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Abstract

Every community has varying perceptions on disaster and therefore develop different
mitigation efforts to overcome it. Social support is considered to be an important factor
influencing an individual’s reaction to stress. This study is purely a qualitative research that
aims at assessing the availability of social support for urban poor dwellers in the aftermath
of a flooding incidence. Data was gathered through focus group discussions which involved
a total of fifty-three (53) participants comprising of a minimum of six (6) people in each
group in two urban poor communities. The results revealed the existence of the major forms
of social support, formal and informal support, although very negligible. Regarding the
sources of the support, the only formal support available was stones from the
Assemblyman. Informal support from friends and religious bodies was also available for
flood victims in Agbogbloshie. Flooding had a severe impact on the lives of these victims
ranging from their social and economic lives to their psychological health. It is therefore
recommended that, in order to help flood victims recover from this sudden distressing event,
some form of tangible formal support in monetary terms be provided to them.
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Introduction Zhao, 2000) because they are perceived as

Climate change has been found to an act of nature; hence the activities of
increase the vulnerability of urban poor humans are highly neglected as reasons
dwellers throughout Africa (Action Aid for their occurrences. However, the
International, 2006; Okyere et al., 2012) Government of Canada (2010) posited
especially changes in rainfall due to its that indeed there are natural forces, such
exposure to severe weather events and it’s as volcanic shifting and solar activities
over reliance on natural resources that have contributed to climate change,
(O’Brien, 2003). According to Armah et the recent warming has been largely
al. (2010), Sub-Saharan Africa is deemed attributed to human activities such as
to be most vulnerable to climate burning of fossil fuels that has greatly led
variability including flooding in the world. to the increased levels of atmospheric
Although  floods are  sometimes carbon dioxide which is largely the

considered as unavoidable (Wong and
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prevailing force of climate change and for
that matter flooding.

The aftermath of these floods usually
results in both direct tangible impacts such
as physical damage to houses,
infrastructure, sweeping away properties,
bridges etc., and indirect tangible impacts
for instance, traffic disruption and loss of
industrial production (Messner et al.,
2007). There are also other social impacts
such as loss of life, financial loss,
epidemics, loss of community cohesion
(Adedeji et al., 2012) which are difficult
to quantify in the actual cost of damage
and recovery.

Aside the aforementioned impacts,
Liu et al. (2006) and Feng et al. (2007)
also found that these floods do not only
cause economic and property losses but
also impacts their victims both physical
and psychological injuries. As a result,
people with flooding experience have
been found to show more fear and are
more worried about their lives and
properties as compared with those with no
experience of flooding (Shaw et al.,
2005). Meanwhile, research has shown
that flood victims in developed countries
have a higher amount of wealth and
depend on their insurers whereas victims
in developing countries depend on social
support from families, friends, religious
bodies and the government to alleviate
their losses (Aboagye, 2012). Social
support according to Kanaisty and Norris
(2004) is a network of family, friends,
colleagues, and other acquaintances a
person can turn to, whether in times of
crisis or simply for fun and entertainment.
This has been considered an important
factor influencing an individual’s reaction
to stress, because, these networks provide
an important linkage between the
individual and their social structures,
functioning as resources for information,
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material compensation and physical help
(Armah et al., 2010). It can be categorized
into formal and informal support. Formal
social support refers to those support
received from professional social systems,
for instance from the government
(National Disaster Management
Organization), non- profit organizations,
medical systems while informal social
support is the support received from either
friends, colleagues, family and relatives
during the aftermath of the floods.

Social support plays a vital role in
reducing the effect of the sudden
distressing experience for flood victims.
Very little is known about climate-related
adaptation in the social context and the
few studies available have alluded to the
subtle impacts that go beyond economic
performance and food security, to include
the sense of belonging, respect and socio-
cultural heritage, all of which are
attributes of social capital (Tschakert and
Tutu, 2010).

The study communities have been
identified as most affected by floods,
therefore the motivation to find out
whether these flood victims receive any
form of support to cushion them in the
aftermath of the flooding incidence. Also,
understanding the relationship between
vulnerability to flooding and available
social support can be a very effective tool
in developing measures to address this
problem. Hence, the relevance of this
study cannot be over-emphasized.

More so, even though there is
literature on the perennial flooding in
Ghana (Aboagye, 2012; Arthur and
Arthur, 2011), there is still paucity of
knowledge on the relationship between
social support and victims perceived
vulnerability to flooding. It is therefore
imperative with this gap in mind to
undertake this study, which is primarily
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aimed at understanding the relationship
between social support particularly the
type of support received and victims
perceived vulnerability to flooding with
the view of making recommendations to
policy makers on what policies to
formulate to effectively assist vulnerable
urban dwellers.

