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There has been a tendency for natural disasters to
become more severe and to occur more frequently
because of changes in people’ relationship with the
natural resource environment. In Taiwan, the Ministry
of the Interior (MOI, 2008) reported that 270 natural
disasters, including 196 typhoons, 49 floods, 22 damag-
ing earthquakes, and three other disasters occurred on
the island from 1958 to 2007. More than 32,944 people
died or were injured. From 1998 to 2007, 54 typhoons
reached Taiwan. Chou (2009) reports that about 72% of
natural disaster damage was caused by typhoon. The fre-
quency of earthquake occurrence reached the peak in
1999 and 2000, during which there were more than
4,000 earthquakes. However, none of these earthquakes
packed a more lethal force than the 921 and 1022
Earthquakes. Of all the deaths and injuries caused by
natural disasters, about 48% were victims of earthquakes
(Lin, 2002). Loss of lives and property damage from
earthquakes are thus major concerns in Taiwan.

Given existing levels of societal development in areas
susceptible to earthquakes, identifying what can be done
to increase people’s resilience has emerged as an impor-
tant facet of risk management. In the past, the focus of
disaster studies has tended to be on the relationships
between disasters, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
and other pathological reactions (e.g., Norris et al.,
2001). In recent years, researchers argue that disasters

could produce positive results, and even foster posttrau-
matic growth (Cadell et al., 2003). This study explored
factors influencing disaster resilience in a Hakka com-
munity at Tung Shih, Taiwan. In this article, disaster
resilience is defined as the ability to (a) maintain or
regain pre-disaster levels of functioning, (b) manifest
successful adaptation, and/or (c) foster posttraumatic
growth (Paton et al., 2003).

In Taiwan, Hakka people comprise about 15–20% of
the population and are descended largely from
Guangdong, China. They form the second-largest ethnic
group on the island. Many of the Hakka people live in
the hills or remote mountains. Their well-known quali-
ties include frugality, diligence, self-reliance, and
persistence (Yang, 2004). Norman Garmezy claims that
researchers cannot talk about resilience in the absence of
stress (as cited in Rolf, 1999). In this study, the 921
Earthquake (also known as the Chi-chi Earthquake) was
used as a major stressor for evaluating disaster resilience
in survivors in Tung Shih, Taiwan.

On September 21, 1999, a devastating earthquake,
which Taiwanese people refer to as the 921 Earthquake,
with a magnitude of 7.6 on the Richter scale, struck
central Taiwan. The official report from MOI (Disaster
Response Report, 2008) indicates that the catastrophe
was responsible for 2,415 deaths, 29 people missing,
11,306 injuries, and making more than 110,000 people
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homeless. Of all affected counties and cities, Taichung
County suffered the highest death toll, with 1,194 (or
49%). At the township level, Tung Shih (Figure 1) suf-
fered the highest death toll with 358 (Liao, 1999; social
aid, n.d.).

The researchers collected qualitative data through in-
depth interviews and focus groups. The emerged themes
in cross-case analyses indicate that acceptance, experience
of natural disasters, Hakka spirit, post-disaster life events,
preparedness, resource availability, self-reliance, serving
others, social support networks, and spirituality are factors
influencing disaster resilience.

From past experience, the researchers found that the
focus of disaster mitigation plans in Taiwan have focused
on strengthening infrastructures. Most of the available
resources were deployed to minimise the vulnerability of
infrastructures. Yet, these plans have tended to overlook
issues related to human vulnerability and the potential
implication of disaster resilience for reducing injury and
death. Mitchell (1990) remarks that the International
Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR) tends
to ignore the influence of human dimension. The risk to
socially disadvantaged members of society not only
derives from the greater likelihood of their living in
hazard prone areas, but also from the fact that they are
marginalised, or living in a state of  long-term
abnormality. The marginalisation is the result of a series
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of factors, including the social stratum, gender, age, race,
and disability (Wisner, 1993). These factors have pro-
found influence on people’s possession and domination
of power; for example, on people’s ability to manage
basic needs and rights. In order to better understand the
human response to disasters, individually as well as col-
lectively, the US government funded a series of studies
(Mileti, 1996). The social–environmental approach
emphasises the importance of taking adaptability,
adjustability and lessons learned from the communities
into consideration when coping with disasters (Mileti,
1999).

