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This research sought to answer the central research question of how conflict-affected women 

and girls in Kachin maintain their psychosocial wellbeing in the context of adversity and stress. A 

secondary question explored, was how conflict-affected men maintain their psychosocial wellbeing 

in the context of adversity and stress. The research was conducted to inform Gender Based 

Violence (GBV) response programming implemented by KMSS and Trócaire. The research aims to 

offer practical recommendations on coping strategies that can be used to adapt the programme is 

socio-culturally appropriate ways, based on identified findings. 

A participatory methodology was applied and focus group discussions (FGDs) were held with 

two groups of girls (aged 9 to 18), three groups of women and one group of men. Key informant 

interviews took place with service providers. The questions focused on how women, girls and men 

cope with experiences related to conflict and displacement in Kachin, what activities they do to 

cope, what they did in the past and the present, and how it differed, if at all. 

The three primary participatory methods used were participatory 

ranking, sababu method and creative drawing. Participatory 

ranking involves participants free-listing responses to questions 

and then ranking answers in order of priority. The sababu 

method involved participants sketching an outline of their hands 

in pairs or alone, and then listing the five most supportive figures 

in their lives, one on each finger, the person closest to them on 

their thumb, they also identified the person they would call upon 

if in difficulty. An additional tool of creative drawing was used with a focus group of older girls. Girls 

were asked to draw either their favourite place, object or person and then discuss the meaning it 

had for them. Thematic Analysis was used to develop themes, which are reported on below. 

In the two girls’ FGDs that were held, participants expressed that they use creative and symbolic 

forms of expression to cope with the experiences they have had including dancing, singing, playing 

games, using their imagination and reading stories. They also rely on relational connections with their 

friends, family and trusted others, such as teachers, religious instructors and in one case the camp 

manager. Many also expressed that they had a close relationship to God, and some older girls said 

they got strength from the use of prayer. Older girls also valued spending time with their parents and 

family and each group of girls ranked family members and friends among the closest people to them. 

Education was highly valued by all girls, and they had a closeness to teachers. Despite this there was 

evidence of corporal punishment, which was identified as a potential protection risk facing girls. Other 

ways of coping that implicitly emerged for girls during the use of creative methods were the fostering 

of a sense of belonging to Kachin culture, through the fostering of a sense of place to their villages of 

origin. All girls also mentioned the future and hoped that educational achievement would lead to better 

and more secure lives for them and their families. 
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Three FGDs were held with women. Prayer and the use of faith, including making-meaning of 

their displacement as God’s will, were supportive for women in each of these groups, as well as 

ways to foster enjoyment or fun. Women described praying formally, informally, individually and 

in groups. Women also stated that they gained strength and support from the social connections 

they had fostered with each other, in terms of emotional and practical support, and sharing 

information and resources where possible. A key role of ‘wise’ others emerged, as natural 

helpers within the community, or people whose advice was particularly respected. Women also 

expressed that they enjoyed creative expression through singing, dancing and telling jokes. Social 

networks for women included their mothers, their husbands or partners and wise others within 

the community, as well other family members and friends. 

Although the research did not attempt to assess women’s coping capacity, it did include in-depth 

discussions with women about coping and some indications of potential areas of need are drawn 

from these discussions. Variation in coping styles and capacities across individuals and across 

time could be noted. The importance of being attentive to how needs change over time and to see 

how to make available more specific supports, where required, emerged. 

Marginality also emerged in relation to coping. Women referenced people that were particularly 

vulnerable in their communities, and these included the elderly, orphans, widows, the disabled 

and chronically ill. Women reported that livelihood options were limited for some of these groups, 

and humanitarian support was insufficient. Some of these individuals were also isolated within 

their communities, suggesting a need for a greater social inclusion for those that are marginalized. 

The importance of having a voice and having a say, of being listened to and of being valued and 

heard through meaningful participation emerged for the women, suggesting that meaningful 

participation is very valuable to them, in their interactions with humanitarian actors. 

Sources of stress for women included the challenge of meeting basic needs particularly food and 

education; the uncertainty of whether the humanitarian response would continue and would be 

sufficient (particularly for the elderly or those that were disabled or living with chronic illnesses); 

IPV related to alcohol consumption, the use of violence and men’s stress; tensions and feelings of 

indignity that emerged with the host community particularly around community prayer events in 

which host and IDP families contribute resources; and the lack of freedom related to regulations 

within the camps, such as the regulation of electricity and freedom of movement. . 

For men, the main sources of coping they mentioned were drawing on biblical narratives to make 

meaning of their experience and to foster a ‘let it go’ ‘mindset’ (men’s words); praying for their 

country and their families; and talking about the political situation with each other. Telling stories, 

watching movies and singing songs together were the primary ways that men fostered feelings 

of happiness inside. They expressed their solidarity through ‘acceptance’ and the sense that ‘we 

are all in this together’ and said that they tried to foster patience about the situation. The men 

stated that solidarity within Kachin culture is fostered through a matrilineal line of kinship, which 

they felt created connection amongst them and fostered peaceful communication and information 

exchange. They felt that this was a form of coping, in which community relations were fostered 

and inter-community peace maintained. Sources of stress, which the men mentioned were living 

with an uncertain future due to conflict, particularly related to their livelihoods and an uncertain 

humanitarian response The most stressful time according to men, was when children went back 

6 | Kachin Coping Strategies Research Report



to school and men struggled to support their children’s 

education, while also feeding the family. Men saw coping 

strategies and ways to foster happiness within themselves 

as only bringing short-term relief to their situations, and 

they felt they did not have dignity, while they relied on 

external support in the camps. They expressed that they 

long to return to their villages and the independence 

they had prior to displacement. Men also expressed 

appreciation for the research and said that no organization 

had ever elicited these conversations with them. They valued that the researchers asked about 

their experiences, suggesting a need for further meaningful participatory engagement with men. 

Recommendations for KMSS Bhamo and Trócaire include the enhancement of participatory 

approaches within programme engagement (both programme activities and evaluation); the 

inclusion of marginalized groups in programme activities, the continuation of programme activities 

with the same participants that are currently receiving support, and the deployment of a critical 

lens on issues of power; the inclusion and support of naturally occurring processes of coping; 

tackling sources of stress for the IDPs such as misinformation/rumours about aid reducing and 

host community flashpoints at community prayer meetings. 

Kachin Coping Strategies Research Report | 7 

“For men, the main sources 
of coping they mentioned 
were drawing on biblical 
narratives to make meaning 
of their experience and to 
foster a ‘let it go’ ‘mindset’”

When I become educated one day, I want to build a house like this and live my life 

happily.  I want to sit with my friends and talk with them under the big shady tree.



Kachin State is home to approximately 1.6 million people and is in the northern most part of the 

Republic of the Union of Myanmar (Ministry of Labor, Immigration & Population (MoLIP, 2016)1. It 

borders India and China to the North, Shan State to the south and south east, and Sagaing state 

to the southwest and west (Pistor, 2017). The Kachin people, comprise six different ethnic groups 

(Rawang, Lisu, Zaiwa, Lashi/Lachid, Laovo and Jinghpaw) that are united through a common 

language – jinghpaw, and live in Kachin State as well as surrounding border communities in 

India, China and Shan State. Within Kachin state, two thirds of people live in rural areas, while 

the remaining third live in urban centres such as the main towns of Myitkyina and Bhamo (Pistor, 

2017). Kachin State is rich in natural resources (jade, timber, gold, water).

Kachin has experienced conflict on and off, since an initial agitation for greater representation and 

rights for the Kachin people began after independence in 1948. In 1961 the Kachin Independence 

Organisation (KIO), a political party which effectively administered Kachin state, while Burma was 

under military rule was established, along with a military wing - the Kachin Independence Army 

(KIA). Political resistance and armed struggles between the KIA and other armed groups based 

in Kachin, and the Myanmar Tatmadaw continued, with the Kachin conflict becoming one of the 

conflicts that formed Myanmar’s Internal Conflict. 

A ceasefire agreed in 1994 brought 17 years of peace to the region. This was broken in mid-2011, 

when fighting resumed between the Myanmar Tatmadaw and the KIA, close to the site of the 

hydroelectric dam that had been constructed to provide electricity for China, and was considered 

a symbol of Burmese and Chinese companies’ ongoing exploitation of Kachin’s rich natural 

resources (Jacquet & O’Loughlin, 2012). Tensions had been high between the Burmese Central 

Government and the KIO since the onset of Myanmar’s democratization process. The process, 

which for many was hailed as moment of great social change, has been marked the onset of 

hostilities and disputes over representation for the Kachin people. 

The fighting that ensued in 2011 has been marked by the significant impact that the war has had 

on civilians, with approximately 83,600 people displaced in IDP camps in Kachin (54% are female, 

49% are under the age of 18) (UNOCHA, 2017). The mainly Christian civilians have largely sought 

refuge in compounds of the Catholic and Baptist Churches (Jacquet & O’Loughlin, 2012). Almost 

half of the displaced population live in areas beyond Government control, where access for most 

international organizations is restricted. Local NGOs and faith-based organizations were the first 

responders and up to now remain, in most cases principal service providers in the camps. 2016 

saw increased militarization in Kachin, which has led to outbreaks of fighting, new and secondary 

1.  This does not include population data from non-government controlled areas. 
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displacement, as well as continued serious human rights violations that include attacks close to 

IDP camps, arbitrary detentions and threats to civilians. GBV is prevalent. Recent assessments 

have included reports of rape by state and non-state armed actors; rape and sexual violence 

perpetrated by civilians during flight; forced recruitment; trafficking; sexual harassment; sexual 

exploitation in IDP camp settings, including the involvement of girls in sex work; and Intimate 

Partner Violence (IPV) (IMC, KMSS & CHAD, 2015; Pistor, 2017). UNFPA has reported that 90% of 

women and girls accessing GBV services in Kachin and Northern Shan report experiences of IPV 

(UNFPA, 2015).

There is little information available on the coping strategies that the Kachin people use to deal with 

daily stresses, as well as the reported increased conflict related stressors. A notable exception is 

a needs assessment conducted by the Kachin Women’s Peace Network and the Gender Equality 

Network in 2013 (n=849), which found that the primary coping strategies displaced women 

employed to deal with the daily stresses of life in the camps were praying and peer support. For 

girls, praying, singing, crying, peer support from friends and focusing on education or work to 

avoid other feelings related to the emergency were the most common strategies. For men, coping 

also involved making meaning of their situation as part of a larger national struggle or sacrifice that 

was worthy and noble, although this coping mechanism was not shared by females (GEN, 2013). 

This could be due to the lack of involvement of women in political matters in traditional Kachin 

culture, which delineates women’s role as carers and to the domestic sphere (Pistor, 2017). 

Both the GEN (2013) report and a recent report on women’s experience of displacement and the 

peace process (Pistor, 2017) note women’s explicit request to be listened to about decisions that 

impact their lives and those of their families. This research seeks to do that. The overall aim of the 

research is to inform Trócaire and KMSS’s Protection of Women and Girls programming in Kachin, 

Myanmar, by engaging directly with affected communities to develop a contextual analysis of 

coping strategies. The central research question is “how do conflict-affected women and girls in 

Kachin maintain their psychosocial wellbeing in the context of adversity and stress?” A secondary 

question asks, “how do conflict-affected men in Kachin maintain their psychosocial wellbeing in 

the context of adversity and stress?” 
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This research was conducted by Sarah Robinson, an independent researcher, based in the School 

of Applied Psychology, University College Cork, Ireland and Sut Su Hkawn Marip, assistant 

researcher and translator, under the supervision and support of Dr. Fiona Shanahan, Trócaire 

Protection Adviser. Data collection took place over four consecutive days in May 2017. 

