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LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL; POSTTRAUMATIC
GROWTH AMONG INDIVIDUALS EXPOSED TO FLOOD 2010
IN PAKISTAN

Naeem Aslam, Anila Kamal

ABSTRACT

Objective: To explore the stress- related growth experienced by the individuals exposed to the highly
stressful and traumatic floods in Pakistan began on July 27th, 2010.

Design: Qualitative Study
Place and Duration of Study: Communities of the flood affected areas, from June 2011 to December 2011

Subjects and Methods: Sample included 300 participants, who were affected in flood in Pakistan that began
on July 27th, 2010, following heavy monsoon rains. Age range of the participants was from 13 to 55 (M =
27.45, SD = 6.94) years, with equal participation of male and females. Twenty Focus group discussions
(FGDs) and 30 key informant interviews (KIl) were conducted to gather the information. Each FGD was
consisted of approximately 12 respondents.

Results: The positive changes were reported to occur in five domains of an individual life including, rec-
ognizing new possibilities, perceiving personal strength, increasing spiritual sense, improving relationship,
and appreciation of life.

Conclusion: The significance of understanding this concept of Posttraumatic Growth helps the mental
health professionals in devising the intervention strategies, while keeping in mind the positive changes
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and strengths of the community.
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INTRODUCITON

Highly traumatic and stressful events typically
produce a variety of cognitive, emotional, behavioral
responses that influence the eventual outcome. The
negative outcomes of the trauma are well documented.
For example, Posttraumatic stress disorder "2 and other
psychiatric disorders, such as depression, anxiety disor-
ders, and substance abuse ®* are the most commonly
studied outcome in the aftermath of disasters. The concept
that adversity or trauma may lead to positive changes has
been suggested in literature, religion and philosophy.
This phenomenon has been empirically studied for not
more than last couple of years 5. Currently, research has
focused its attention to see the positive outcome of the
loss and trauma that may occur after dealing with a highly
distressing event. Researchers have used different terms
to describe the Personal betterment and positive changes
like benefit findings, adversial growth, thriving and post-
traumatic growth etc. So the posttraumatic grwoth (PTG)
is thought to occurin the different domains of an individual
including ; perceived changes in self, a changed sense of
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relations with others, and a changed philosophy of life ©.

Posttraumatic growth emphasizes the changing
quality of responding to highly adverse or traumatic
events. The positive changes include, identifying the new
possibilities in life, having forming the better relationship
to others, enhancement in personal strength, better ap-
preciation of life, and enhancement in spiritual change. It
is not the event that is believed to lead to posttraumatic
growth (PTG), but rather the struggle in the wake of
trauma’. Tedeschi and Calhoun® proposed a theory by
which traumatic events shake the individuals’ pre-trauma
schema regarding themselves, others, their relationships,
and the world. Moreover, it may also depend on the level
of intrusive thoughts, which will be predictive of the level of
deliberate thoughts, since intrusive thoughts are a precur-
sor leading the individual to seek a better understanding of
the stressful experience. An individual can show both, the
distress responses and growth element together®. There
are many factors that are positively or negatively associat-
ed with PTG. Studies showed that PTG has inverse relation
with anxiety , depression ¢, externalizing symptoms , and
physical health problems '°, general symptoms of stress'"
and there is positive association of trauma with the social
support, coping, optimism and welbeing. Furthermore, in
the same individual, psychological distress, trauma and
PTG can be found at the same time. For the development
of the posttraumatic growth, a sufficient amount of distress
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is prerequisite. Because a moderade level of distress and
struggle in the aftermath of a trauma catalyze the process,
not the trauma itsel, toward the posttraumatic growth.

Present study is designed to see the posttraumatic
growth among the individuals exposed to a natural disas-
ter. Aimost all we know about posttraumatic growth comes
from studies whose main goal was to determine the neg-
ative effects of trauma, mainly in the area of PTSD. There
is scarcity of empirical literature on the positive outcome
of the trauma. This study explores the positive outcome
as the result of a traumatic event among flood affected
population as many current researchers express that there
is still much to uncover regarding posttraumatic growth
and positive responses to traumatic events in general.

SUBJECTS AND METHODS

The present study aimed at identifying the post
adversial growth/post traumatic growth among individuals
who were affected in the flood. The floods in Pakistan
began on July 27th, 2010, following heavy monsoon
rains. The flood caused unprecedented losses and

damages to Pakistan’s infrastructure, industry, houses,
communications, and roads. According to the National
Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) 3, the floods have
claimed nearly 2000 lives, 1.8 million houses have been
damaged and more than 20 million people have been
affected in over 30 districts. An area of at least 160,000
square kilometer has been affected by floods. Over 2.2
million hectares of crops have been destroyed.

Sample was selected by convenient sampling
technique. Flood affected individuals from affected areas
of four provinces of Pakistan (i.e. Punjab, Sindh, Khyber
Pakthunkhwah, Baluchistan) and Neelum valley of Azad
Kashmir, have been taken. Sample included the 300 par-
ticipants, with equal participation of male and females.
Age ranged from 13 to 55 (M = 27.45, SD = 6.94) years,
20 Focus group discussions (FGDs) and 30 key informant
interviews (KIl) were conducted to gather the information.
Each FGD was consisted of approximately 12 respon-
dents. Both male and female, married and unmarried
flood affected individuals were included in the sample.
The inclusion criterion for the participation of the focus
group was not to have any diagnosed psychiatric illness.

