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Abstract

There is limited evidence on the coping strategiesonflict-affected civilians in low and

middle income countries. The aim of this paperoigxplore the coping strategies used by
women internally displaced within the Republic afdBgia due to the Russo-Georgian war in
2008. We use a five-fold coping typology to exammoping strategies in the accounts of 42
Georgian women residing in internally-displaced spes settlements. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted during fieldwork in Gaarffom December 2012 to February
2013. Problem solving and support seeking behasiearerged as the most-commonly-used
strategies. The findings suggest interventionsefos sustainable livelihoods and robust
social networks are needed to utilise the copimgtejies commonly used by internally

displaced women in Georgia.

Keywords: Internally displaced persons, women’'s hdth, Georgia, conflict, coping,

mental health, migration
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Introduction

Mental health is recognized as a key public hemslne for populations affected by war
(Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2007). As muchtlué existing literature on mental
health of conflict-affected populations focusesaomarrow definition of mental health using a
trauma-focused orientation (Steel et al., 200%rdhs a comparatively small evidence base
on protective factors, including coping mechanisagainst poor mental health outcomes
among conflict-affected persons. Most of this smeaidence base is focused on refugees in
high-income countries, even though most peoplabtyrdisplaced by conflict are internally
displaced persons (IDPs) within their own countoesefugees in low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs) (UNHCR, 2015). There is a par#cupaucity of research on how IDPs
and refugees in LMICs cope in response to expasucenflict, forced displacement, trauma
and loss (Seguin & Roberts, 2015). This is despdping being identified as a priority
research area for mental health and psychosogiglostiamong conflict-affected populations
(Tol et al., 2011). The aim of this paper is to lexp the coping strategies used by women

internally displaced within the Republic of Geordize to the Russo-Georgian war in 2008.

Despite evidence suggesting that men and women abfferently with war and
displacement, there has been little focus spedifican either men or women to understand
their approaches to coping. A review of the exgstavidence on coping among IDPs and
refugees in LMICs identified that women were makelly to engage in emotion-oriented and
support-seeking coping than men, who were mordylitee engage in problem solving and
recreational activities (Seguin & Roberts, 2015)onflict-affected women and men
experience war and displacement differently withmea more likely to face structural
barriers resulting in economic, social, and phyditsecurity. Conflict-affected females may

face sexual assault (Liebling & Kiziri-Mayengo, )0 and/or the loss of spouse (and
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associated increased responsibility of single-hdlydemanaging homes and looking after
children) (Morina & Emmelkamp, 2012), while theirata counterparts may face detention,
abduction, and combat (Somasundaram, 1994). Theshigse of alcohol among men than
women among conflict-affected populations may @eat another stressor for women (Lo et
al., 2017). Miller et al. (2006) found that Afghacultural characteristics which emphasizes
family honour (sometimes entailing damaging prasidcoward women including early

marriage, violence in the home, and barriers in wormccessing legal and human rights)
block women’s access to resources and may leakkvated levels of poor mental health. In
their study on war-affected Pakistanis and Afghefngees in Pakistan, Husain et al. (2007)
found that a greater proportion of women than meported problems regarding housing,
neighbours, lack of money, relationships with fderand family, and illness or deaths in the

family.

To address the lack of research on coping straegieng female IDPs in LMICs, the aim of
this paper is to explore the coping strategies usedomen internally displaced within the
Republic of Georgia due to the Russo-Georgian wa2d08. Below, we first situate our

study within the concepts of coping and resilierare] the socio-political research setting.

Conceptual Approach

Coping is a contested concept, though numerousefrarks and assessment scales have
been developed over the past four decades tham@tt® distinguish its key components.
Folkman and Lazarus (1980) defined coping as aamgit to master, tolerate, or reduce

internal or external stressors that an individualcpives as exceeding existing resources.
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They suggested that coping types fell into two dosiaproblem-focused and emotion-
focused (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980, 1991). Copingesmsent scales were based on this
typology (see Folkman & Lazarus, 1980, 1985), gralvhed a proliferation of other coping
scales. Skinner et al. (2003) aimed to developpengataxonomy composed of “conceptually
clear, mutually exclusive and exhaustive categbrigs217). From their analysis of
approximately 100 coping category systems propdead the 1980s to 2000, five core
domains emerged: problem solving, support seekawgjdance, distraction, and positive

cognitive restructuringlable 1 below lists the definitions of these dorsain
[insert Table 1 about here]

We use the Skinner et al. (2003) taxonomy to omga@ind interpret the coping strategies
because the domains are well-supported in thefitez on coping, covering a wide variety of

thoughts and behaviours.