3.1 Participants

In total, Focus Group Discussions were conducted with 64 participants who self-selected from the 

following target groups:

1. Women who were (at the time of research) residing in IDP camps in government 

controlled areas and participating in the program (2 camps) (n= 28) 

2. Women who were (at the time of research) residing in IDP camps in non-government 

controlled areas and participating in the program (1 camp) (n = 9) 

3. Male IDPs from Nant Hlaing camp within government controlled area (n=6)

4. Girls who were (at the time of the research) residing in IDP camps in government 

controlled areas and participating in the program (2 camps) (n=21) (ages 9 to 18)

Three Key informants were also interviewed. Interviewees were local service providers based in 

Kachin and involved in the humanitarian response and included a male camp manager, a female 

camp health worker and a Catholic nun who was a KMSS staff member.

Two FGDs took place with girls – one in Nant Hlaing camp, and another in the KMSS offices with 

girls from Mai Hkawng RC camp. The age ranges for each group were slightly different – with the 

first FGD ranging from 9 to 15 years (mean =12 years) and the second ranging from 13 to 18 years 

(mean =15 years). The combined mean age for girls was 14 years old. Three FGDs took place 

with women, one in Nant Hlaing camp, and another two in the KMSS offices. Seventeen women 

participated in Nant Hlaing, unfortunately demographic data is not available for this group. Of the 

other two groups, age ranges were 18 to 68 years (mean age = 37 years), and 22 to 60 years (mean 

age = 42.5 years) respectively for Mai Hkawng RC and Pa Hkatawng camps. Of all the women that 

participated, all were married with the exemption of two women, one was 18 and in a relationship 

and the second, was in her forties and had not married. The combined mean for women was 40 

years old. No descriptive statistics were obtained from men due to time constraints. 
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3.2 Method

The research tools included a semi-structured focus group discussion (FGD) schedule, that was 

adapted depending on group factors and dynamics, and is available in Annex A. Based on the first 

FGD with women in Nant Laing camp, this schedule was slightly amended to improve clarity and 

cultural relevance based on feedback from participants. Three focus groups (1 with women, 1 with 

girls, 1 with men), were conducted in Nant Lhaing IDP camp in government controlled territory, in 

a central location within the camp. The remaining focus groups (1 with women from Mai Hkawng 

camp, 1 with women from Pa Khatawng camp and 1 with girls from Mai Hkawng camp) and key 

informant interviews were all conducted in the KMSS meeting room in Bhamo. Participants were 

provided with transport to and from Bhamo. FGDs were co-facilitated by the two researchers. 

FGDs lasted between 1 to 2 hours. 

Informed consent processes were conducted first, followed by participatory methods. These 

included two distinct tools of 1) participatory ranking methodology (PRM) and 2) the Sababu 

method. These tools which were used in response to interest, time available and relevance for 

each group. A third method, creative drawing, was introduced for a FGD with teenage girls as 

there was more time available with this group. 

Participatory ranking methodology is a participatory method that involves asking a group of people 

to free-list answers in response to a key question, in this case; “in your life now can you think of a 

woman/man/girl, who is coping well with the stress of her/his situation, what kind of things does 

she/he do to care for herself and feel safe and secure?” Once the group has free-listed responses 

to the question they assign an object to each of the activities or tasks listed. They are then asked 

to collectively rank the responses in terms of 

This mixed-method involved participants ranking which strategies were the most effective 

strategies. The sababu method involved participants sketching an outline of their hands in pairs 

or alone, and then listing the five most supportive figures in their lives, one on each finger, the 

person closest to them on their thumb. They then drew a ring on the finger which represented 

the person that they would call if they had a challenge or difficulty. Creative drawing involved the 

girls contemplating their favourite place, object and/or person, and drawing it. They were asked to 

present their image and explain why it was important to the group. 

Translation was facilitated by the assistant researcher throughout the research process. Both 

researchers took notes, which were later typed up and checked against one another to form 

a master version in English. Coping was defined in Jingphaw using two key terms, which can 

be translated as ways of encouraging oneself at difficult times (“shalan shabran ai”), as ways 

of bringing happiness or having laughter inside (“mani pha/mani phaw hpa”) (which is a more 

general terms and does not solely apply at times of difficulty). In addition, “bas sa la ai//hring sa la 

ai”) was used as an additional prompt term, which translates as ‘to relax.’ Participants also used 

their own terms that mapped on to the concept of coping strategies, in particular ban sa la ai/ 

hkring sa la ai or ‘healing ways’ as activities that one might do to promote wellbeing and healing 

myit ningma. This cluster of terms was used by researchers and participants to try to understand 

and communicate about processes of resilience and coping that people use to respond to daily 

stressors, including conflict related stressors. 
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3.3 Materials

Focus group schedule and interview schedules were used as prompts. Coloured ink pens and 

sheets of paper were used during the focus group both the Sababu method and creative drawing. 

Notebooks were also used for notes of each meeting. 

3.4 Ethical Considerations 

Field Officers invited participants to participate as they had an existing relationship with 

participants and were available to provide ongoing support to participants in the case of any issues 

or difficulties that arose in relation to the research process. Participants gave verbal informed 

consent to participate in the study following a short information briefing. The researchers also 

conducted a more detailed informed consent process with each group (men, women or girls) 

before the FGD started. Information on the rights of participants to decline to participate, to cease 

participation at any time, to refuse to answer particular questions or to change their mind about 

participating at any time were explained in full. It was made clear that no benefit would come 

about as a result of participating in the FGD and that there was no further support or programming 

linked to participation. Confidentiality and the limits of confidentiality (e.g. if a participant reported 

intent to harm themselves or others) were explained. All data was anonymized and identifying 

information was not recorded in typed interview notes. Participants were informed that the 

discussion was about general experiences in their community and that they would not be asked 

personal questions about their own experiences but that nonetheless it was possible that the 

discussion could cause distress. It was explained to participants, that if requested, they may 

be referred for psychosocial support using the existing Trócaire and KMSS referral pathway. 

Response officers were present throughout the research process, should any participant require 

immediate psychosocial support. 

Informed consent was also sought from parents of all girls that participated in the research process, 

by field officers in advance of the research process. The informed consent process was similarly 

conducted with the girls before they participated in FGDs and their verbal consent was obtained. 

3.5 Limitations

This study has a number of limitations. Firstly, this study reflects only the experiences of those 

who participated, namely women living in three camps, girls living in two camps and men living 

in one camp. It does not seek to be representative of experiences of all people displaced within 

Kachin, but rather explores the experiences of these specific participants. Secondly, the study 

took place over a short period of time and as a result, there was no time for a pilot study, to 

test the methodology and translation of key terms, and whether they worked in the context 

or not. As a result, the first FGD with women in Nant Hlaing camp played this role, and some 

questions and methods were adjusted through trial and error. Methods were adjusted for every 

group, depending on the energy of the group and the time available. A third limitation is that it 

proved difficult to overcome social desirability, whereby participants may have felt obliged to 

provide particular responses to please the researchers. In one FGD discussion for example, it 

was challenging for the women to express ways that they had coped, outside of the Trócaire and 

KMSS ‘classes’ (term used by participants), which they value very much. In another, one woman 
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listed the researchers as the closest people to her in her life. This apparent social desirability 

was overcome through probing further with the participants about ways in which they coped 

before the programme started, and also probing about other people that were important in their 

lives. A fourth limitation emerged in the Key Informant Interviews and relates to learning how 

to ask certain questions. The researchers received no response to questions such as, “what 

aspects of Kachin culture should aid workers engaging with IDPs in Kachin know about?” 

Further understanding of how best to elicit this information is required. Other limitations are that 

the researchers were new to the programme area, and had no previous interactions with the 

programme participants. In addition, the primary researcher was new to the Myanmar context. 

Due to the ongoing conflict, the researchers were unable to travel to camps outside of Nant Hlaing 

camp, which may have been a limitation. Participants from these camps travelled to Bhamo, 

potentially leading to participant burden. Despite this, the participants were actively engaged in 

sessions in Bhamo, and these were at times easier groups to facilitate than the sessions in Nant 

Hlaing camp, due to the challenges of women trying to juggle research commitments with their 

daily duties, as well as privacy challenges in this camp. 

3.6 Analysis

The method of analysis used was thematic analysis. Where possible, immediately after each 

research session, the researchers wrote up notes. When this was not possible, notes were 

written in the evenings and correlated later. The researchers presented and discussed emerging 

findings with programme staff in Bhamo. Validity checking was conducted through debriefs with 

Kachin staff who were very familiar with the context. 
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Results will now be presented in relation to the coping strategies and key supports identified by 

girls, women and men, followed by recommendations. 

4.1 How do conflict-affected girls in Kachin maintain their psychosocial 

wellbeing in the context of adversity and stress? 

4.1.1 Coping strategies for girls in Nant Hlaing Camp 

Coping strategies were defined in Jingphaw using two key terms, which can be translated as 

ways of encouraging oneself at difficult times, shalan shabran ai, and ways ways of bringing 

happiness or having laughter inside, mani pha/mani phaw hpa, particularly in the context of 

difficulty. Girls were asked to free list the things that they did to experience the feeling of 

happiness or laughter inside, mani pha/mani phaw hpa, and these are given in table 1. They were 

then asked to collectively rank these activities in terms of which ones were the most effective. 

TABLE 1 Coping strategies (Girls, Nant Hlaing Camp)

Activities 

Singing

Talking with Friends

Playing Games 

Playing with Friends

Visiting friends around the camp

Watching movies

Dancing with friends

Reading stories

Sleeping

Sleepover with friends

Visiting around the village/exploring the village 

Finding some work to do

Thinking of happy memories of the past 

TABLE 2 Participatory ranking of coping strategies (Girls, Nant Hlaing Camp)

1. Playing with friends

2. Dancing with friends

3. Reading stories (either alone or together)

14 | Kachin Coping Strategies Research Report

4. findings



As part of the Sabubu method where girls individually drew an outline of their hand and listed 

supportive figures on each finger, girls were also asked to draw or write on their palms the things 

they did to foster happiness inside mani pha/mani phaw hpa or to relax, ban sa la ai/ hkring sa la 

ai. This table comprises the activities that were listed by girls during this sababu activity in the first 

column and the number of times this particular activity was listed by participants is given in the 

second column. This gives an indication of which activities individual girls prioritized. 