Figure 1: Map of the flood affected areas from which data is collected'?
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This is the qualitative study; no quantitative instru-
ment was used for the data collection. However, FGDs
guidelines for measuring Posttraumatic Growth were
based on the Posttraumatic Growth Inventory 8 that has
20 items inventory and widely used to measure personal
growth in the following domains: relationship with oth-
ers, realization of new possibilities, increased personal
strength, spirituality, and appreciation of life.

RESULTS

Despite of lot of problems, many respondents
reported that ‘flood made us mature and tougher’. Many
others reported that they experience enhancement in
empathetic feelings, decision making, self-confidence,
communication, participation/interaction in community
activities ‘Now when | see the other flood affectees | real-
ize their problems and wish to help them because | can
understand the problems of other flood affectees’. They
are much organized after the crises. They start saving
money for any future calamity. They are interested to know
the other problems and close with their families and more
prepared and alert. They are now more conscious about
health and hygiene. They had learnt to talk about their
rights. Their unity, concerns about others issues, spirit of
sacrifice, donating personal things to others got improved.
They feel themselves as more capable, empowered and
informative. They learned disaster preparedness and
evacuations plans in case of any future calamity. They
realized the environmental factors of flood (i.e., cutting
the trees). Their interpersonal relations got better. People
started to participate with NGOs in community matters
and their willingness has been increased. Small political
conflict decreased. Ownership and participation in social
and community activities has been increased. One of
the participant reported that people started to enrol their
children in school, their communication got better, more
NGO oriented; they had now more right conscious. Those
members in the community who completely lost their
home and land, they were provided the shelter by those
community members who were partially or less affected.
People started to sit down together to resolve the day to
day issues. Some community member had identified the
new possibilities (for example, some students reported
that they will now looking for some jobs in city as their
lands are no more as, previously they had decided to con-
tinue agriculture. They had identified their problems and
resources. Interest in education, specially, among females
has been increased and the rate of school going children
increased. During focus group discussion, a female
teacher reported ‘Our self-confidence has increased, we
are more mobile. We participate in community activities.
Those girls who had left the education had reinstated their
education’

While seeing the spiritual changes, it is observed
that prayer rate increased among old age people, rec-
itation of Holy Quran is increased, and people are more
health conscious. Female interaction and involvement with
community matter enhanced. In some areas male/female

interaction and combine educational sessions have been
reported as there was hardly any combine gathering of
both sexes before the disaster.

DISCUSSION

The study was planned to see the positive chang-
es among the flood affected individuals. As an ample of
research evidence suggest that after disasters or traumatic
events, sufferers not only show the distress responses
but also besides this, report the positive changes. Our
findings are in line with the theoretical assumptions that
have been proposed by Tedeschi and Calhoun. Positive
changes among the survivors have been reported that
include the changing the philosophy of life, improve the
relationship with others and increased spirituality. For
example, 13 years old boy, who was in class 6" reported
“I now decided to become a doctor, because we lost all
our land, | have no other option, but study”. Findings of
our study are consistent with the past studies that claim
the people after struggle with distressed event identify the
new possibilities in life.

We found the growth in both the genders irrespec-
tive of age and education. In a key informant interview,
One of the participant shared that “After flood people
became more intelligent, our communication got better’
These changes can also be seen in female, as during
the discussion female reported that our interaction and
involvement with community matter increased. There are
mixed findings regarding the gender difference and PTG.
Some studies found higher rates of PTG for females'
and some found higher rates for males' and few did
not find significant gender differences'®. Prayer rate has
been increased among the old age people. My love with
people increased. | feel | give everything to people; | have
no ill feelings with people. | love to serve my people. Our
findings are consistent with the past studies that proposed
the positive relationship between PTG and spirituality. An-
other finding of the study is the posttraumatic growth was
commonly observed among those individuals who had
the characteristic of hope, optimism, social and religious
support, self-esteem and positive affect we know more,
and interested to know the other problems.

PTG related constructs were found to be positively
related to a wide range of such positive mental health
resources like positive affect, optimism'?, hope's, self-es-
teem competency beliefs and quality of life Likewise, PTG
was negatively related to pessimism. There is also the
evidence of an inverted “U” curvilinear relation between
exposure and PTG'. suggesting that a certain level of
severity (objective or subjective) may be necessary to
engender growth, beyond which growth may actually be
hindered.

Implications, limitations and Recommendations

These findings may have possible clinical implica-
tions. The significance of understanding this concept of
PTG helps the mental health professionals in devising the
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intervention strategies, while keeping in mind the positive
changes and strengths of the community. Moreover, study
will be helpful for the practioneers working with people
who have experienced major life crisis. We did not used
non-trauma comparison groups, it is not possible to com-
pare PTG to levels of non-traumatic (i.e., maturational)
growth. Our analyses focused exclusively on individuals’
reports of posttraumatic growth (i.e., retrospective self-re-
ports of survivors) which were often subject to recall and
social desirability biases. There are inherent limitations
relaying solely on self-reporting, so the self-reported PTG
warrants further investigation. In the present study we only
reported the positive changes that are faced by the flood
affected individuals. Participants may develop a ‘desirabil-
ity bias’ which may lead individuals to over-report PTG.
Hence, the results of the research should be interpreted
in that frame work and with caution.

CONCLUSION

Finidings of the current research showed that peo-
ple after experiencing traumatic event, have changed
the priorities about the important in life, establish new
path in life, had greater appreciation for the value of their
life. Their beliefs to be able to do better things with life
and handling difficulties has enhanced. They had better
understanding of spiritual/religious matters and a greater
sense of closeness with others.
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