Coping and resilience
Research on coping strategies amongst IDPs and a@ghéict-affected populations is rooted

within a broader scope of work focused on resifeamong humanitarian crisis-affected
populations. Like the concept of coping, the comadpesilience is contested (Southwick et
al., 2014), defined as a process of harnessingires® (including biological, psychosocial,
structural, and cultural) to sustain wellbeing (faBrick, 2014; Panter-Brick & Leckman,
2013), a personal ability to successfully adaptotorecover from stress and trauma
(Siriwardhana et al., 2014), and a stable trajgctdrfunctioning after a clearly defined,

highly adverse event (Bonanno, 2004, 2012).
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This range of definitions present resilience asmatively positive; resilience is an entity that
individuals are either blessed to possess or wdaldvell to strive toward. This normative
aspect to resiliency marks a point of departurenfamping, as coping includes reactions to
adversity widely perceived as normatively ‘negativ@estructive emotions, avoidance of
people and contexts, and distraction via illicidén illegal activities do not sit comfortably
within most resilience concepts, with the possibleeption of ‘perverse resilience’ (see
Panter-Brick, 2014). Thus, coping encompasses &mwsdt of responses than resilience.
However, coping is simultaneously narrower thanlieese as some coping strategies may
facilitate resilience to develop. For instance, &ggan and Panter-Brick (2010) found that a
sentiment of hope amongst Afghan families impaeesense of order to their lives, making
them more resilient to traumas experienced. Thos,aan become resilient through ‘coping
well.” As we sought to explore both the normativplysitive and negative responses to war
and displacement, the concept of coping was deemlkeetter fit for our study objectives.
Nonetheless, we recognise the interlinked and thaithre of both resilience and coping, and
the crucial importance of the cultural context xplering responses to conflict (Panter-Brick,

2014).

Coping and loss in Georgia

Forcibly displaced persons such as IDPs and refugeéfer losses of tangible materials
including property and personal belongings, alonth vintangible assets such as social
support networks, socio-cultural practices, anciities connected to the social and physical
spaces they have left behind (Davis, 1992). Oulieeawork, focused on resource loss
experienced by IDP women in Georgia, found that-seéated trauma led to the loss of

property, which caused the loss of livelihood andsequent losses in the areas of social
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networks and mental and physical health (Seguad.e016). As observed in other settings
(Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; Miller & Rasmuss@010; Panter-Brick & Eggerman,

2012; Panter-Brick et al., 2008), ongoing, everysi@gssors unrelated directly to war feature
prominently in the stressors reported by interndigplaced Georgian women. Whilst
respecting the impact of these losses, it is ingmbrto acknowledge that pain, suffering,
conflict, poverty, and disorder is a routine paftneany lives (Vigh, 2008). If crisis is

chronic, conflict, violence, and poverty become edded in the social fabric, leading to a

‘normalisation of crisis’ (Das, 2006).

The disintegration of the Soviet Union in the 1a880s ushered in a new ‘normal’ in many
former constituent states. The vision of a steadgmession toward a communist future was
replaced with an era of instability in Georgia whisecame the norm (Frederiksen, 2008).
Most Georgians enjoyed a modest but secure lilestyiring the Soviet era (Pelkmans,
2006), with many experiencing a drastic declineghiair living standards in the post-Soviet
era (Dudwick, 2003). Those in rural areas expegdra particularly drastic decline, suffering
from poor infrastructure and a lack of economic mpynities (Mekhuzla & Roche, 2009),

leading to a large proportion of the populace cgpwith economic hardship through

subsistence farming, reducing expenditure, forga@ngial and recreational activities, and
selling assets, such as personal property, fumitars, and homes (Manning & Uplisashvili,
2007). Though many Georgians suffered due to thé @nthe Soviet era, displaced

Georgians suffered further through displacementhadir land which could have provided at

least subsistence farming opportunities (Dudwi€Q3).
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Research setting