TABLE 3 Sababu Method individual listing of activities to foster happiness and relaxation

Activities that give you laugher inside and/or help you relax Number of times 

mentioned 

Playing with friends (including playing games with friends e.g. skipping 

ropes; role-playing selling noodles)

7

Singing 5

Talking with friends 3

Finding some work to do to 2

Reading Stories 2

Visiting around the village/exploring the camp 2

Crying 1

Dancing with friends 1

“Not thinking about the bad times” 1

Sleepover with friends 1

Spending time with father 1

Spending time with mother 1

Spending time with sister 1

Studying 1

The element of the sabubu exercise that involved individuals selecting their own key coping 

strategies acted as a triangulation point for data gathered through collective methods. There is 

considerable overlap between both sets of data, coping strategies prioritized during the collective 

method of participatory ranking were also listed by girl participants during the more private, 

individual method of Sabubu. Collectively, through the participatory ranking exercise, girls ranked 

1. playing with friends, 2. dancing with friends and 3. reading stories as the top three most 

effective coping strategies. When working individually or in pairs, seven of the participants listed 

playing with friends as a strategy they personally used to foster happiness and relaxation. The 

primary ways that girls fostered these feelings involved singing, play, and interacting with friends 

(either through talk, play, sleepovers or visiting each other). It is also clear that girls in the camps 

find creative ways of expression through play, dance, singing and reading stories. They also all 

appeared to enjoy the drawing that was involved in the sababu method exercise. Such symbolic 

expressive activities can support the girls to express their feelings and come to terms with what 

they experience during displacement (Wessels & Kostelny, 2013). 
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It is important to note that the girls who mention ‘crying’, ‘not thinking about the bad times’ and 

‘finding some work to do’ (possibly to avoid thinking about the bad times), felt free to do this 

individually during the sababu method, but did not raise these ways during the collective free-

listing exercise in the wider group. This may be due to a difference in questioning for the free-

listing and sababu method, with the latter also bringing in the term “to relax” when dealing with 

being stressed, and not only fostering feelings of happiness and laughter inside. In addition, Sut 

Su asked girls to think about what they did to foster these feelings when things were difficult 

during the Sabubu method but this was not emphasized in the free-listing exercise. 

4.1.2 Coping with difficulty 

When asked to measure how they would cope with a problem or a difficult situation, girls were asked 

how they would respond if a boy teased them on the way to school. (the younger girls were given the 

example of boy’s cat calling them on the way to school), Girls provided the following responses: 

1)  they would shout back at the boys and scold them; 

2)  ask for help from people nearby; 

3)  tell their friends; 

4)  report the incident to the teacher; 

5)  go and beat the boys; 

6)  tell their parents and tell the boys “Don’t tease us go on your way.” 

Ranking of coping strategies for situations like this led the girls to prioritize reaching out to their friends 

and teacher if something like this happened to them, and standing up to the boys, through confronting 

them. When asked if this would be challenging for the girls, the girls responded that it would not. 

4.1.3 Coping strategies for girls in Mai Hkawng RC Camp

The girls in Mai Hkawng RC camp free-listed coping strategies they used to foster happiness inside, 

but time was not available for the girls to draw or write these activities during the sababu method. 

Participatory ranking of items generated was conducted. The mean age of girls in this group was 15. 

TABLE 4 Coping strategies (foster happiness/laughter inside) for Girls in Mai Hkawng RC Camp

Coping Strategies (foster happiness/laugher inside) Ranking

Family activities e.g. cooking together as a family 1

Chatting with friends 2

Attending group activities with other youth, such as a youth club, prayer 

sessions or peace workshops

3

Using their imagination or daydreaming about the future (e.g. ‘One day when 

I will live abroad when I am educated…what will I do? Or ‘After graduation….

what will I do?’)

4

Learning new things in classes, e.g. making hair clips and flower arrangements Not ranked

Going to school together (“We love learning form the teacher together”) Not ranked
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TABLE 5 Coping Strategies (encouraging oneself at difficult times) for Girls Mai Hkawng RC Camp

Coping Strategies (encouraging oneself) Ranking

Telling someone, either a friend or a teacher, about worries or 

problems

1 

Praying 2 

Crying with friends 3

Singing alone or together (sometimes very loudly) 4

Sharing problems with friends

Avoiding thinking about stressful things 

“Going to the quiet place under the shady tree by the river (it has lots 

of birds too)”, listening to songs on their phones, and sometimes 

singing along, chatting with friends

Playing together with friends (telling jokes, skipping ropes)

Coping strategies that these slightly older girls list indicate the importance of relationships and 

social connections for both fostering happiness inside (the primary activities for girls were social 

activities with their family and parents such as cooking together, and chatting with friends) and 

encouraging oneself (primary coping strategy was telling someone, either a friend or teacher about 

your worries or problems). The role of the imagination also emerges as a core way of fostering 

happiness inside, enabling the girls to go to an “as if” space, somewhere between the reality 

of their lives in the camps, and their desires for their futures. When asked about what facilitated 

imagination, the girls responded, if they were having difficulty concentrating in school, they would 

think about the benefits of passing the exam on their future, (“ok, what about if I just pass this 

exam, then in the future, I can graduate and then I can x, y and z”). Imagination, in this way, 

motivated them when things were difficult, and enabled them to explore possible futures, free 

from the structural constraints of life in the camps. 

Symbolic mediums such as singing are also listed in coping strategies, also provide a way for the 

girls to express their feelings. Unlike the younger girls, prayer was ranked as the second coping 

strategy, with prayer sessions at the youth club on Sunday evenings also listed as an activity 

that fostered happiness inside. Both crying and avoiding thinking about stressful things once 

again emerge. Crying, however, ranked the third best coping strategy, suggested a supportive 

environment to express emotion. This contrasts with the coping strategy of avoiding thinking 

about stressful things, in case or for fear of becoming crazy by thinking of them, which was 

listed by one participant. The participant stated, “I don’t want to think about the stressful things 

because if I do, then I could become crazy and mad and I’m afraid of this.” Others agreed with 

this statement. However, it was not ranked among the best ways to cope. The discussion 

within the group suggested that fear of developing mental health difficulties was an issue. Fear 

and worries related to one’s own emotional state occur commonly among people experiencing 

distressing events and these fears can potentially exacerbate distress. Psychoeducation focused 

on normalizing common responses to difficult experiences, including distress, can be beneficial for 

people and this could be explored further. 
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4.1.4 Sense of place and belonging, active remembering and imagination emerge 

as coping strategies through creative methods

Older girls were asked to draw either their favorite place, objects or people. All girls decided to focus 

on the concept of place, suggesting the importance of place for them as a group, particularly the 

importance of their home villages. This importance of home villages could potentially be interpreted 

as connected to participants’ emergent identity as young Kachin women displaced by conflict. 

Adolescence is a period of identity development where wider understandings of identity in relation 

to home and places of origin emerge, this is particularly common in situations of mobility and 

displacement (e.g. Veale and Dona, 2015). Drawings, which are attached in Annex C, depicted lush 

green mountainous countryside with a traditional Kachin house or home, surrounded by rivers and 

farm lands, with trees and birds. The images almost always depict a tree, trees and a bird or birds. 

The sense of physical space in the pictures is noticeable. Some of the words used to describe the 

images reflect feelings of belonging and home. One girl stated, “our home, farm lands. I miss my 

village and our cool mountains,” and a sense of peacefulness from the nature of the mountains. 

Another girl stated, “I want to live in a place like this – green and in nature. I will be delighted and 

my mind will be fresh”. These images depict a sense of active remembering of their home villages, 

and mountain areas of origin, which the girls appear to use to foster their own wellbeing. When 

we discussed the drawings, the girls indicated a strong desire to return ‘home.’ One girl drew the 

middle school in her village and said she dreamed of attending that specific school. 

Two other girls drew images of imaginary beach locations, depicting places they migrate to with 

their imagination, when they are feeling down or low, illustrating the role of imagination in the 

girls’ coping. One girl, stated ‘Whenever I feel down, I want to take a rest in a peaceful place like 

this. I am interested to go to this place.” 

4.1.5 Hopes for the future 

In Nant Hlaing camp, the younger girls were asked to talk about their hopes for the future. Their 

hopes centered on educational achievement, and leaving their current lives in the camp. One of 

the girls stated that she wanted to grow up quickly, so she could live somewhere else other than 

the camp. Each of the remaining girls in this group focused on educational attainment, including 

wanting to become a doctor, a teacher or in general an educated person, with a specific goal of 

supporting their families - primarily their parents and in one case her siblings. The girl who wished 

to become a doctor cited as motivation, barriers for her family in accessing affordable health care 

and her desire to be able to provide free health care to her family. These hopes for the future 

indicate ambition, and a desire to transcend the poverty cycle of life in the camps. They also 

indicate that the girls want greater dignity for their families and their parents. 

4.1.6 Social Connections for Girls 

Using the sababu method, girls were asked to draw the five closest people to them on a drawing 

of their hand, with one person listed on each of their five digits from their thumb (closest) to their 

pinky finger (fifth closest) and to select the primary person they would call when faced with a 

difficulty or challenge (marked with a ring on that finger). Figure 1 illustrates the combined groups 

of people girls deem closest to them in their lives. The most frequently mentioned category 

was immediate family, which included mothers, fathers, brothers and sisters; the second most 

frequent category was friends, followed by teachers; God, religious practitioners, neighbours and 
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camp/village leaders. In Tables 6 and 7, the person that the girls chose as the person they would 

call if in difficulty is highlighted in bold, sometimes this is the closest person to the girl (in 33% of 

cases in Nant Hlaing camp and 50% of cases in Mai Hkawng RC camp), but sometimes it is not.

Figure 2 depicts the primary person the girls would reach out to or call upon when facing a 

difficulty or challenge. This is primarily the mother (13 lists), followed by a friend (3), parents (2), 

sister (1), God (1) and a camp manager. In this instance, the camp manager listed was female. 
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FIGURE 2 Combined results of primary person girls would call upon when facing a challenge 



4.1.7 Breakdowns of social connections by camp

TABLE 6 Social connections of girls identified through sababu method (Nant Hlaing Camp) 

Age Thumb

closest

Index Finger Middle Finger Ring Finger Baby Finger

9 Mother Elder Sister Teacher (female) Brother Younger Sister

10 Younger Sister Mother Friends Teachers Brother

11 Mother Teacher (female) Elder Sister Friends Father

11 Teacher 

(female)

Parents & 

Younger brother

Friends Elder Sister Aunty

12 Friends Mother Teachers Brother Younger Sister

14 Friends Elder Sister Mother Teacher 

(female)

Aunty

14 Friends Parents Teacher 

(female)

Village Chief 

(mare salang)

Elder Sister

15 Preacher 

(female)

Friends Aunty Camp Manager 

(female)

Parents & Younger 

Brother

15 Friends Elder Sister Mother Preacher 

(female)

Camp Manager

(female)

Table 6 and Figure 4 illustrate the breakdown and frequency of closest people to girls in Nant 

Hlaing camp. In general, female supports within friends and family and immediate service 

providers (teachers, preachers and camp managers) were recognized as being close to the girls. 

Brothers (listed 5 times), father (listed once), parents (bringing mother and father together in one 

category – listed 3 times) were the primary male family supports, with other supports coming 

from teachers and the village chief. 
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Figure 3 illustrates that the people girls in Nant Hlaing camp would call upon if facing a challenge 

or difficulty were primarily female, with mothers (6) being the main person that girls would turn to, 

if in difficulty. Three girls, however, would turn to their sister, the camp manager (female) and their 

friend, if in difficulty. 

