs’ counselors will be
the first to arrive at the scene from any other agencies. Therefore, the results of this research
do not consist all type of counselors in the nation such as school counselors, institution of
higher learning counselors, and counselors who serve the Ministry of Health and the Public
Service Department.

Future Research Recommendations

The descriptive nature of qualitative research can be directed toward many opportunities
for future research. This descriptive phenomenological inquiry investigated the experience of
counselors in providing crisis intervention and psychological support during the wake of
natural disaster. This research involved a small population of the DSW counselors. For this
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reason, | anticipate that a replication of this research in other institutions such as counselors
within the Ministry of Health and school counselors, with comparable demographics to
determine if comparable research findings exist, possibly institutions that provides the same
services such as counselors in health institutions in Malaysia. Further studies can also be
conducted from separate groups such as non-governmental agencies which also provide the
same support.

Another opportunity for future research would be to conduct this research within other
method of qualitative inquiry such as case study to investigate specific issues for specific
states as the counselors as they learn, understand, experience, and apply crisis intervention
and psychological supports skills using specifically design modules developed by DSW. As the
findings of this research have contributed to the understanding of experience and knowledge
of providing crisis intervention and psychological support during the wake of natural disaster,
there is still a need to conduct further research on this area to improve understanding and
appreciation of the process of psychological preparedness either for the counselors or the
disaster survivors.
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