The study took place in the Republic of Georgiachhihnas experienced armed conflict at
various points since the dissolution of the Soldeion. A war between Georgia and Russia
in August 2008 broke out over tensions between @aand the separatist region of South
Ossetia, leading to the displacement of over 1@ &Bnic Georgians from South Ossetia
into the rest of Georgia. Most IDPs live in purptsglt settlements next to established
communities. While many of those displaced fromesd§ South Ossetia have returned to
their homes, approximately 27,000 persons originfatim deep within the disputed territory
remain displaced (The Government of Georgia, 20Idany Georgian IDPs face poverty,
poor living conditions and infrastructure, and ekl@f access to land, markets, employment
opportunities, and financial services (The WorldnBa2013). High levels of mental
disorders, functional disability, somatic distrestgsess-factors, and limited access to mental
health services have also been recorded among ilDE®orgia (Chikovani et al., 2015;
Makhashvili et al., 2014; Moreno et al., 2015). Aaqtitative study on coping amongst
Georgian IDPs revealed an association betweenfgpeoping strategies and mental health
outcomes, with mental disengagement, denial, vgne#motions, substance abuse and
gambling significantly associated with poor mertieklth outcomes, and use of humour,
emotional support, active coping, acceptance aligiae significantly associated with better

mental health outcomes (Saxon et al., 2016).

Methods

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 4b1@ian women. The age range was 20
to 73 years, with an average age of 43. Intervisweere residing in one of three selected

IDP settlements in Georgia near the border withtisdbdssetia: Shavshvebi (n=13), Skra
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(n=13), and Karaleti (n=16). Descriptions of thesstlements are available elsewhere

(Seguin et al., 2016).

This study was conducted in collaboration with @Giebal Initiative on Psychiatry—Thbilisi
(GIP-T), an organisation which provides psychodasigport services to IDP populations in
Georgia. Staff from GIP-T introduced the lead authm one ‘key woman’ from each
settlement, who was purposively selected basedeonstatus as an informal community
leader. Key women were briefed on the study and theerviewed by one of two locally-
recruited research assistants. After the intervidvey were asked to suggest additional
women to interview. As we sought to include a ranfg@xperiences and perspectives, the

sampling was directed according to criteria regay@ige, occupation, and marital status.

Fieldwork took place between December 2012 and uaehr2013. Georgian-language
interviews took place in participants’ homes andrevaudio recorded. A professional
transcriptionist and translator produced an Enghsiguage transcript from the Georgian
audio recording. Translation errors were mitigatsd back-checking English transcripts
against Georgian audio recording of early intendgemd prioritizing substantive over literal
meaning. The interview topic guide focused on th&tagies used by women to cope with the
hardships and losses due to the war and displate(eea online Annex). On average

interviews were 50 minutes in duration, rangingfrd0 to 90 minutes.

English-language transcripts were entered into dlveoftware to assist in coding and
analysis. Coding occurred concurrent to data geitpeand followed an iterative process

which enabled on-going reflection on the use angliegtion of the coping taxonomy. Data

8
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on coping was categorised into the following catexgo problem solving, support seeking,
escape-avoidance, distraction, and cognitive restring. Excerpts of transcripts were
frequently assigned to two or more domains if thigyified more than one coping type. Our
purpose in applying the taxonomy developed by Skinet al. (2003) was to provide a
vantage point from which to interpret the data, alsh to further theoretical development in

the area of coping research.

Ethics
Ethical approval was granted by the Georgian Natidbouncil on Bioethics and by the

Ethics Committee of the London School of Hygiene dmopical Medicine. The research
assistants provided information sheets and verkaheations to participants, and answered
gueries and/or concerns regarding the researchr picach interview. All participants
provided written informed consent and received anetary reimbursement for their time
equivalent to approximately 10 USD. Referral infaton for mental health and
psychosocial support services was accessible fi@rviewees in case of distress (none

became distressed during the interview). The naeysted here are pseudonyms.

Results

Problem solving strategies were the most commaogpmred strategies, reported by almost
all women. This type was followed in frequency hypgort seeking, escape-avoidance,

distraction, and cognitive restructuring. Most wonused multiple strategies.
Problem solving

Problem solving coping strategies primarily inclddeeking employment, attending training
sessions, and budgeting. Many women reported takiygand all jobs they could in order to

cope with the financial losses. Growing and sellexgess fruit and vegetables grown in

9
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allotments to provide much-needed income was aly#gported activity. Many women also
worked occasionally at temporary agricultural jefgolving heavy manual labour in fields

and gardens. Marina noted:

In general, people living in our settlement aremplyed and the population of the [village
of Skra next to Skra IDP settlement] hires them esommes. They have cherry gardens and
they call people from our settlement when they needarvest them. Usually women do it.
There are some seasonal jobs in the village sorastand women from our settlement take
them.

Besides agricultural jobs, some women were ablefitd employment at the non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) to which theyfoacherly turned for help.