TABLE 7 Social Connections of girls identified through sababu method (Mai Hkawg RC Camp)

Age Thumb Index Finger Middle Finger Ring Finger Baby Finger

16 Friend Relative Elder Brother Mother God

13 Mother Elder Brother God Elder Sister Friend

15 Mother Elder Brother Friend God Father

15 Mother Friend Elder Brother God Father

18 Parents Friend Teachers Mother Father

16 Parents Friend Elder Brother God Teachers

15 Parents Friend Teachers Elder Brother God

17 Mother Father Brother Friend Teacher

14 Mother Friends Nun Pastor/Preacher Father

15 Friend Mother Neighbour Siblings Teacher

16 Mother Father Elder Brother Friends Nun

15 Mother Friends Neighbour Elder Sister Teacher
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Table 7 and Figure 6 illustrate the breakdown and frequency of closest people to girls in Mai Hkawng 

RC camp. The closest people to girls in this camp were their mothers (7), followed by both mothers 

and fathers (3) and a friend (1). The role of God enters girls support structure in this camp, with 

this age group. This was not present in the girls in Nant Hlaing camp, and may be a developmental 

difference. Support remains largely female (with the assumption that friends are female), but the 

role of men increases from that in Nant Hlaing camp. Brothers were listed 6 times – specifically 

elder brother in five cases. Fathers also emerge among the top five closest people in four of the girls 

(in addition to their identification under the category parents). 

Figure 5 illustrates the primary persons girls would call upon when facing a challenge in Mai 

Hkawng RC camp. In the majority of cases this is the mother (7), followed by a friend (2), parents 

(2) and then God (1). 

Girls in Mai Hkawng RC were also asked about what organisations and/or individuals (either formal 

or informal) they would go to if they required support. They stated that they would go to the GBV 

group (this was the name they used to refer to the KMSS and Trócaire project groups), followed 

by a nun that would provide guidance, followed by the camp manager. This question was not 

asked in Nant Hlaing camp due to insufficient time. 
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4.1.8 Protection Risks for girls 

While girls were not explicitly asked about problems that they faced, the issue of corporal 

punishment arose during conversations with the younger girls in Nant Hlaing camp. They disclosed 

that sometimes they were beaten in school. When asked how they coped with this situation, the 

girls stated that they would work harder. They also stated that they would tell their friends and 

parents. Corporal Punishment remains legal in Myanmar and is reportedly widespread in schools 

and homes (Ministry of National Planning and Economic Development & UNICEF, 2012).2 The 

information from the girls in this FGD suggest that the girls find being beaten in school acceptable 

behavior and internalize the action of being beaten to mean that they must work harder. 

Girls being beaten in school, was also raised by a health worker during a key informant interview. 

Speaking about the situation in another camp (which KMSS and Trócaire do not currently have 

GBV programming), the health worker stated that IDP girls faced many barriers in accessing 

education, including difficulty for IDP families in paying school fees. When and if girls were unable 

to pay the monthly school fee, they could be beaten and/or ridiculed. The health worker gave a 

recent example of a second-grade student who was unable to pay the monthly school fee, being 

beaten and then made stand in front of the class for the day. The health worker suggested that 

this type of behaviour was common and was gendered, in that it specifically impacted girls. 

Despite these observations, teachers remained among the top five closest people to 12 of the 18 

girls in the two FGDs, thus suggesting they are people that girls naturally go to for support and 

help. Teachers may require support on finding alternative disciplinary measures for students. 

Where children were present during the research, we observed some grandparents and parents 

threatening to hit their children. And the issue of hitting children was also raised by women in one 

FGD. For example, a woman stated that she acted as a mediator with families that used too much 

force when beating their children. She would encourage them to threaten to beat their children, 

rather than beating them. She used the term, hkrit hrka sha gayet na, which means to show 

the children the stick, and threatening to use it if the children don’t listen to their parents. Other 

women nodded and seemed to agree that this was good advice. These observations suggest that 

corporal punishment might be one form of GBV or a protection risk facing children in the camps. 

4.2 How do conflict-affected women in Kachin maintain their psychosocial 

wellbeing in the context of adversity and stress? 

4.2.1 Coping Strategies

In Nant Hlaing camp, women were asked to imagine a person who was having difficulties in the 

village and in the camp, and to freelist all the ways that woman coped with her situation. The term 

for coping used was (what activities women used to encourage themselves) and this was asked 

in relation to daily difficulties. Table 7 compiles the lists of strategies that emerged. Given the 

number of women in the group, and the time that they needed for each question, we were unable 

to conduct the ranking exercise in this group. 

2. A baseline study for UNICEF’s safe schools programme conducted in 2007 in primary schools, found that 82 per cent 

of children reported being beaten if they did something wrong in school, and 62 per cent reported being beaten if they 

did not perform well on exams (cited in Ministry of National Planning and Economic Development & UNICEF, 2012).
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TABLE 8 Coping Strategies identified by women in Nant Hlaing Camp

Nant Hlaing Camp

Talking with friends about worries

Supporting friends as confidants 

Acceptance either through the commonality of experience (“we are all in this together”) or 

through the role of destiny/fate “acceptance according to God’s will”) 

Avoidance of conflict related memories/thoughts

Active remembering of the past 

Prayer

Hard work

shante hpy myit pyaw pyaw da ai’ – making others have a happy mind

Support from humanitarian organisations

Receiving advice from the wise people 

In Mai Hkawng RC and Pa Hkatawng women were asked to freelist activities that they did to 

encourage themselves in the past when they lived in the villages, and now in the camps. They 

were asked to think about this in relation to everyday challenges or stresses. 

TABLE 9 Coping Strategies of women in Mai Hkawng RC Camp identified through free-listing

Mai Hkawng RC Camp

Talking with friends about worries

Attending workshops to learn how to manage stresses 

Listening to songs

Praying (alone/or together)

Formal support from church and other organisations

Social support from neighbours 

Talking to husband about stresses 

Reading the Bible 

Faith in God answering prayers 

Gratitude to God 

Making green tea and gathering socially together to talk

Singing 

Keeping busy to avoid feelings

Getting joy from looking at children playing 

Giving advice to others and asking advice of others (wise people) 
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TABLE 10 Participatory Ranking of coping strategies in Mai Hkawng RC Camp

Coping strategy Ranking

Praying 1

Keeping busy to avoid feelings 2

Talking with friends 3

Getting joy from looking at children play 4

Giving advice to others and asking advice from others (wise people) 5

TABLE 11 Coping Strategies of women in Pa Hkatawng Camp identified through free-listing

Praying 

Housework as way to avoid thoughts and feelings related to conflict and daily stresses

Talking with friends

Getting joy from looking at children play 

Gratitude to those that support them 

Drinking green tea together 

Relaxing by the shady place under the tree by the river 

Encouraging and supporting each other (includes information on humanitarian assistance; 

emotional and practical support)

Confiding in trusted others

Support from organisations such as KMSS on healing “myit ningma” (mind trauma/scar)

Support from other humanitarian organisations 

TABLE 12 Participatory Ranking of coping strategies in Pa Hkatawng Camp

Coping strategy Ranking

Talking with friends 1

Praying 2

Asking for help from others/confiding in trusted friend 3

Support from KMSS on healing “myit ningma” through workshops/classes 4

4.2.2 The role of faith, prayer and religion in coping 

Faith and prayer were prominent coping strategies cited by each group of women, with prayer ranked 

as the primary strategy of support by women in Mai Hkawng RC camp, and the second-best coping 

strategy in Pa Hkatawng camp. While ranking exercises did not take place in Nant Hlaing camp, 

prayer also featured prominently in discussions with women about coping there. Women talked 

about prayer as something that could be drawn on individually in moments of stress, or in moments 

of celebration, and collectively through group prayer activities that could either occur spontaneously 

or through religious leader instruction. One woman from Mai Hkawng RC camp stated that she said 

the rosary alone, as she cried while thinking about her life and did not want to publicly share her 

emotions. An elderly woman in Mai Khawng RC camp stated that “in the Bible God says, if are you 

worried, come to me”. She explained that her son had been missing for over five years. She coped 

with the uncertainty about whether he was alive or dead through prayer. She prayed every day that 

she would find her son. After five years, she found out that he was alive and living in a distant village. 

This, she said, was evidence that prayers are answered. The other women agreed. 
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Making meaning through connecting difficult experiences to broader concepts of ‘fate’ and 

‘destiny’ also emerged as core coping mechanisms for the women. A participant in Nant Hlaing 

described this strategy as “acceptance to life’s journeys according to God’s plan”. In Nant Hlaing 

camp, women discussed fate as a coping strategy of women and girls that had experienced loss, 

grief. Women gave the example of a girl who was orphaned and had later married and was given 

shelter by her husband’s family, who was said to have gained strength through accepting her 

situation was according to God’s will. Men made sense of their displacement by situating this 

experience within a wider narrative of displacement, in particular a biblical narrative of Moses and 

the Exodus, whereby people were displaced from their homes. By doing this, the men situated 

their suffering within a narrative of collective suffering, which they reported gave them a sense of 

strength and acceptance. The researchers shared this example from the men’s group with women 

participants and asked women if this was something that resonated with them or not. They 

agreed that the story of the Exodus was a comfort to them and a way to accept their situation, 

and to foster patience when dealing with the uncertainty that they faced. The role of ‘fate’ was 

also reinforced by key informant interviews. The camp manager interviewed during key informant 

interviews from an urban camp in Bhamo, stated that women and their families got support from 

the concepts of destiny, fate and accepting their situation, which in turn he believed fostered 

forgiveness and patience. 

The established churches continued to play a supportive role in the women’s lives, as they fled 

to the compounds of churches and remained in camps surrounding them. Women explained that 

prior to their displacement, they contributed ten per cent of all their earnings and/or harvest to 

the Church. During displacement, they were still obliged to pay contributions to the church for 

community church gatherings such as community prayer events. The contributions were used in 

part to provide food and refreshments at these events. While in the past, such events had been a 

source of pride and joy, women in two camps cited them as potential sources of tension between 

the host community and the IDP community. The women stated that they felt ‘small’, when the 

host community would state that the IDP community were eating all the refreshments at such 

events. However, they gained strength from being in this situation together, and the solidarity 

they could provide each other, when faced with host community remarks. This connects to the 

other primary coping strategy, of social support. 

4.2.3 Social support through peer support and friendship 

The support that women sought and received from each other through friendships was also a 

primary coping strategy, as a form of peer support. For example, women from Pa Hkatawng 

Camp talked about not knowing each other before their displacement, all originating from different 

villages. In the early days of their displacement, when they were still trying to come to terms with 

the situation, they all congregated, made green tea and shared stories of their flight. Since then, 

they had acted as a source of mutual support, offering advice, practical support with children, 

solidarity and sharing information about humanitarian organisations and the types of support that 

women and their families could access. This type of solidarity and friendship was valued by each 

of the women’s FGDs, as women in Nant Hlaing camp said, ‘we accept that everyone is in the 

same boat, and we are all struggling together.’ 

Social support also came up implicitly through stories that women in Nant Hlaing told about 

women and girls that had suffered grief or loss, such as those who had been bereaved or were 

living with a chronic illness or disability. For these women, the women felt that they survived 
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based on fate and prayer, but also through the social support from relatives, friends and the 

community. This support was seen as reciprocal, with the women and/or girls repaying the 

kindness and support of others, for example through hard work, as in one girl who was orphaned 

and lived with relatives and was said to make them happy through working hard for them. This 

concept of reciprocity, while implicit, seemed important. 