Cardona (2003) asserts that the vulnerability initiates
in physical frangibility or exposure, socio-economic frangi-
bility and lack of resilience. Liverman (1989) points out
that many related terms are in fact used to establish
similar concepts, such as vulnerability, fragility,
resilience, risk, susceptibility, and adaptability. From the
viewpoint of emergency management, vulnerability or
fragility reflects the process of dynamics, development
and accumulation of social and economic status corre-
sponding to disasters (Lewis, 1999), while resilience
represents the establishment of abilities and spiritual
transformation that correspond to vulnerability in a
social and economic status. Vulnerability is often consid-
ered the core of negative concepts, whereas resilience is
of the positive. Both concepts are associated with social
power, customs, and cultural values that express them-
selves through and between persons, as well as in the
quality of  relationships with the environment.
Therefore, both vulnerability and resilience incorporate
environmental, social and cultural factors, and provide
the theoretical structure for the diverse characteristics of
a disaster (Paton, 2006).

The direct link between disasters and pathological
results is now being questioned. Paton and Johnston
(2001) assert that the paradigm of disaster study is grad-
ually being transformed from casualty and loss to
community resilience or posttraumatic growth. Paton et
al. (2003) even claims, ‘We can learn and even prosper
from exposure to adversity’ (p. 205). Bankoff (2004) and
Jang (2008) found that because of repetitive exposure to
disasters, people in disaster-prone areas gradually
develop effective coping strategies. Their disaster-coping
related knowledge and experience provide valuable
lessons for people under similar conditions. Hence,
some disaster researchers continue exploring factors
promoting disaster resilience and posttraumatic growth
(Linley & Joseph, 2004; Paton & Johnston, 2001).

Disaster resilience comes with years of experience
and training. Study findings suggest that culture plays an
essential role in enhancing disaster resilience and coping
style (Jang & LaMendola, 2006, 2007; Rabin, 2005).
Rabin emphasises that understanding local culture is the
key to success in the process of relief work. Thus, for
those who participate in disaster management should

Figure 1

The location of the 921 earthquake
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have comprehensive knowledge of the local cultures and
community members’ perceptions of disaster manage-
ment. Emergency managers should evaluate and
recognise the unique needs of individuals. Additionally,
emergency managers have to plan and coordinate the
disaster management works wisely. Local governments
have the administrative authority, so they are the perfect
liaisons for community resource linkages. Granot (1995)
also points out if service providers can improve their
ability for quick assessment of the self-sustainability of
affected communities, they would be able to make
proper decisions on deploying rescue and relief works in
no time. It is also important to recognise the everyday or
mainstream community and cultural competencies and
characteristics can exercise an important influence on
people’s ability to cope with, adapt to and recover from
disaster impacts (Paton & Jang, in press).

The impacts caused by the same disaster can be dra-
matically different in various areas or even in the same
area amongst different groups. In order to evaluate and
respond to disaster more effectively, emergency
management plans should include community participa-
tion (Paton & Jang, in press). Both governmental and
private sectors agencies require knowledge of the factors
motivating local people to participate in emergency
management plans. Community members’ disaster
coping skills would be sharpened and disaster resilience
would be increased, if emergency managers are able to
incorporate this knowledge into practice.

Methodology
This study used triangulation to secure an in-depth under-
standing of factors influencing disaster resilience (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2000). The researchers applied in-depth
 interviews and focus groups to collect qualitative data.

Qualitative and disaster research fit together well because
they share a common flexibility. Disaster challenges
affected areas in unexpected ways and with unanticipated
consequences. Qualitative research offers the opportunity
to identify relevant questions and to probe in-depth
(Phillips, 1997). Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) suggest that
an important step for further understanding of posttrau-
matic growth is to use extensive interviews with disaster
survivors and people who are associated with the sur-
vivors. Furthermore, qualitative research works well within
the Hakka cultural context because the Hakka people are
relational and connections are very important to them.
Through the assistance of two key informants, the
researchers were able to build a relationship of trust with
interviewees and focus group members.