Quite frequently women reported attending trainsmgsions to help improve their job
prospects. Lali noted: “I've [...] attended sewingitiing because | thought that it would give
me the opportunity to get a job. I've attended gveossible training.” Women reported a
wide variety of budgeting techniques to cope witle 1oss of livelihoods. Virtually all
women reported relying on home-grown food in otdeavoid buying food, thus coping with
financial woes. Natia reflected, “Thank God, we dndhiese small land lots to grow our
vegetables. So, we don’t have to buy them. It cdwslde been worse.” Some women raised
animals to avoid buying products such as eggs,,madtdairy items. Nana reflected how “it
helps me a bit. Otherwise, we would be in a vergarable situation.” Many women aspired
to own animals such as cows and chickens, butlhotald afford to buy or feed animals, or

raise them in the limited space in the settlements.

Patriarchal gender relations presented a barriesdme women in seeking employment. For
instance, Marta explains how her husband’s patr@rattitude had constrained her job

opportunities in the settlement: “My husband, fasample, won't let me wander the streets

10
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looking for a job. Even if there were jobs. He widet me work in night shifts. Neither as a
cleaner.” However, the degree to which women’s eympkent opportunities were obstructed
by men is unclear in the data. Marta felt that mantlger women were not similarly

constrained:

Some women, on the other hand, won't even seekhleband’s permission. They do what
is best for their families. [...] It's not a probleior new generations. They live the way they
want. My generation of women can’t live otherwige, still depend on our husbands.

Support seeking

Women reported turning to others for advice on gjgegroblems and for instrumental help
(such as money or goods). Others, such as Etaredlsorrow and ‘heartache’ with others in
order to gain emotional support. Neighbours andlfamembers were most-commonly cited
as sources for support. Nutsa explained that thendtion of relationships between
neighbours in Shavshvebi had been key to helping ¢ommunity cope with the
displacement. She stated, “By taking care, supppeach other we have managed, and still
manage to overcome these terrible times.” The li@akfmpact of close proximity to pre-
displacement neighbours emerged as a salient tHem.explained how she drew strength

from her previous neighbours who had settled irstimae IDP settlement as her:

Some of them are my friends and relatives... | evearesmy last name with some of them.
Well, my spouse’s last name. [...] We help and suppoe another. It's one of the good

things about living here. [...] We were friends ire thillage and we still are [...] Whenever

we are out, we feel that we are surrounded by ‘padple. Every person is good, of course,
we all are from the same gorge but seeing peojple four village every day makes us
stronger. We know that we are not alone and we@tgach other.

Living in close proximity to old neighbours impadtdeelings of security and stability,
through recognition that older age neighbours hagtiged the war and displacement, and
that communities, though displaced, were largetgan The quote above emphasizes the
emotional support imparted through these established reistips.Instrumental support, in

the form of money, assistance on tasks, and gegsnot commonly mentioned.
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Many interviewees also sought support from ‘newghkours’; those neighbours whom they
did not know prior to displacement. Such supporktdhe form of emotional and
instrumental support. Women shared many instan€dselping and receiving help from
neighbours. For instance, residents in Shavshvetilesient helped Irina cultivate her
garden, build a chicken coop, and pay for her samigsral. Women sometimes minded each
other’s children to allow mothers to concentrateatner tasks. Vardo describes how her

neighbours cope by helping each other with labari@sks:

In spring, we need tools. Others provided thenugnWell, they were a bit unfit but still. So,
neighbours helped us with tools and moreover, tifésred us their help. We used to help
each other. No one has tilled the ground here ige2ds and one-pass tillage wasn’t enough.
The soil requires two-three years of work to gehid shape, so to speak. My spouse and |
worked there alone and it was hard. Our neighbofiesed us help. Later, we helped them.

Besides neighbours, family represented a resouwrcehich women could turn for help.
Natalia reports seeking and receiving support froer adult son and husband, both

‘optimists’ in her view:

I'm a pessimist. My spouse is an optimist. My seman optimist too. | tell him he’s my
therapist because they help me overcome many thiiggecially my son. He is very helpful.

| often ask him for an advice; | always want to wniis opinion about things. He's my son
but talking with him calms me down. [...] Despite gxting, I'm still pessimistic about
things, and | often feel depressed. And wheneteelldepressed, my spouse and son help me
feel better.