4.2.4 Natural helpers/supporters within the community 

Throughout the research, social support in the form of guidance or advice from trusted others was 

mentioned frequently by women. The terms used to describe these people ranged from adwi/adjai 

(this described an elder or wiser older woman or man/ grandmother or grandfather figure but not 

necessarily blood relative); sara/ma kaba (teachers or people who could give advice); masha kaba 

(literally big humans, but can be used to describe someone who is respected and who can provide 

guidance and advice); salang kaba (salang means Sir, kabab means big – this literally means an 

elder, an advisor or assistant to the chief). Women talked about the importance they gave to 

seeking advice from these wise people in their community and the trust they bestowed on the 

advice they received from them. One woman, for example, talked about the difference between 

advice from a peer and the advice of an adwi and masha kaba (in this instance an elder woman in 

her camp), when having difficulty with her relationship with her husband. Her peer suggested that 

divorce was the appropriate option for tension within her relationship. The masha kaba, however, 

had cautioned against divorce, and rather advised the woman to be patient with her husband. A 

year later, the woman said she was very happy she had listened to the masha kaba rather than her 

peer. The women all agreed that the wise people seemed to know best. 

In another instance, some women from one camp positioned themselves as women that were 

similarly wise and now acted in this manner within their community, mediating conflict in families 

between parents and children, or between partners. This seemed to be a source of strength 

for these women. It was not clear if these women were always considered wise within their 

communities, or whether they had become to be positioned in this way through their participation 

in the KMSS project. A question that is worthy of further exploration is how does one become a 

natural helper/wise person in these communities? Is the project supporting women to become 

positioned in this way in their respective communities? Another question to explore is how could 

the programme interact and leverage the social standing of these wise people in the community 

for supporting GBV response, prevention and psychosocial outcomes. 

4.2.5 Trócaire and KMSS Group Activities

In each FGD women mentioned the benefits they were receiving from “classes” facilitated by 

KMSS and Trócaire. These classes, the facilitators of the classes, and the lessons they learned 

(e.g. flower arranging and hair clips) were frequently cited as sources of coping for women. 

Women also talked about avoiding thinking about the conflict, through working very hard on 

housework or other work. The “classes” provided a space outside of working hard at home, 

and thinking about their displacement, promoted their natural solidarity for each other and peer 

support. Each of the groups hoped that the “classes” would continue beyond their current time 

span. Women said that the “classes” were helping them heal from myit ningma (mind injury/

scar/wound) from their displacement situation, and also from troubles within relationships, where 

husbands had beaten wives. 
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4.2.6 Avoiding thinking about the situation in Kachin state and instead thinking 

about sweet memories of the past 

While the older girls in one FGD talked about fearing thinking about stressful things, in case they 

would go mad, women applied avoidance strategies and actively sought ways to keep busy. For 

the majority of women, this involved keeping busy with housework. For others, ‘memory work’ or 

focusing on the happy days of the past in the mountains was key to forgetting about the stresses 

of their current situation. Women all spoke passionately about the freedom and abundance of their 

lives in the mountain villages and these memories sustained them in times of hardship. 

4.2.7 Continuities and changes between the past and the present ways of fostering 

happiness/laughter inside 

In addition to coping strategies, we asked the women to list the sources of fostering happiness/

laugher inside. Due to time constraints, women in Nant Hlaing were not asked this question. 

Women in Mai Khawng RC found this question particularly challenging, and one woman said that 

nothing made her feel this way. Other women agreed that this feeling was different for everyone, 

but that prayer was something that universally gave them this feeling. For others, this feeling of joy 

could be found when telling jokes to each other; singing; watching their children play; and relaxing 

under a shady tree by the river. Women in Pa Hkatawng Camp also said that they get this feeling 

from watching their children playing and singing, and that they are happy to see their children playful, 

despite the situation. One woman also described a game of copy-cat, that she learned at a training in 

Laiza on Early Child Care and Development (ECCD) and that she now plays with others in the camp. 

This game involved mimicking animal movements and sounds, and catching out those that aren’t 

able to do this who then have to sing or dance as a forfeit. This is something the women now use 

with others in the camp to elicit this feeling of laughter/happiness inside. 

The happy memories of the past mentioned earlier included celebrations they organised while 

living in the village at feast days such as Christmas, New Years and Revolution Day (5th February), 

and in particular harvest time, when families would celebrate the harvest with a feast, with the 

community and religious leaders. At these special occasions, they would come together and sing 

traditional songs. When asked if they still do these things in the camps, the women stated that 

they still sing songs, but they no longer have the special gatherings that they had in the village. 

The women of Pa Kahtawng camp noted one exception to this in their camp. Save the Children 

organised special gatherings to mark the end of a training course. Participants would be brought 

to a place outside the camp to celebrate with food and festivities. This was something that made 

the women feel like they had laugher inside or fun. In Pa Hkatawng camp, there were also three 

choirs (one for women, one for youth, and one for men), where the community come together to 

sing church songs.

Other ways that women previously had fun, when they lived in the village were going fishing; 

going to the forest with friends to forage for food; picking vegetables in the forest and cooking 

together; having picnics with friends; going to neighbouring villages for camping and singing songs 

during feast days as youth; receiving other campers from other villages; going swimming in the 

rivers; going for walks with friends; visiting the orange farm. 
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4.2.8 The importance of participation, being heard and being listened to 

Women in every discussion mentioned the value they placed on participating in the FGDs and 

in particular the value of being asked about their experience, and listened to. Women stated 

that they had not been listened to in this way before, that before people would come and ask 

questions but not spend sufficient time with them. During the research, they said they felt valued. 

They also stated that they felt valued that a foreign person was interested in their experience. In 

response to this, the researchers reiterated that their participation was voluntary, and would not 

lead to any benefit. They said they were aware of this, but it gave them strength that others were 

interested in their experiences. The importance of participation and listening appeared to give the 

women strength and a feeling of being recognised. 

4.2.9 Social Connections 

Women’s social networks, or the closest people to them, primarily included family (parents, 

mothers, husbands, children, siblings, nieces/nephews and grandparents), but); God, neighbours, 

friends, religious practitioners, teachers/wise people, which was used primarily in the sense of 

people that give guidance or support (see section below on social support for more elaboration on 

this concept, deceased relatives (this was a mother and a sister) and for one woman, NGOs and 

government. This is displayed in Figure 7. Throughout the research, people referred to different 

trustworthy and wise people within their networks and community, whose advice they sought and 

respected. In these instances, the term karum ya ai sara, meaning the person that gives support, 

was used. 

Figure 8 depicts the primary person that women would call upon when facing a challenge or 

difficulty. Similar to men in Nant Hlaing camp, who stated that they would primarily call on their 

wives for support, women also positioned their partners (husbands and in one case boyfriend), 

as the primary person they would turn to for support in four instances. This was matched by 

women who would turn to their mother first. Another two women included deceased relatives 

as the primary person they turn to for support when facing a challenge – for one woman this was 

her mother, and another it was her sister. Another two women chose their sons as their primary 

person. Other primary supports for women were wise people, neighbour, pastor, friend, sister-in-

low, aunty, elder brother and God. 
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4.2.10 Social connections per camp 

Table 12 and Figure 10 illustrate the breakdown and frequency of the closest people to women 

in Pa Kahtawng camp. The closest people to women in Pa Kahtawng camp were their mothers, 

followed by their partners (either husbands, or boyfriend in one instance), this was followed by God, 

wise people and a son. In Figure 10 neighbours also emerge as a significant group that are close 

to the women, suggesting the importance of social support that women give each other during 

displacement. While women remain the primary supporters or close people, there is an increase in 

the role of male support through the role of husbands, sons and fathers. The vast majority of support 

is informal, with formal support from NGOs and government only being listed once by one woman. 

TABLE 12 Social Connections of women identified through sababu method (Pa Kahtawng camp) 

Age Thumb Index Finger Middle Finger Ring Finger Baby Finger

39 Mother Husband Friends Best Friend Gov. & NGOs

44 Mother Neighbour God Sons Good Friend

35 Mother Mother-in-

Law

Husband Elder Sister God

50 Mother Younger 

Brother

Sister-in-law Neighbour 

(female)

God

60 Son Teachers Neighbour 

(female)

 sibling God

56 Wise person Parents Husband Neighbour 

(female)

Children

39 Husband Friend God Son Father
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31 Husband Parents Younger Sister 

(deceased)

Neighbour God

22 Boyfriend Friend God Mother-in-Law 

and father

Neighbour

46 God Husband Mother Friends Siblings

45 God Mother Siblings Pastor Friend

Figure 9 (below) illustrates the people that women would call upon if facing a challenge. 
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facing a challenge 

FIGURE 10 Frequency counts of closest people to girls in Pa Kahtawng camp  



TABLE 13 Social Connections of women identified through sababu method (Mai Hkawng camp) 

Age Thumb Index Finger Middle 

Finger

Ring Finger Little Finger

68 Deceased 

Mother

Preacher Camp 

Manager

Neighbours Children

34 Mother Neighbours Camp 

Manager

Aunty Children

29 Mother Father Brother, 

Mother-in-law 

and sister-in-

law

Relatives Children

41 Mother Teachers Preachers Elder Sister Neighbours

46 Husband Children Parents-in-law Pastors God

22 Parents Grandparents Child Husband Parent-in-law

18 Mother and 

Elder Brother

Father and 

Pastors

Child and 

Husband

Parent-in-law God

35 Elder 

Brothers

Eldest Child God Pastors Friends

44 Husband Children Friends Relatives Pastors

27 Mother Husband Relatives Children Friends

47 Teachers Elder Brother Niece and 

nephew

Sister-in-law God

Table 13 and Figure 12 illustrate the breakdown and frequency of closest people to women in Mai 

Hkawng RC camp. Mothers once again emerge as the closest people to these women, followed 

by elder brothers and husbands. Children and God also feature among the most frequently cited 

people close to the women. The majority of support people are informal connections.
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Figure 11 illustrates the primary person women in Mai Hkawng RC camp would call upon when 

facing a challenge. In the majority of cases this is their husband (4), followed by mother (3). With 

the inclusion of a deceased mother – mothers would come to four counts also. 

4.2.11 Sources of stress for women

Women were not explicitly asked about problems or stresses they faced, but in the course of 

discussion, a number of issues were raised by the women, that they identified as creating stress 

or risk for them. A number of other issues were also raised in key informant interviews. Drawing 

on both FGDs and key informant interviews, the following themes emerged: 

•	 Uncertainty about the humanitarian response and rumours that aid would be reduced 

to IDPs in Kachin State created stress for women. This was specifically raised by an elderly 

woman, who said, given her age and her inability to provide for herself, rumours about aid 

decreasing was a source of stress for her and her peers. Other women agreed with this. 

•	 Dissatisfied with humanitarian response: Women also stated that the response was 

insufficient in a number of ways. While many of the women had received non-food items 

when they were first displaced, there had been no new distribution of NFIs or shelter 

materials since that time, despite broken plates etc. to people that had been displaced 

from 2011. Women also stated that the response was unfair, in that some agencies’ 

selection criteria were unclear, or preferred newly displaced people for livelihood 

interventions, for example, when needs were high among the entire community. This was 

also raised in the key informant interviews by the camp manager and a health worker in an 

urban IDP camp, who both stated that the response was insufficient, and that the primary 

needs of education, pretty cash and food were inadequate. 