Sampling
In-Depth Interviews

The researchers applied a snowball sampling strategy for
selecting ‘information-rich’ participants for study in
depth. The snowball started with two local key informants
who were interested in disaster preparedness, and the con-
struction of disaster resistant community. These two key
informants were asked to refer prospective participants
for this study. The criteria were that prospective partici-
pants must be: (a) 20 years or older; (b) survivors of the
921 Earthquake, and (c) residents of  Tung Shih.
Subsequently, the researchers invited prospective partici-
pants to refer people who they knew met the above
criteria and were willing to participate in this study. The
researchers interviewed a total of 15 participants. In order
to hear various voices, they purposively interviewed
people from different social economic statuses.
Participants included four males and 11 females. Their
ages ranged from 35 to 75 at the time of interviews. Their
levels of education were from elementary through college.
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Table 1

Characteristics of the Participants in the In-Depth Interviews Group

ID Gender Age Background Education Occupation

TW01 F 30s 3-generation under one roof Junior college Pre-school teacher

TW02 M 40s Wife with mental health concerns, son in 3rd grade Elementary Blue-collar worker

TW03 F 50s Part-time religious worker College Elementary school teacher

TW04 F 40s Domestic violence survivor Junior high Housewife

TW05 F 60s Volunteer College Retired teacher

TW06 M 50s 4-dimentional religious worker College Retired teacher

TW07 F 40s Volunteer Junior college Self-employed

TW08 F 60s Survivor of the 921 EQ & 7-2 Flood, Buddhist Elementary Housewife

TW09 M 60s Survivor of the 921, widower Elementary Farmer

TW10 F 40s Single mom, lost her husband to the 921 Senior high Seasonal worker

TW11 F 50s Participated in the 921 relief work Junior college Nurse

TW12 F 60s Volunteer Junior college Retired

TW13 F 40s Hakka cultural preservation worker College Elementary school teacher

TW14 M 70s Survivor of the 921, living alone, Buddhist Elementary Recycling

TW15 F 40s Survivor of 921, single mom Junior high Blue-collar worker
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Participants were farmers, blue-collar workers, retired
teachers, and so forth (see Table 1). The researchers found
that it was difficult to recruit male participants because of
masculine pride and occupation. Men tended not to share
defeated or negative experiences with others. According to
the Tung Shih Township Farmers Association (2008),
about 40% of the residents were farmers. Searching
through scholarly works (such as Norris, et al., 2001;
Paton, et al., 2003), the researchers found that farmers
hardly participated in disaster studies.

Focus Groups

The researchers used a purposive sampling strategy to
select participants. The logic of purposive sampling is to
select people with rich information to participate in the
study (Patton, 1990). In addition to the above three cri-
teria for selecting participants for in-depth interviews,
an additional criterion for focus group membership was
that the participant was also a member of  the
Community Guardian Angels. Most of the members of
Community Guardian Angels are survivors of the 921
Earthquake. All the participants experienced great loss
from the 921, losing family members, relatives, students,
homes, and/or properties. Many of them became social
service recipients shortly after the catastrophe. Now, they
have transformed themselves into voluntary service
providers, serving other survivors and/or people in need.
Their services include home visits to the elderly, foreign
spouses (new immigrants), school dropouts, and so
forth. Obviously, those Community Guardian Angels
not only have manifested successful adaptation, but also
have achieved a certain level of posttraumatic growth. A
total of eight participants attended the focus group
including one retired teacher, one tailor, one housewife,
two farmers, and three social service aides. Their ages
were between 40 and 60.

Data Collection
Question guides were designed to keep the interviews
focused. For the in-depth interviews study, the following
data were collected: (1) factors influencing disaster
recovery, (2) disaster coping strategies, (3) the impact of
repetitive exposure to natural disasters on coping
strategies, (4) family disaster preparedness, (5) factors
influencing disaster preparedness, and (6) suggestions to
emergency managers. For the focus group, the following
data were collected: (1) motivators for joining the
Community Guardian Angel, (2) volunteer experience
on serving the 921 survivors and/or people in need, and
(3) factors influencing a transformation process of being
a service receiver becoming a voluntary service provider.