Beyond emotional support, women sought instrumestglport from family members,
especially extended family members who were nateggatively affected by the 2008 war.
Izolda’s parents, who had returned to their hones tige buffer zone between South Ossetia
and Georgia, assisted Izolda by giving her food aedds. Children proved to be an
extremely strong resource for respondents, by dnogi motivation for carrying on and
adding meaning to life. For instance, Elisabed ethdAfter the war, | felt so bad, | felt

empty. My only reason for being alive was my kids.”

12
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Though family and neighbours represented the largasrces from which women sought
support, they also turned to friends beyond thelitlesments, co-workers, and to priests. Eliso
was from the city of Gori originally, which meaiiat she had an already-existing network of
friends prior to settling in Karaleti settlemeradated on the outskirts of Gori). She reflected

on how this network helped her cope:

I have many friends in both Gori and this regionawese | was raised here and... Well, | think
that they helped me cope with this everything. Thelyp me, they understand what | feel, and
they try to calm me down... Often, | don’t even wamteave home but they keep inviting me
and it helps me not to think about many things. [It'§ important to have friends who
support you.

Perhaps because the sample included so few emplayaden (reflecting the high
unemployment in the settlements), only a few stdtet they sought support from co-

workers.

Escape-avoidance

Escape-avoidance coping strategies followed sumaaking and problem solving strategies
in terms of frequency reported by the women. Thetrsommonly-reported types of escape-
avoidance were resignation, physical and emotigwhtion, physical escape, crying, and
wishful thinking. Several women reported coping aia attitude of resignation; conceding
that hardship could not be overcome. For instabak,spoke about how she coped with the
loss of her livelihood, which prior to the war hednsisted of growing and selling apples.

Now, realizing that this way of life was over, shmply ‘followed the flow of life:’

There, we had boxes full of apples and we usedltdrem. Russians and others were buying
them. It was our source of income that was helpmgove forward and be happy in this life.
Now | have given up on everything and | follow flav of life.

13
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Some women coped by isolating themselves, physgi@aid/or emotionally. For instance,
Elisabed rarely ventured outside. She stated titat arriving in Karaleti, “I stopped going
out and became more introverted. [...] | feel bettken I'm alone. | don’t feel comfortable
when I'm out.” Besides physical isolation, some vemmcoped with their problems via
emotional isolation. This consisted of concealingpgons and consciously not reaching out
to others for help, as demonstrated by Jana’smstate “I do not leave home. [...] | don’'t go
out, and let other people know about my emotionsetoother people see my gloomy face.”
Some women were motivated to conceal their anggmgvabilities, and needs in order to not

‘bother’ others with their problems.

Crying was occasionally listed as a coping stratbgythe women. For instance, lzolda
explained that crying helped her cope with negafeelings: “My nerves are so bad,
whenever my nerves tense me up | feel very badidn’t cry. [...] Whenever | stay alone |
cry a lot. It helps me feel relieved.” Some womemyaged in wishful thinking during the
interview, which commonly consisted of commentsubwping to return to their villages of

origin. Medea stated,

I live in hope. I'm still hopeful. Some people it they are not but | hope to return home. |
still believe, | don’t know why. | believe we witeturn home. | don't know. [...] | have a
feeling we are going to leave soon.

Latavri explained that she thinks about the pobsitof return to her origin village in order
to ‘not give into sorrow.” She ponders, “What iethlet us return? We all dream about going

back home.”
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Distraction

The women reported a wide variety of distractiochteques in order to cope with their
circumstances, including seeking employment andkiwgr gardening, doing housework,
reading and watching TV, and visiting others. Seglemployment, working, and gardening
overlapped with the problem solving coping domaiscdssed above, and visiting others

overlapped with seeking support.

Besides the obvious economic benefit of workingnsowomen described how working
helped them divert their attention from problemd anmbat feelings of depression. Though
unemployed at the time of the interview, Vardo paglviously worked as a ‘village chief’ in
Skra. She remarked that the position helped heronbt financially but by providing a

welcome distraction:

[Sltaying in and doing the same all the time carkengou feel depressed. When you have a
job, you meet new people, people from NGOs, marthedf visited us... There were training

courses, retraining groups... | had to pay attertiostudents. And it all was different, active

engagement helps you divert your attention to thikeses and forget about your everyday

problems in your family for some time. | almost aetelt depressed. [...] | was less irritated

by things, so to speak.

Sofiko had found employment with an NGO focusedwanmen'’s rights. She reflected on
how her job has impacted her well-being: “Things aalatively better now. | have a job and

I’'m very happy. Being out of work and waking upnmthing was terrible.”