•	 Support for people with disability or unable to support themselves. Women in Pa 

Hkatawng Camp specifically raised the issue of support for people living with disabilities 

(they specifically stated the deaf, the blind, and the paralysed) and the elderly. Marginality 

was also implicit in the discussions of women in Nant Hlaing Camp who chose to discuss 

the coping strategies of women and girls that were orphaned/widowed and those that had 
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chronic illness and/or disability and the elderly. The women talked about the reliance of 

these people on external support and the support of the community, and that they were 

particularly vulnerable and in need of additional support. For example, of a blind woman 

living in Nant Hlaing camp, the women said that she was depressed and constantly living 

in fear. Additional safety nets for these groups of women and men are needed. 

•	 Gender-based violence: Women were not specifically asked about gender-based 

violence, but it emerged as an issue they faced, in two focus group discussions, 

specifically in relation to intimate partner violence (IPV). The women stated that IPV was 

a feature of their lives in the villages, as well as the camps. When asked if it had changed 

since they were displaced, the women said that it had not changed, but that men were 

now subject to punishment for beating their wives. In Pa Hkatawng Camp, the women 

stated that punishment was administered by the Camp Management Committee. If a 

man fights with his wife, he is fined 100 Yuan and can also be expelled from the camp if 

the Camp Management Committee deem it appropriate. Women tended to link IPV with 

alcohol consumption. Key informant interviews with the camp manager and health worker 

also raised a number of ‘social problems’ between married men and women including 

IPV when men were drinking or smoking drugs, and men’s’ accusations of infidelity when 

women returned from working in towns. A special committee convened in this particular 

camp to deal with such ‘moral problems’ as adultery, and men could be expelled by this 

committee for such behaviour, as well as IPV. 

•	 Men facing difficulty to cope with the situation: While the women said that IPV had 

not worsened, they also said that they did not feel that men were coping with their 

displacement, or being supported to cope with it. Women linked this issue with alcohol 

consumption; and went on to link alcohol consumption with numbing of emotional 

pain and excessive drinking with fighting within families and among neighbours. In Pa 

Hkatawng Camp, men were fined 100 Yuan for fighting with or beating their wives, 200 

Yuan for fighting with neighbours or 500 Yuan for severely injuring someone. 

•	 Regulation of life in the camps: Women spoke about the strict regulation of life in the 

camps as something that caused stress. For example, electricity must be out by a certain 

time and they must be home by a certain time. They contrasted this to the freedom they 

felt in the mountains. The camp manager interviewed described a strictly regulated camp 

system, in which doors were shut at 6pm and gates were locked by 8pm. If people were 

not home by this time, they may not be able to enter the camp. This, he said, was for the 

safety and dignity of girls, who were leaving the camp with boys after dark. 

•	 Lack of dignity, feelings of discrimination from the host community: Women 

discussed tensions that arose with the host community surrounding collective community 

prayer gatherings and feelings of being looked down upon by the host community, who 

ridiculed them and blamed them for food disappearing during community prayer events. 
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4.3 What organisations women access for informal or formal support? 

When asked about what informal and formal supports they had from others/other organisations, 

women listed NGOs that provided support. 

TABLE 14 Organisations Mai Khawng RC Camp

Organisations women in Mai Khawng RC camp receive support

Organisation/individual Type of support 

ICRC Livelihood project – livestock or capital 

NRC NFIs

DRC Seeds and Tools

WFP Food

UNHCR NFIs

EVI & KMSS Seeds and Fertiliser

META Soap and Toothpaste

Government Hospital Medical Support 

Women stated that ICRC’s livelihoods project provided pigs and/or capital injection for families 

that wished to start a business. They stated that support from ICRC was a ‘lucky draw’ but felt 

that this support was required by each IDP family. Seeds and tools were provided by DRC but 

these were only provided to newly displaced families, rather than those that had been displaced 

for a long time. They also stated that META usually provides soap and toothpaste every three 

months, but they had not received anything for over five months. The government hospital had 

a small clinic that operated on Monday, Wednesday and Fridays. While this was accessible, it 

sometimes didn’t have the medicines that the women required. Women stated that they did not 

go to traditional healers. When asked how to improve the support they receive from organisations, 

they suggested that NFIs be replaced for families that had not received NFIs since their initial 

displacement in 2011. They also stated that livelihoods support should be expanded. 

TABLE 15 Organisations Pa Kathawng Camp

Organisations women in Pa Kathawng camp receive support

Organisation/Individual Type of Support 

META foundation Similar support than from KMSS

KMSS

Sara Kaba Someone in authority who can decide for you, 

give you guidelines/support. Discuss with them 

first where to go for support. 

WPN Ask for support to go to hospital for serious 

illness

Section Manager/Camp Manager They will give advice about where to access 

support

Traditional Healers For normal illness/child delivery 
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Women interpreted this question more broadly in this camp, and stated that META and KMSS 

were their primary organization for support (meaning the support they acquire from the groups 

they participate in). After that, they ranked sara kaba, or the wise people are primary informal ways 

to access support and advice. WPN were said to support people who need to access hospital. 

Section and Camp Managers in the camp were also listed, as were traditional healers. 

4.4 How do conflict-affected men in Kachin maintain their psychosocial 

wellbeing in the context of adversity and stress? 

4.4.1 Coping Strategies

While this research primarily focused on the wellbeing of women and girls, one FGD was 

conducted with six men in Nant Hlaing Camp, to understand how men in that context also 

fostered their own psychosocial wellbeing. The six men that participated, varied in ages, ranging 

from young men with families to one older retired man, who could no longer work due to a 

disability. Like the GEN study in 2013, which found that Kachin men made meaning of their 

situation through viewing their displacement as part of a wider national struggle, the men in Nant 

Hlaing camp made meaning of their situation by drawing on biblical narratives of Moses and the 

Exodus, as they too situated their experience within a narrative of collective suffering. One man 

stated, “we are not alone but we are suffering together. Our story is like the story of Moses and 

his people during the Exodus. For Moses it took 40 years, for us we don’t know how long it will 

take.” Through this narrative of biblical displacement, the men seemed to make meaning of their 

experience of being displaced. They hoped that they would one day return to their villages and live 

in peace, but they did not know when that would be. This narrative, they said, gave them strength, 

patience and what they described as a “let it go” mindset, which they said was sustaining for 

them. They also used the Burmese phrase ‘bamar tau yoe shout, Kachin myay pyant shout’ – 

meaning by the time Burmese people walk on the mountain, Kachin people walk on the plain land, 

to explain their displacement from their highland homesteads to the lowland areas where they 

currently are seeking refuge. The use of this phrase depicted a sense of solidarity, of their story 

being part of a larger narrative of the Kachin people, which seemed to be protective for them.

Participatory free-listing and ranking exercises generated several ways in which men coped with 

the daily pressures and stress of living in the camps. These were prioritised as follows:

TABLE 16 Coping Strategies for men in Nant Hlaing Camp

Coping Strategy Ranking

Praying for their country and for their family 1

Visiting friends and talking about the political situation 2

Thinking about family matters together as a family, and 

then praying as a family 

3

Drinking alcohol with friends 4

Having a ‘let it go’ mind-set, focusing on the fact that ‘we 

are not alone’ ‘we are suffering together’

5

Drinking green tea together 6
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The men stated that they saw these strategies as short-term options. They stressed that they were 

emotionally strong and stable, but that despite this, laughter was gone from their lives and they 

claimed this would not return until they were able to return home to their villages peacefully. Men also 

ranked ‘healing ways’ in their community as 1. going to church; 2. praying and 3. reading the bible. 

4.4.2 Coping strategies for men in Nant Hlaing Camp

The researchers also asked the men what they did to cope, using a term that translates as ways 

of fostering happiness inside. They stated that they fostered happiness by telling stories, singing 

songs together and watching movies. They said that cookies and juice (like they were having at 

the FGD) was another way for them to foster these feelings together. They stated, though, that 

none of these activities released their stress and were only short-term measures. In the village, 

they did not need to worry about basic needs such as food, shelter and money. Even though they 

had little money they did not have the stress that they now have around meeting basic needs and 

the uncertainty of their situation. 

4.4.3 Organisations and people men access for support 

TABLE 17 Sources of support for men

1 Wives

2 Wise people in the community

3 WFP

4 Family 

5 Neighbours

The men free-listed the organizations and people (both informal and formal) whom they could 

approach for support. They were then asked to rank them in order of priority. Each of the men 

said that they generally sought support from their wives, and that depending on the problem, they 

would discuss with their wives and find a solution together. After their wives, the other primary 

persons that they sought support from were categorized as kam ging ai masha ni, or trustworthy 

persons, and these included camp leaders (ningbaw), village leaders (mare salang ni), preachers 

(tara hkaw sara ni), and those who are educated/ have wisdom or intelligence (hpaji) (hpaji chye ai 

ni). Additionally, organizations such as WFP who provided food assistance would be approached if 

food was needed. The men also said that they discussed certain problems with family members, 

particularly on family matters; with neighbours, particularly related to the humanitarian response, 

such as where to find certain items, or for problems they cannot solve alone and from their 

parents, for support. They described a situation of community solidarity, in which everyone shared 

information about the humanitarian response and what they could receive where. 

When asked about barriers or challenges in accessing support, the men stated that they did not 

have any barriers and that they supported each other with information as to which organisations 

to contact for support. One man said that Kachin people rarely go to Court (even under the British 

Administration) and tend to live harmoniously amongst each other due to a collective kinship 

nature of society which is reflected in the concept of mayu-dama-kahpu kanau, in which social 

relations between Kachin peoples are managed and delineated along kinship lines. This was 

mentioned as a system of social support and relational support. (Mayu refers to the side from 
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which you can ask for marriage; dama = refers to the side to which you can go for marriage; 

kahpu kanau = refers to siblings or sibling-like relatives who have the same family name or the 

same clan name). Mayu-dama-kahpu-kanau refers to the matrilateral cross-cousin marriage 

system of alliances that exists in Kachin culture which is, ‘an exchange relationship of alliance 

that takes place between two or more lineages related as wife-givers (mayu) and wife-takers 

(dama)’ (Barnard & Spencer, 2002, p. 283). This system of social relationships is a critical source of 

support for men. 

Men in Nant Hlaing camp also said the experience of being listened to and having a conversation 

about their needs was something new to them, and something that they valued. 

4.4.4 Problems faced by men

While the researchers did not ask the men specifically about problems that they faced in the 

camps, some problems emerged throughout the course of the FGD. Young men with families 

explained that the level of insecurity and uncertainty about the direction the war could take at any 

moment made them fearful that abrupt changes in the conflict would lead to a sudden loss of 

livelihood. This feeling of uncertainty made them feel lost. They also said that the most difficult 

time for them was the beginning of the school year, as they did not have sufficient money 

for school fees. Changes in the humanitarian response meant that they now received cash 

distributions rather than rice. Due to inflation, the amount of cash is not sufficient to cover the 

cost of rice for the whole family. The stress of feeding mouths, and sending children to school, 

led some of the men to sell off their assets (cows) to afford the increasing costs. The men also 

implicitly raised the issue of feelings of dignity. They stated that living in the camps often meant 

having to ask for food and this made them feel uncomfortable and shy. They stated that only 

when they return to their villages will this need to ask for food be relieved. 