With participants’ permission, the researchers audio-
taped all interviews and focus group sessions. During
the interviews, participants were free to ask questions
regarding this study. After-session contacts were made
for the purposes of clarification and verification. Seven

student workers and two research assistants were hired
to help with transcriptions and proofreading. Hoping
that the message that participants would like to convey
would be heard correctly, and man-made mistakes could
be minimised in the procedure of data process.

When working with Taiwanese or Hakka interviews,
the researchers would test the student workers’ language
abilities to ensure that they were capable of undertaking
the tasks. Additionally, to avoid redundancy, participants
of in-depth interviews and focus group were selected
from two different sets of people. All transcriptions were
imported to qualitative data analysis software, ATLAS.ti
5.5, for cross-case analyses.

Ethical Considerations
For confidentiality purposes, the researchers assigned
each participant a numerical code with two prefixes:
‘TW’ for participants of the in-depth interviews, and
‘FG’ for participants of the focus group. In order to cor-
rectly refer to the participants when it was necessary,
without revealing their identity, a table that recorded the
assigned ID number of each participant was con-
structed. Because the Hakka people are cautious of
signing names on official documents, participants were
verbally informed about the purpose of this study and
what their rights were.

Lessons Learned
Several themes emerged on the subject of factors influ-
encing disaster resilience. In the in-depth interview part
of the study, the results of cross-case analyses indicate
that social support networks, spirituality, acceptance,
preparedness, resource availability, self-reliance, Hakka
spirit, and serving others have positive and direct impacts
on disaster resilience. Experience of natural disaster and
post-disaster life experience have direct but negative
impacts on it. An essential source of social support
networks comes from family support, which is closely
associated with post-disaster life event. Post-disaster life
event has direct but negative impacts on social support
networks. Resource availability have positive and direct
impacts on preparedness and self-reliance. Disaster
education is part of preparedness, and it has positive and
direct impacts on attitudes toward disasters. Self-reliance
is an important trait of Hakka spirit, which has positive
and direct impacts on participants’ willingness of serving
others. In terms of governmental agencies, participants
believe that it plays a key role in preparedness and
resource availability. For some reason, they are reluctant
to say that it has direct impact on their disaster resilience
(Figure 2).

In the focus group part of the study, the researchers
found similar results, as indicated in Figure 3. However,
participants from the focus group often expressed their
gratitude to gods and people for their help in times of
need. Being grateful helps them to focus on the positive
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Themes emerged from the in-depth interviews group.
Note: ≥ is cause of, == is associated with, [] is part of, *} is property of, <> contradicts.
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side of things. It also helps them to accept the estab-
lished facts. Additionally, participants claimed that job
security is essential to self-reliance and is associated with
resource availability.

In this study, for those themes that have positive and
direct impacts on disaster, resilience would be treated as
a protective factor. In comparing the results in Figures 2
and 3, the researchers found that at the personal-level,
acceptance, preparedness, self-reliance and spirituality
could be protective factors of disaster resilience. Hakka
spirit, resource availability, social support networks, and
serving others would be protective factors at the
community-level (see Figure 4).

Protective Factors at the Personal Level
Acceptance

Studies indicate that accepting disasters as part of life
experience and desiring to live harmoniously with
Nature have positive impacts on disaster resilience (Jang,
2008; Jang & LaMendola, 2006). For those who accept an
established fact, they understand that they have no
power to change the fact, but are capable of coping with
its effects. Consequently, they are more likely to apply
problem-focused coping style, which has been identified
as a factor increasing disaster resilience (Jameson, 2002;
Paton & Johnston, 2001), in times of crisis. Although
survivors still suffer from sadness, somehow they are
more likely to move forward, and not be stuck in the
feelings of loss, or reliving the trauma. In this study, par-
ticipants likened natural disasters to ordeals from
Heaven. They stressed that no matter how hard the tests

might be, life must go on. They encouraged the residents
of hazard-prone areas to focus on the here-and-now.
Learning to live with Natural harmoniously would be a
promising way of  coping with natural disaster.
Participants indicated that because the established fact
already happened, they decided on accepting fate.