Besides the value imparted by training sessionghan form of potential projects and
employment opportunities (as discussed above), \wmoappreciated the diversion of such

sessions. Besides learning something new, lzoldadothat attending training sessions

15
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reduced her stress level. She shared, “Whenevended training, my soul was relaxing

while listening to those discussions.”

In addition to the financial benefit to growing ifkiand vegetables discussed in the problem
solving section above, several women, such as Mfattathat the activity also provided an
opportunity to divert attention away from other lplems. She shared, “I can’t wait to plant
onions and garlic, hoe the land, and watch seeuls.dim so excited. Going out and doing

something would add meaning to my life. Physicatkns our vital force.”

Quite a few women reported that they tried to fiadks to do around the house as a
distraction technique. Eka explained, “Being idlesery difficult, [a] lot of thoughts come to
your head when you have nothing to do, you staretnember everything [...] When you
clean your house, you switch your attention.” Jateied that she distracted herself from
stress with a combination of reading and housewdr&ntertain myself, distract myself by
doing housework. | also love reading and this i& hdhandle it. | may put off doing some
housework and start reading.” When asked how specwith her problems, Eka reported
that she liked to visit neighbours; “going here dhdre.” Vardo stated that people in the
settlement gathered and talked to each other ieraodentertain themselves, especially in the

summer when the weather was good.

Cognitive restructuring

Interviewees spoke of invoking religious beliefgcdsing on mental strength, and

downplaying losses and focusing on positive aspeftdife as instances of cognitive
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restructuring. Some respondents reported theih faliowed them to reconceptualise their
circumstances in a positive way, and that churtdndance and faith in God had a calming
effect, reducing stress. Tamar noted how “many ID®%o the church and it helps us a lot.
When | come out from there | feel so spirituallynea. It's very good.” Nana concurred,

stating “Going to church and seeing a priest makegeel peaceful and disburdened. When |

return home, | feel like | was on a holiday, I'mstaxed.”

Women also reported that faith helped them maksesef and interpret past events, by
viewing such events as ‘God’s plan.’ For instari¢atia drew meaning from religion and this
‘helped her live.” She stated, “Faith in God gitke biggest, strongest meaning to my life.”
The fact that they had survived the war was vieagdtrong evidence of God’ protection,
and as an omen that God would continue to prokessht Marta attributed the relatively few
civilian deaths to intercession by God and the Mirglary because the road which formed

the escape route from the war was covered in falgarday that many fled.

Quite a few women drew confidence from the facythad been able to meet the demanding
challenges that life had presented to them soNatia explained how her inner strength,
which developed through the challenges relatechéowar and displacement, helped her

overcome the wounds of the past:

Personally, | feel that | have more strength naw] [ feel inner strength. You need strength
to overcome what we’ve been through. It came tonaterally and helped me overcome and
forget everything that happened four years ago. Thé fact that you are able to analyse,
overcome and keep quiet about all these thingshat wiakes you strong [...] Probably, the
only positive thing that happened to us is thatfea this inner strength. We are more self-
confident after all that we've been through.

This comment also demonstrated the overlap betvdderent coping styles; there are

elements to emotional isolation (‘keeping quietgt rseeking support) in this statement.
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Guranda as well thought she had become a strongeomp since being tested by the

hardships of displacement. She shared,

After the war because | managed to overcome diicdifies. | didn't become withdrawn,
aggressive, or evil. On the contrary, | lookedlthes from a totally different perspective and
| realized that | am strong. If you don’t face diffities, you will never understand how much
you are able to do. All the bad things that hapipeour lives are a test. I've already been in
this situation many times. Through the difficultasd it made me realize that | am strong.

Maia felt her sense of strength increased afteoin@ty displaced as a necessary adaptation
to having to protect her family. Similarly, Laliffected how “I still think that I will achieve
something. I'm not going to give up because | wabetter future for my kids. | really want

it.”

Coping through downplaying one’s losses was fretijyemmplied by the respondents.
Positioning others’ troubles as truly insurmoungaldiminished the scale of their own
problems. For instance, Medea downplayed problemsd by her family by discussing the
needs of elderly people. She queried, “What ablugrky people who can’t work? Nobody’'s
helping them. What should they do? They can’t gu@ntheir bills with their pension. [...] |

feel pity for these people.”