4.4.5 Women’s perception of men’s coping 

In one group discussion with women from Pa Kahtawng camp the question was posed by one 

of the researchers as to how the women perceived men in their lives to be coping. The women 

in the focus group all started to laugh when the researchers asked this question, and the women 

expressed the view that men were not coping positively with their displacement. They stated 

that men felt confined and claustrophobic in the camps and dealt with this by meeting friends 

from the host community in town, drinking alcohol and having sexually explicit conversations 

with other women over the phone (specifically termed ‘fishy fishy’ ‘eisikali’ in Burmese). The 

women expressed that alcohol was numbing men in the short-term, but not supporting them or 

their families in the long-term. The women stated that when men got drunk, they might beat their 

wives or fight with their neighbours. When asked if the violence perpetrated by men had changed 

since the displacement, women said that the only change was that men were now accountable 

to the camp management committee for their violence, and therefore it had consequences for 

them, including being forced to leave the camp. The women said that no organizations currently 

support men’s psychosocial needs in the camps, and they felt that men would greatly benefit 

from support. 
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4.5 Group Dynamics 

Men were not part of existing KMSS and Trócaire project groups. Both women and girls, however, 

were already in existing groups and as a result, the interactions of research participants during 

FGDs gives some insight into how group dynamics are in these groups. For the women’s groups, 

some women were more active in the research group than others. As in most groups, some 

women were more dominant than others, and there was a perception that for some women it 

might be difficult to speak about their experiences. In Nant Hlaing camp for example, the room 

was not private, with men and children looking in the window curiously, making the space limited 

in terms of confidentiality. Some women appeared to be reluctant to participate or unable to. For 

example, one woman responded that there was nothing that made her feel happiness inside, and 

she found it difficult to engage with the research. Another woman was single and she seemed 

very shy and reticent to speak at times. Despite women talking about disability as something that 

was common in their communities, no women with disabilities were present during the research, 

and it was difficult to understand who the invisible or potentially excluded women are within 

these communities. In the girls groups, there was potentially a lack of safety and discomfort 

about discussing gender roles. Additional ways for girls to feel comfortable with discussing such 

sensitive matters may be required. 

We highlight this point about group dynamics, as an area of further exploration. 
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Each FGD expressed a preference for verbal feedback about the recommendations and findings 

from the research. This would be best served by organising group sessions with participants 

to share the key findings and recommendations and to discuss collectively how to take the 

recommendations forward.
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6.1 Participation and listening 

6.1.1 Integrate a deeper level of participatory engagement with conflict affected 

communities 

Women, men and girls that participated in this research all expressed that they valued being 

listened to, and participating in this research in this participatory manner. Women and men spoke 

about the value of being asked about their experiences and the strategies that they used to cope. 

They valued that the researchers were trying to elicit their experiences, and understand them. 

Some women said that they had not had a similar experience, despite being resident of IDP 

camps for six years. While we took this to mean participation, it is also possible that communities 

were implicitly referring to the fact that an international person had not previously had such 

conversations with them. Regardless, the importance of being listened to, and of being offered 

participation for people in humanitarian situations, has been documented by the Listening Project 

(Lentfer, 2010) and others (e.g. Wessels and Kostelny, 2013), and should become central to the 

way which humanitarian organizations work in these communities. 

6.1.2 Identify barriers to meaningful participatory engagement and find solutions to 

overcoming them

Participatory listening and planning exercises require strong listening, facilitation and dialogue 

skills to prioratise the voices, leadership and informal resources of the community. One of the 

challenges that face NGOs in conducting deep participatory engagement can be a lack of these 

skills and/or other factors such as a lack of budget, allocation of time or confidence in conducting 

this type of approach. Whether this is the case was beyond the scope of this short piece of 

research. Reflection on whether the skills, confidence and budgeting and allocation of time for 

participatory processes are available is advised, and if barriers are identified, solutions should be 

sought to overcome them. 

6.1.3 Adopt a critical lens to understand power dynamics within the groups and the 

camp and find ways to ensure marginal voices are heard

The issue of power should be further explored, to understand how power operates within 

community participatory processes, and who may be excluded or invisible. Governance in the camps 

appears to be highly regulated and there is a strict moral code, to which people are penalized when 

they do not conform. How these informal and formal sources of power interact with the programme 

and render some experiences or people invisible or not, should be further explored and a critical lens 

used to ensure marginal voices are included and spaces created for them to be heard. This could 

also apply to group dynamics within the activity groups of KMSS and Trócaire programme.
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6.1.4 Find ways to engage respected individuals within the community, that could 

act as either gatekeepers or natural helpers 

Kachin culture appears to hold the views and advice of ‘wise’ or ‘high people such as sara/ma kaba 

(teachers or people who could give advice); masha kaba (literally big humans, but can be used to 

describe someone who is respected and who can provide guidance and advice); salang kaba ( elder), 

in high regard. The advice that these people give is seen as important. As a result, these individuals 

are key influencers in the communities. Relationships with these individuals could be beneficial in 

terms of furthering protection messages of the programme, or understanding traditional beliefs. A 

key question for further exploration is, how does one become a wise person in these communities? 

And also, how might the KMSS project facilitate this for people within the groups, if at all? In other 

contexts, similar wise people are used for psychosocial support purposes e.g. grandmothers are 

used in Zimbabwe to offer informal guidance to youth e.g. https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2017/apr/14/harare-friendship-bench-grandmothers-mental-health-zimbabwe 

6.2 The Programme Groups

6.2.1 Support long-term engagement with existing women and girl’s groups

Women and girls expressed that they valued the KMSS and Trócaire protection programme and 

saw the programme as offering a core space for the development of coping strategies to deal 

with their ongoing displacement, as well as ongoing protection issues such as IPV. Women and 

girls had benefited from 9 sessions at the time of research. Each of the groups hoped that these 

sessions would continue. Women and girls’ sense of agency and efficacy was emergent, and to 

be transformative, sustained longer-term engagement is needed recommended with the same 

participants over time. The researchers sense that participation of women in harnessing their own 

local resources needed some more time, for the groups to become sustainable. We recommend 

that all groups continue for the foreseeable future, in consultation with community members. 

6.2.2 Use creative methods of symbolic expression for women and girls in the groups 

Creative methods such as drawing were a useful mechanism of expression for girls within this 

research process and could be harnessed within the groups as a mechanism of expression 

particularly for difficult things that cannot easily be voiced. 

6.2.3 Continue with the plan to create groups for men and boys

Men also seemed to value engagement during the research, and both women and men said 

that no-one had attempted to support them with their specific needs. Men in Nant Hlaing camp 

welcomed the forthcoming group in their camp. 

6.2.4 Create safe spaces for the protection programme sessions to be held

In Nant Hlaing camp there was evidence that the room in which the group-based activities of 

the protection programme is held does not foster a confidential space. During the research, 

for example, men and other women could clearly see through the large open windows in the 

structure, making it difficult to create a sense of safety for sensitive matters to be raised. Although 

private rooms adjoining the structures offer more privacy for individual conversations, group 

activities would also benefit from some privacy. As the researchers were unable to travel to other 

areas, we are unable to comment on spaces in other camps. This could be further explored. 
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6.3 Building on informal coping strategies 

6.3.1 Find ways to integrate the local resources identified in this research within 

the programme and/or find ways to support local coping strategies 

Coping strategies involve social connections of friendship, prayer and creative expression through 

singing and dancing. Some other ways to cope or foster feelings of happiness inside, emerged 

through the research, which are not currently feasible for IDPs, but could be facilitated by KMSS 

and Trócaire – these include celebrations during Harvest time, Christmas, Easter, New Years and 

Revolutionary Day. This does not mean supporting with financial incentives, but rather exploring in 

group activities, what resources are already available in the community to celebrate these different 

events. There is something important about the reestablishment of ‘out of everyday life’ spaces 

and festivities as part of the normalization of life in displacement. For example, Save the Children 

foster this in their group activities in IDP communities in Kachin, through bringing IDPs outside to 

a location outside of the camp to celebrate the end of training exercises. This was provided as an 

example of fostering laugher inside by women in Pa Kathawng camp. A stronger focus on what 

local resources already exist in the groups would be beneficial, for example, what are women’s 

own resources that they could share and harness. 

6.3.2 Finding ways to normalize difficult emotions, including distress 

A few negative coping strategies emerged during this research. Men were said to turn to alcohol 

and sometimes drugs to cope with the stress associated with conflict and displacement. Although 

women did not report using coping strategies that could be considered potentially harmful 

themselves, it is possible that women also use substances to manage their emotions, particularly 

as the use of stimulants is quite common in Myanmar among men and women. (During the 

research activities, one participant was observed chewing betel for example, which would not be 

unusual in the context. This woman stated that there was nothing that made her feel happy, or 

gave her a source of fun). 

Women and girls also talked about the need to avoid negative thoughts, and in one case a woman 

said she now did not have to be sad, even when someone died, as the classes had taught her to 

be happy. A normalization of emotions and of the everyday ups and downs of life in the camps 

may be needed. Fear and worries related to one’s own emotional state occur commonly among 

people experiencing distressing events and these fears can potentially exacerbate distress. 

Psychoeducation focused on normalizing common responses to difficult experiences, including 

distress, can be beneficial for people and reduce these feelings of fear and worry. 

6.3.3 Find ways to address host community tensions

Stresses created between the host community and IDPs at community prayer gatherings could 

be further explored and barriers to the dignity of IDPs at such events identified and minimized. 

Religious leaders could be approached to further explore how to do this. This aspect could 

potentially be included in future programme design and adaptation. 
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6.3.4 Social Inclusion and identification of women in need of extra support 

Most women appeared to be coping well with their situation. Key informant interviews suggested 

that at the time of initial displacement, women were highly emotional and distressed. As is often the 

case in emergencies, this initial level of distress had dissipated. For a handful of women, however, 

there were lingering signs of distress, suggesting the need for additional support or referrals. 

6.4 Basic Needs

6.4.1 Where possible, support basic needs in camps, and/or advocate for other 

humanitarian actors to improve the response in consultation with IDPs

Basic needs were consistently raised as issues, with food, cash, support for education and access 

to medicine being the most frequently cited gaps for IDPs. Changes in the distributions of food, 

to cash assumed a functioning market, and did not, according to IDPs consider fluctuating prices 

due to inflation. This uncertain market, means IDPs are left with less food, than when food was 

distributed directly. Needs remain high across the camps, according to IDPs, but the amount 

of the response has lessened. This caused stress. Similarly, education fees were reported by 

both men and women’s FGDs as stressful during FGDs. NFIs were needed need to be replaced 

for IDPs that were displaced some years ago, as apart from an initial distribution they had not 

received any replacement NFIs. 

6.4.2 Raise issue of rumours that aid will be stopped or reduced in Kachin 

with UNOCHA and other humanitarian actors, and ensure IDPs have accurate 

information about the response

Uncertainty about the response, and rumours that aid would be reduced were sources of stress for 

the IDP community. Clarification and clear lines of communication about the response are needed 

from all humanitarian actors. Within the context of this programme specifically, this might mean 

raising issues related to false or questionable information or rumours with the organization implicated, 

through the cluster system or bilaterally to ensure that they can correct any misconceptions. It also 

would mean ensuring that frontline staff are adequately informed and are able to share correct 

information with participants, in line with the protection mainstreaming approach. 

6.5 Specific Protection Risk for Girls 

6.5.1 Positive parenting approaches could potentially be integrated into protection 

programming to address corporal punishment at home 

There was evidence of the threat of corporal punishment, and the use of corporal punishment was 

reported within the camps. Further exploration of whether this is the case is needed, and ways 

to support parents to find alternative means of discipline are necessary. Girls reported enjoying 

spending time with their parents and their families and intergenerational communication within 

the groups engaged with during this study appeared to be good. These could be harnessed to 

promote positive parenting messages. 
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6.5.2 Work with other protection/education actors on development of alternative 

discipline measures for school, where possible

Corporal punishment of girls in schools was raised. While Trócaire and KMSS do not have an 

education programme, finding ways to influence alternative disciplinary measures in school would 

be beneficial where possible in the context of protection programming. 