Preparedness

Preparedness includes food storage, water and health
care products, home safety, and so forth. In the present
study, participants of the in-depth interviews group
seemed to value disaster preparedness more than the
focus group members. During the interviews, they often
talked about the importance of disaster education and
their personal disaster mitigation plans. Similarly,
Rosenfeld et al. (2005) point out that disaster education
is an essential part of community preparedness. It aims
at increasing public awareness of what can happen and
at enhancing readiness to act according to the proposed
emergency operation plan.

However, some participants misunderstood that disas-
ter preparedness meant to wrestle against Nature. After
experiencing such a catastrophe, they learned to question
the truthfulness of an old saying, ‘Man’s determination
will always conquer the Nature’. Witnessing how destruc-
tive a disaster could be made them believe that disaster
consequences were too catastrophic for personal action to
make any difference to peoples’ safety. Because they held
this belief, they might be disinclined to act (Paton & Jang,
in press). Thus, the definition of ‘preparedness’ may need
to be clarified. Hazards always exist. Being ‘well-prepared’
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Figure 4

Factors influencing disaster resilience.
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does not mean that hazard activity will not turn into dis-
asters. However, preparedness can reduce likelihood of
lives and property being lost. The goal of disaster
mitigation and preparedness is not to wrestle against
Nature, but to facilitate a capacity to co-exist with it and
learn to live with Nature harmoniously (Paton, 2006B:
Paton & Jang, in press).

Additionally, most of the current emergency opera-
tions plans tend to focus on food storage, personal
safety, evacuation routes and shelters, and building code
reinforcement. In an agricultural township like Tung
Shih, about 40% of residents are farmers. Minimising
the crop losses may be their first priority when natural
disasters attack. Thus, improving local transportation
system may be involved in the emergency operation
plan. Developing risk communication through joint
ventures with local people, local government, Farmers
Associations or other occupational associations, non-
profit organisations, and/or religious groups could
increase the effectiveness of risk-management strategies.

In sum, Saleebey (2002) often emphasises the impor-
tance of ‘strengths-based practice’ that promotes people’s
resilience and growth. The role of disaster workers is not
to do everything for survivors, but to empower them. In
disaster preparedness, residents could be the leaders of
local emergency operation plans. Residents are experts
of their community concerns and coping mechanisms as
well as their practical needs. Community members
understand their priorities. Disaster experts may serve as
technical assistants, information providers, as well as
resources brokers.

Self-Reliance

Job security and good health conditions are essential to
self-reliance. Job security ensures financial stability and
reasonable living quality. Good health conditions
provide strengths required to enjoy life, move forward,
and face daily challenges. Compared to other factors,
self-reliance is relatively less discussed. But similar ideas
such as self-efficacy (Bandura, 1989) and perceived
control of resource availability have been tested to show
positive impacts on disaster resilience (Benight, et al.,
1999; Norris, Byrne & Diaz, 2001). In this study,
participants recognised the importance of health on self-
reliance. Besides good health, knowledge is another key
element of self-reliance. Knowledge is power. Survivors
need the required knowledge and information to quickly
and calmly cope with crises. Participants pointed out
that there was no free lunch. Survivors could not just sit
and wait for assistance from the government or NGOs.
No matter what happened, community members must
rely on their own strengths to improve the conditions.
Participants emphasised that being self-reliant made
them feel happy and have a sense of achievement.

Although participants stressed the importance of self-
reliance again and again, they did not deny the roles of

the government in disaster management plans. Because
the government has the power of administration, they
can be the best coordinators among professionals, para-
professionals, and volunteers in emergency operational
plans, especially in a catastrophe that affects the entire
community such as the 921 Earthquake (Jang, 2008).