Women also considered that circumstances could baea even worse for them. Many
stated the most important thing to consider was tiey were alive. Irma’s statement was
typical: “The most important thing is that everyadealive and healthy” Frequently, women
compared their fate to the fate of others who lel family members, thereby minimizing

their own losses. For instance, Natia stated,

[P]eople who lost their children... How can you talbout the things you left there and riches
after that? Personally, | have this feeling andetimres | feel ashamed to say that | left this,
that there or that | miss someone or something.tWhauld people who lost their children

do? How are they going to live their lives? It makee feel ashamed to talk about my things.
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Discussion

The aim of this paper is to better understand thy@ng strategies used by IDP women in
Georgia in response to the resource losses suffaseda result of the war and
displacement(Seguin et al., 2016). We were promptedaps in the evidence on coping
approaches among conflict-affected persons in LM{Seguin & Roberts, 2015), and

gender-specific explorations of coping approaches.

Coping strategies were interpreted via a copin@logy put forth by Skinner et al. (2003).
Part of our rationale for choosing this conceptaproach was the proposed clarity and
mutual exclusivity of the coping domains. Despitese anticipated benefits, some of the
coping strategies used by our respondents ovedage@resented in Figure 1. A specific
coping activity or mind-set can serve one or motgppses. For instance, gardening
represented both a problem-solving and a distnaativity for the respondents. Distraction
techniques reported by the women in this studyuishetl visiting others (which overlaps with
support-seeking strategies), and seeking employraadt working, and gardening (both
which overlap the problem solving domain). We chiosdetail these overlaps to demonstrate
the complex nature of coping. The classification amiping strategies is nuanced and

researchers should adopt a critical approach adighd develops.

[Insert Figure 1 about here]
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As noted by Panter-Brick et al. (2009), the chajksnfaced by conflict-affected persons are
wider than war-related trauma. They may encountem$ of suffering and adversity

extending into the years following conflict (Segeinal., 2016). The coping strategies chosen
by conflict-affected persons reflect their day-@yahallenges, which revolve not around the
mental health impacts of war trauma, but the malteleprivation resulting from the war and

displacement. Much of the semi-structured intergidecused on how women addressed their
difficult socioeconomic circumstances related tmbelisplaced, rather than on mental health

problems attributable to the conflict.

The strategies outlined in the results sectiorectflhe importance of the cultural context for
coping; the women in this study most frequentlyorégd striving to re-establish the

economic opportunities in which they engaged ptoodisplacement as their main way of
coping with the difficult material circumstancestihe IDP settlements. This is shown in their
careful planting, tending, and harvesting of pragucareful budgeting, and selling excess
foodstuffs in local markets. These coping strategiepresent an attempt to return to
‘normality,” entailing subsistence farming and shsalle market activity which had become
the norm in rural Georgia in the early 1990s (Magn& Uplisashvili, 2007). Engaging in

such activities generally yielded a sense of hape r@lief amongst respondents. Coping
through repairing a ‘broken economy’(Eggerman & tearick, 2010) has been observed
elsewhere in other studies on war-affected adeisding in LMICs (Bennet et al., 1995;

Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; Hardgrove, 2009).

Seeking social support was a common coping strategflecting the embeddedness of

kinship networks and collective well-being withine@gian culture (Makhashvili et al.,
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2010) and more widely across the former Soviet bWni@Oushakine, 2006). Among the
Georgian IDPs in this study, relationships with redteed family members were sometimes
held as the only worthwhile thing left in life, cgstent with importance Georgians typically

place on children (Makhashvili et al., 2010).

Similar to Eggerman and Panter-Brick (2010), weeobsd that culture is a double-edged
sword vis-a-vis coping. Whilst relying on kinshigg is sanctioned by Georgian cultural
mores, the respondents were well aware of the ralléxpectation of the reciprocal giving of
goods or services, and social consequences ifetpgirement was unfulfilled. Perhaps the
inability to providematerial support to others led women to seek and reaawal support
rather thammaterial support. The widespread material deprivation malrareas of Georgia
(in which the settlements included in this studyreveituated) also presented a barrier to
women requesting material support from others; nmetajed that their neighbours (both in
and outside the IDP settlements) were strugglingritially as well. Moral support sought
and received by displaced Georgian women was faarae broadly protective for mental
health amongst Georgian IDPs in a quantitative ys{i&hxon et al., 2016) and other war-

affected populations in LMICs (Seguin & Roberts12D

Only a small minority of women mentioned accessemunsellors, psychologists, or
psychiatrists to deal with their problems, reflegtithe limited access to mental health
services among IDPs in Georgia (Chikovani et @013). Georgian cultural mores which
favour the concealment of traumatic events rathan disclosure (Makhashuvili et al., 2010),

as well as a tendency of some war-affected persoh$1ICs to appeal to friends, family,
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neighbours, and community members rather than écialzed services (Ruwanpura et al.,

2006) likely also impact this trend.