6.6 Social Inclusion and Marginalization 

Disability, aging and chronic illness were cited as sources of extra vulnerability within the camps. 

For example, one blind woman was said to be hopeless and depressed. Findings ways to include 

these people within the current programme would be beneficial. It is also important to ensure that 

marginalized and particularly vulnerable people are included in community engagement processes 

within the wider humanitarian response, in line with the protection mainstreaming approach. 

Additional tailored supports are likely required. 
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Draft Research Methodology for Coping Strategies Research,  

22 to 26 May 2017, Kachin State, Myanmar

Informed Verbal Consent

Hello, our names are Sarah and Sut Su, and we are doing some research on behalf of 

Trócaire and KMSS. Trócaire and KMSS have been working in this area for some time. 

The aim of our research is to know more about how women and girls cope with the daily 

stresses of life, so that we have knowledge about local sources of coping, to better inform 

decisions about the Trócaire and KWSS programme and to prevent any harm that could be 

caused by not fully understanding local ways of coping. We will also be speaking to other 

women, girls and men and boys in the camps in Kachin. We will make recommendations 

to Trócaire and KMSS on our findings, to improve programming. 

If you agree to participate, you will be interviewed in a group with others and it will take 

between one hour and 90 minutes. We are here only to ask questions and learn from your 

experiences. You are free to take part or not. You are free to not answer any question that 

you don’t feel comfortable about. 

If you do choose to take part in the research, I can assure you that your information will 

remain anonymous so no-one will know what you have told us. We will write about what 

you have told us in a report but no one will know it is you who has told us these things. We 

cannot give you anything for taking part but we would greatly value your time and responses.

Do you have any questions? 

Would you like to take part 1. Yes 2. No 

If yes, thank you

If not, thank you for your time. 

If you would like to take part. We will ensure to feedback our research findings and 

recommendations. Is there a way you would like us to do this?

Children: Hello, our names are Sarah and Sut Su. We are doing some research for KMSS. 

We would like to ask you some questions about how girls are doing, so that we can try 

and improve how we offer support. You will be interviewed in a group with others and it 

will take between one hour and 90 minutes. We cannot give you support in exchange for 

this interview. We are here only to ask questions and learn from your experiences. You are 

free to take part or not. If you change your mind at any time just tell us and the interview 
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will stop. If you do choose to be interviewed, we will not use your name so no-one will 

know what you have told us. We will write about what you have told us in a report but 

no one will know it is you who has told us these things. We cannot give you anything for 

taking part but we value your time and responses. Do you have any questions? 

 (To child): Would you like to be interviewed? 1. Yes 2. No

If yes, please sign here ___________________________________________________________

If no, thank you for your time

If you would like to take part. We will ensure to feedback our research findings and 

recommendations to girls. Is there a way you would like us to do this?

Building Trust and Safety for the Group (Note: this was used in one group and then abandoned, as 

groups already knew each other and trust was established) 

The aim of this exercise is to create a safe space for people to discuss concerns or difficulties of 

being in a group for the first time. 

PROCESS: 

1. Display the picture story on a board or wall and give people a few moments to look at it. 

Then ask – what do you see in the pictures? Continue questioning until everyone sees that 

the chicken is coming out, looking around and then going back into the shell. (Some people 

may begin to interpret, or relate what they see to real life experience. Stay with what 

people physically see until that is clearly named.)  

2. Then ask either or both of the following questions depending on how the discussion is 

going– What is the chick feeling? Why do you think the chicken might have decided 

to go back into the shell? Continue with questioning and with the discussion until 

ideas like the following emerge – the chick might be afraid, it doesn’t like the look of 

the place, it doesn’t like what it sees etc.  

3. The next step is to move from the picture story to real life. Ask people to join with one or 

two people sitting near them, and to discuss if the chick story reminds them of anything 

in people’s lives. After a few minutes bring the group back together, and ask them for any 

examples they may have come up with. Often there will be many examples of feelings of 

shyness / inadequacy / fear when people join groups for the first time, or when people find 

themselves in new situations.  

4. Again, explore why that might be so. Then if it is appropriate and safe ask if anyone in this 

group has ever had similar feelings.  

5. Then ask people to come up with suggestions of what might be done in this learning 

group, to make sure that anyone who is feeling uncertain, might feel safe and at ease as 

quickly as possible. *  
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6. Ask each small group to present their suggestions to the large group and give time for any 

clarification that might be needed. After discussing the suggestions check if all agree that 

these should guide the work of this group. 

Coping Strategies while in the village (This will not be used with girl’s groups))

“When you lived back in the village, think of a woman/man, who had difficulties in her/his life 

(examples – she/he might have difficulties in her/his relationship with her husband/his wife; her/his 

child or children might be sick; she/he might have lost a love one etc.), but she was coping very well 

with these difficulties, what kind of things did she do to care for herself and feel safe and secure?”

List responses and assign an object, or list them (either by drawing or in jingphaw)

Table 3.1 Coping strategies –self

Coping strategies, while living in the camp

•	 In your life now can you think of a woman/man, who is coping well with the stress of her/his 

situation, what kind of things does she/he do to care for herself and feel safe and secure? 

•	 (For girl’s groups) In your life now can you think of a girl, who is coping well with the stress 

of her situation, what kind of things does she do to care for herself and feel safe and 

secure? 

List responses and assign an object, or list them (either by drawing or writing in Jingphaw)

Table 4.1 Coping strategies -self

Free listing of Informal and Formal Services/Groups where support is provided and sought 

Free list what services/groups are available (both formal and informal) to support you and your family? 
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Table 4. 1 Services/groups available for support 

Sabubu method (social mapping)
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STEP 1:

STEP 2:

STEP 3:

STEP 4:

STEP 5:

Using your hand, list the five most supportive figures for you in your life now, one on 

each finger. 

Rank these people in terms of their closest to you – with the person closest to you on 

your thumb. 

Imagine a ring on one of these fingers (if you are not wearing a ring) or use a finger 

with a ring, imagine the person that you would call or go to if you had a challenge or 

difficulty. This might be the person on your thumb who is closest to you, but it might 

also be another person. Who is this person? 

On your palm, imagine enjoyable activities that you do now to relax and have fun. 

In pairs, you can trace our hands and write this information down. 



Informed Consent for Key Informant Interviews: 

Hello, our names are Sarah Robinson and Sut Su Hkawn and we are conducting some research 

for Trócaire and KMSS. Trócaire and KMSS have been responding to the needs of women and 

girls in the camps in Kachin since November. KMSS have had a wider humanitarian response 

in the region since 2011. We are currently talking to people to understand more about the local 

coping mechanisms that women and girls living in IDP camps in Kachin use, to promote their own 

wellbeing in this time of displacement. We are also interested in understanding women and girls 

use of existing formal and informal support services, as well as what they, their families and their 

community do to support their own wellbeing in this context. In this interview, we would like to 

ask you about various problems people in the community have. We would also like to ask how 

people deal with these problems, and if additional help may be needed. We will also ask about 

information that aid workers working in this region should be aware of. 

Our aim is to learn from your knowledge and experience, so that we will be better able to provide 

support. We cannot promise to give you support in exchange for this interview. We are here only 

to ask questions and learn from your experiences. You are free to take part or not. 

If you choose to be interviewed, we can assure you that your information will remain anonymous. 

You are free not to take part. We cannot give you anything for taking part but we would greatly 

value your time and responses. Also, you can stop the interview at any time. Do you have any 

questions? Would you like to be interviewed? 

Yes – thank you for your participation. 

No – thank you for your time. 

Semi-structured Interview Schedule

Section A: Problem Analysis 

1) Could you free list what you see as, the main problems facing women and girls in the 

camps in Kachin today? Please list as many problems as possible?

Problem Descriptions 
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2) Which problems would be the three most important problems in your perception and why 

is that the case?

3) Tailor next set of questions to these problems. 

4) What kind of things do women do to deal with such problems [ask for each problem]? e.g., 

things they do by themselves, things they can do with their families or things they do with 

their communities?’’ ‘’does doing that help with the problem?’’ 

Problem Coping Does it Help? Y/N

5) What else is being done right now to deal with these problems?  [ask for each problem 

prioritised]

6) In general, what do community members think of people who have this problem? How do 

they treat them?  

7) In normal circumstances (before the recent emergency) what did community members 

normally do to reduce problems like [insert problem]?  

8) Where do people seek help for these problems?  

9) What more could be done to reduce these problems?  

10) Who in the community is suffering most from the current crisis? 

Section C: Women in Distress

11)  Now, I would like to ask many questions about women being upset/ distressed.

12) How would an outsider recognize a woman who is emotionally upset/ distressed by the 

displacement/conflict? a. What does she look like? b. How does she behave? c. Are there 

different types of being upset? What are they? 

13) In normal circumstances (before the displacement/conflict), what did community members 

usually do for women to reduce upset/ distress?  

14) What are community members doing for each other right now to reduce women’s upset/ 

distress?  

15) What else is being done right now to help women who are upset/ distressed?  

16) Where do women who are upset/ distressed seek help?  

17) What more could be done to help women who are upset / distressed?  
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Section D: Essential concerns, beliefs and cultural issues that aid workers should know 

18) What are the essential concerns, beliefs, and cultural issues that aid providers should be 

aware of when working on community support with women and girls living in IDP camps 

in Kachin? What actions should be avoided? 

19) [PROBE IF NECESSARY] about the following. 

20) Local ways of describing emotional difficulties and challenges

21) Existing resources to cope 

22) Local power structures (for example local hierarchies based on kinship, age, gender, 

knowledge of the supernatural)  

23) The political situation (for example issues of favoritism, corruption, instability)  

24) Interactions between different social groups (for example, ethnic and religious)  

25) Socially vulnerable or marginalized groups  

26) Former difficulties or bad experiences with aid agencies  

27) Gender relations  

28) Accepting services organized by people from outside the community  

29) Anything else that aid providers should know  
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Images from Girls in Mai Hkawng RC Camp 

Girls were asked to draw their favourite object, person or place. 

Then they were asked to write a few lines about what this image meant to them. 

They were also asked to describe the picture and provide anything else they would like to share 

about it to the wider group. 
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10. Annex c

I want to live with all members of my family in such place. I like this kind of 

peaceful location. I love this kind of scenery.



I want to visit this kind of place where the place is surrounded by the  

mountain and the nature. 

I want to live happily with my friends and parents. 
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I want to be the place like this. Because there are big trees, a fish pond and  

a garden full with flowers.

I want to visit to the beach like this.



I want to go to school – this kind of school.  

When I become educated one day, I want to build a house like this and live my life 

happily.  I want to sit with my friends and talk with them under the big shady tree.
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I want to live in a place like this – green and in nature.  I will be delighted and my 

mind will be fresh.



I have never been this place. I want to be here. I want to take a rest here alone.
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I miss our home, farm lands. And, I miss my village and our cool mountains.  

They are in my imagination. I miss them all. 



Whenever I feel down, I want to take a rest in a peaceful place like this.  

I am interested to go to this place.
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I like this house
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