Spirituality

Spirituality offers explanations of death, life, loss, and
natural disasters. It brings comfort to participants. The
impact of spirituality on disaster resilience cannot be
overlooked. Nathanson (2003, p. 63) asserts that ‘spiritu-
ality is an important force in recovery’, because it helps
the survivors identify inner strengths and find meaning
in people’s sufferings and behaviors (Cannon, 2008). In
this study, participants indicated that with the support
from religious belief, they have found ways to cope with
challenges. They affirmed that religious belief helped
them to be more optimism and see positive side of
things. They also learned not to go to extremes. Likewise,
Cadell et al. (2003, p. 280) emphasise that, ‘... One way
individuals who face traumatic events attempt to find
meaning is through religion or spirituality’. Cadell et al.
conclude that the reconstruction of meaning is necessary
because disasters often distort survivors’ perception of
self and the world, and provide some evidence that dis-
aster resilience increases as spirituality grows. In a
collectivist culture like Taiwan, where spirituality is also
a way of life, the importance of shared meanings can be
seen to be not only an interpretive tool, but also one that
can possibly be useful as a prelude to the construction of
interventions (Jang & LaMendola, 2006).

Spirituality often guides norms and people’s values.
For example, Dove (2008) found that due to a particular
religious belief in Mt Merapi, residents believe that
volcano eruption is a positive change for the area. The
Taiwanese people often use poe divination to denote
gods’ will (Jordan, n.d.). In Taiwan, religious groups
have been the major sources of community services
(religion, n.d.). Spirituality may strengthen residents’
social support networks and enhance their sense of com-
munity. It even influences residents’ level of acceptance
on natural disasters. Studies show that those who are
willing to face and accept the established fact of loss
made by natural disasters are more likely to apply a
problem-focused coping style to deal with their loss, and
even solve problems (Jameson, 2002; Paton, 2000). In
this study, participants believed that it was essential to
understand the cycle of Nature. Participants claimed that
religious beliefs encouraged people to work on personal
merits and practice moral culture. People need to self-
reflect when they experience natural disasters.

Likewise, Rabin (2005) stresses the importance of
understanding culture in the helping process. Culturally
competent practice and cultural sensitivity are goals for
education for multicultural social work practice
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(Gutierrez, Zuniga & Lum, 2004). This finding reinforces
the importance of understanding culture and meanings
to the local people.

Protective Factors at the Community Level
Hakka Spirit

Most of the residents of Tung Shih are Hakkas. Hakka
spirit is the essence of their culture, which consists of
characteristics such as frugality, diligence, self-reliance,
responsibilities, and persistence (Jang, 2008, Paton &
Jang, in press). The Hakka people even learn to accept
disasters as part of life experience and live harmoniously
with Nature. Normalisation and living with disasters are
traits of disaster resilience. A sense of responsibility is
one of the traits of Hakka spirit. It is also a key factor
influencing coping style. Study results showed that par-
ticipants who had a sense of responsibility toward their
families and/or communities were more likely to apply a
problem-focused coping style in times of crisis (e.g.,
TW10 & TW15). Studies confirm that a problem-
focused coping style may enhance disaster resilience
(Karanci et al., 1999; Miller, Paton & Johnston, 1999;
Norris et al., 2001). Several participants believed that
Hakka spirit was key factor that helped residents of Tung
Shih to recover from the 921 Earthquake. Participant
TW 01 asserted, ‘Residents of Tung Shih possess the
power of strong and determined will, they work hard
without complaint. Their focus has been on rebuilding
their homes’. Participant TW 07 confirmed that the
Hakka people refuse to concede defeat. Participant FG
01 also claimed,

I rely on the strong determined will to pass through terrible
ordeals. It’s not easy. I lost most of my properties to the 921.
How can I fully recover from it? I would not be able to make
it without strong determined will.

Resource Availability

Studies show that resource availability may promote disas-
ter resilience. Generally speaking, resources consist of
assistance from public as well as private sectors, such as
financial aid, food aid, in-kind commodities, emergency
necessities, social services, donations, humanitarian ser-
vices, medical services, even services from volunteers
(Bellavita, 2008; Carpenter, Hodge & Pepe, 2008).
Following a disaster, survivors often use available
resources to solve problems. At this point, resource avail-
ability would improve their adaptation to new conditions
and environment. In this study, the researchers found that
resource availability has positive impact on self-reliance
and would promote disaster resilience.