Coping through engagement with faith and religiomswcommonly reported by the
respondents, attesting to the importance and pemam of the Georgian Orthodox church in
Georgia since the fall of the Soviet Union. Thecpered positive impacts of faith-based
coping were two-fold; enabling women to assign nmgamo hardships, and to interact with
others and potentially receive support from otltensng religious services. Viewing the war
and displacement as ‘God’s plan’ assigned an iabiity to the events and aftermath which
conferred comfort. The meaning-making function aitH-based coping has been reported
elsewhere amongst other war-affected groups (Egge@nPanter-Brick, 2010; Hardgrove,

2009)

As seeking employment and support seeking emergdtieamost-commonly-used coping
strategies, future interventions to foster employmepportunities and maintain and
strengthen social bonds may be effective in supppriternally-displaced Georgian women
to function. Due to the importance of kinship taexl collective well-being, complementary
interventions which integrate individually-focusé@duma treatment and community-based
psychosocial assistance are needed to improve hiexgkih and well-being in the Georgian
cultural context. These approaches acknowledgendwsel to foster ‘structural resilience,’
building robust structures which allow individuétssucceed in employment, education, and
relationship domains and thereby facilitating tcégeies of resilience (Ager et al., 2013;
Panter-Brick & Eggerman, 2012). As the coping styas presented here differ from the

strategies of conflict-affected Georgians who haseirned to their home areas in South
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Ossetia (Saxon et al.,, 2016), disparities in mehg&dlth outcomes and coping amongst
conflict-affected groups (including IDPs, refugeesturnees, and entrapped populations)

require greater research focus.

Limitations

The results presented in this paper are based etiroe interviews which may have reduced
the depth of discussion compared to repeat intes:i@he high degree of saturation in the
findings may indicate that key points were well-emd. Interviews occurred during the day
rather than evenings and so we may have excludgdioged women. However, the high
proportion of unemployed women in the study reflettte widespread unemployment in
Georgian IDP settlements. Our rather limited sanspe precludes meaningful comparisons
of coping strategies by demographic characterisiitended meanings may have been lost in
translation from Georgian to English but we follalvbest practice procedures including
double translating and transcribing a sample obtpihterviews, and having Georgian-
speaking research associates independently checlkrfors between the recording and
transcripts. Though the coping findings presentede hare highly context-specific, our
observations on the application of the typology ntewe broader relevancy since the
typology used was derived from research in othéings. Finally, the exclusive focus on
women in the sample precludes generalisation ofetheoping strategies to internally

displaced Georgian men.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to increase the evidence baseming strategies used by female IDPs by
exploring the coping approaches of IDP women inrGi@o A range of coping strategies
were reported to offset the losses reported in Begal. (2016), which were interpreted by a

coping typology suggested by Skinner et al. (2008pblem solving (in the form of seeking
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employment and using financial resources carefalhg support seeking behaviours emerged

as the most-commonly-used strategies.
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Table 1. Coping domains according to Skinner et al. (2003)

Coping domain

Definition

Problem solving

Instrumental action toward a problem. Planning, logical analysis of a problem, effort,
persistence, and determination.

Seeking social

Targeting family, friends, professionals, religious figures, and/or others to solicit comfort,

support advice, and/or instrumental help such as money or goods.
Efforts to stay away (physically or mentally) from a stressful situation. Includes cognitive
Avoidance avoidance (avoid thinking about a problem), taking action to avoid a potentially stressful
situation, denying that a stressor exists, and engaging in wishful thinking.
. . Engaging in pleasurable activities, such as hobbies, exercising, watching television, reading,
Distraction

and substance use.

Positive cognitive
restructuring

Changing one's perspective of a stressful situation in order to see it in a more positive
light, such as focusing on the positive rather than the negative, adopting an optimistic
viewpoint, and/or downplaying levels of distress.
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Figure 1: Coping strategies of Georgian IDP women
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A five-fold coping typology is applied to interpret the coping strategies of internally
displaced women in Georgia.

Internally displaced women in Georgia typically used problem-solving and support-seeking
coping strategies.

Interventions to support coping among internally displaced women include promoting
sustainable careers and social networks.