Social Support Networks

Disaster studies have found that social support networks
have positive impact on disaster resilience or community
resilience (e.g. Abramson et al., 2008; Wang, et al., 2000).
Nelson (2008) suggests that after Hurricane Katrina,

community re-construction should focus on meaningful
social support activities. In line with the above studies,
participants indicated that social support networks sup-
ported them pass through ordeals. For example, some
participant commented:

… residents in the neighborhood helped each others,
worked together to pass through that period of time. People
in the neighborhood showed their loving care for each other,
listened to each other … (TW 05).

Hakka people are close to their clan members. Right after
the catastrophe, they put things together to make meals. In
my neighborhood, we shared our food with the entire
neighborhood (TW 06).

Tung Shih is a closed hillside township. Most of the local
people are somehow related to each others. It’s like what
people often refer to as ‘yam-vines.’ They are connected
somehow someway (TW 03).

Moreover, Participant FG 04 asserted, ‘The mutual
support group created new social support networks for
its members. Group members walked beside each other
and comforted each other’. Figley and McCubbin (1983)
stress that survivors can gain numerous benefits by
talking with other survivors and from discussing mutual
concerns. As many disaster studies indicate, social
support networks would facilitate survivors’ disaster
resilience or posttraumatic growth (e.g., Linley & Joseph
2004). Rosenfeld et al. (2005, p. 341) even suggest that
disaster workers check survivors’ social support net-
works, and help them create one if they need. Rosenfeld
et al. also claim that ‘social support lets people know
others see the world as they do’. In this study, the
researchers found that for those who re-establish social
support networks tend to be more resilient than those
who do not mend theirs.

Serving Others

Serving others often makes people feel that they are
needed and wanted. It brings people a sense of being
useful to others. It also helps survivors to have a better
understanding of  the meaning and values of  life.
Through the process of serving others, it not only
enhances the efficiency of assisting others, but also helps
survivors themselves as well as others to grow. It leads
survivors to gain new meaning and explanation for life
after disasters (Al-Naser & Sandman 2000; Farley 1998).
Participant TW 01 affirmed, ‘I found that caring for
others helps me find hope in this world and makes me
feel good about myself ’.

Experience of Natural Disasters

The results showed that experience of natural disaster
had direct but negative impacts on disaster resilience.
Previous disaster experience could urge participants to
start a hazard mitigation plan, hoping to reduce loss in
the future disaster attacks, which could increase disaster
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resilience. However, the recent disaster experience often
challenges residents’ preparedness and disaster resilience.

Post-disaster life events

Post-disaster life events are found to have both positive
and negative impacts on disaster resilience. They might
include but not limit to the following events: deceased
loved one’s birthdays, marriage, job security, living
rearrangements, mortgages of their collapsed house,
and property divisions. Those events might break 
the current social support networks, and need to re-
 establish new ones.

Conclusion
Survivors of the 921 Earthquake in the Tung Shih areas
were the target population for this study. Data were col-
lected through in-depth interviews and focus groups.
The purposive sampling strategies were used to select
information-rich participants. A total of 15 interviewees
and eight focus group members participated in this
study. The purpose of this study was to explore factors
facilitating disaster resilience. Qualitative data analysis
software, ATLAS.ti 5.5, was used for cross-case analyses
and content analyses. The emerged themes among the
in-depth interviews and the focus group were compared.
For those themes that have positive and direct impacts
on disaster resilience are treated as protective factors of
disaster resilience.

Protective factors at the personal-level include accep-
tance, preparedness, self-reliance, and spirituality.
Protective factors at the community-level consist of
Hakka spirit, resource availability, social support networks,
and serving others. In addition, participants from the in-
depth interviews group recognised the roles of
governmental agencies in disaster operational plans. The
function and responsibility of the government should
not be overlooked. However, participants from the focus
groups paid special attention to the re-establishment of
social support networks. They claim that for the long
run, supports from family, clan members, neighbors, as
well as friends are essential, even more important than
materials or practical aids from outsiders.

A hillside township like Tung Shih, a closed commu-
nity is naturally formed. It may be easier for its residents
to control their resources and re-establish social support
networks. In an industrial city, like Taichung, recon-
structing social support networks may not be an easy
task. Further research may be focused on comparisons
between closed community and open community.
Besides, in the future, researchers may well consider a
mixed method design that uses quantitative and qualita-
tive methods to confirm and cross-validate the findings.
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