Methodology
Study Area

Two urban poor communities in the
Accra Metropolitan Assembly were
selected. These are Agbogbloshie and
James Town located in Central Accra in
the Ashiedu Keteke District under the
Accra Metropolitan Assembly (A.M.A)
and lies within latitude 0° 14’ 30" and 0°
12"40" W and longitude 5° 31’ 55" and 5°
33'45" N (Figure 1).
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Fig. 1: Map of study area

Although there is great similarity in
the socioeconomic structure of the two
communities, their ethnic composition
varies greatly. Agbogbloshie is a multi-
ethnic community with majority of its
inhabitants being economic migrants from
the various parts of Ghana. It covers a land
area of about four acres and has a human
population of about nine thousand (Ghana

328

Statistical Service, 2012). Because of the
positioning of the community, which is
situated in a major market area, majority
of its inhabitants are engaged in trading
activities ranging from food to non-food
items. Most of the houses in the
community are mobile (wooden-walled
structures/ kiosk) as a result of factors
such as increased housing demand, land



Social Support in the Aftermath of Flooding: A Study among Urban Poor................ Kordie et al.

and construction cost. There is a lot of
sanitation problems associated with
closed unplanned structures coupled with
the fact that there is no health facility in
the community. Commercial activities in
the community have resulted in the
creation of both liquid and solid waste
which consequently blocks the few
available drainage systems, thereby
resulting in flooding anytime there is a
downpour.

James Town on the other hand is
purely an indigenous Ga community with
traces of some minor ethnic groups such
as Akan and Hausa, therefore the major
mode of communication in this
community is the Ga language. It has a
human population of over seventeen
thousand people with compounds usually
consisting of six to twenty people (Ghana
Statistical Service, 2012).

James Town unlike Agbogbloshie has
a community clinic and a few pharmacies.
It is a coastal community and the
predominant economic activity of the
people is fishing and fish processing. Most
often, the men are engaged in fishing,
whiles some of the women process the fish
and others serve as fishmongers. Unlike
Agbogbloshie Jamestown is structurally
planned, with its residential structures
mostly cement-walled with few places
designated for recreational activities. This
notwithstanding, there is a place for
butchering livestock within the centre of
the community which creates unpleasant
smell for its inhabitants.

Reconnaissance Visit

Although the study sites were not
completely new to the researcher, a
familiarization visit was made to the sites
to help the researcher establish good
relationship with the community members
as well as to gain access to community
facilitators useful during the research
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period. Some opinion leaders, for instance
the leaders for the youth groups were also
interacted with to help in the organization
process.

Materials and Methods
Observation

Personal observation in each of the
communities was recorded during the
research  period. This helped in
understanding how members of the
communities relate with one another,
issues on sanitation, economic activities
and community cohesion. The pre-
knowledge gained through observing was
very helpful during the focus group
discussions to either confirm or probe
further some responses given by
respondents.
Focus group Discussion

This study employed focus group
discussions with community members
with the intention of understanding their
perceptions of vulnerability to flooding
and awareness to the support available to
them. Focus group was used in the
collection of data because of its unique
nature of community involvement in
addressing circumstances and challenges
that are important to members of the
community. This data collection method
was also chosen because, it is both rigid
and flexible thus giving the researcher the
opportunity to design questions that are
semi-structured in nature that allows
him/her control over the line of
questioning while at the same time making
room for the respondents to narrate or
elaborate on pertinent issues.
Segmentation Approach

Each community was divided into two
areas, flood prone area and non-flood
prone area to separate all people who are
vulnerable to flooding from the non-
vulnerable ones. This segregation was



Ethiopian Journal of Environmental Studies and Management Vol. 13 no.3 2020

informed by the author’s observation
during the reconnaissance visit and
informal communication among some
local gate-keepers in the communities
who disclosed that some particular areas
flood anytime there is a downpour. In
Agbogbloshie, residents located around
the area called 31st December and those
around the Presbyterian Church were
classified as one group that is vulnerable
to flooding. All other parts of the
community were classified as non-
vulnerable group. In James Town, all
residents towards the Korle Lagoon were
classified as vulnerable to flooding as
suggested by literature (Sam Jr., 2009) and
confirmed by some elders of the
community, and others far from the
lagoon classified as non-vulnerable to
flooding.

A purposive sampling technique was
used in selecting participants from the
flood-prone areas in each of the
communities to form the focus groups.
The rationale behind this sampling
approach was to enable the researcher to
get the required people who will give
meaningful contribution with regard to the
topic. Members in the non-flood prone
areas were on the other hand randomly
selected since they form the majority of
the population. Two focus group
discussions were organized in each of the
flood prone and non-flood prone areas,
namely, male group and female group
making four groupings in each community
and a total of eight focus groups in the two
communities.

This segregation was necessary
because, a homogeneous group results in
less intimidation and therefore enables
each participant in a group to fully engage
in the discussion.
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Sample Size

Six to nine individuals were involved
in each of the eight focus groups
conducted making a total sample size of
fifty-three participants. Each discussion
was audio-taped in the respondents’ local
languages (Ga and Akan) and later
transcribed into English language with the
help of an expert.

Data Analysis
Developing a Coding Frame
The transcripts were examined,

organized and categorized into various
codes. All basic themes and the number of
times each appeared in the discussion was
brought together by the use of a coding
frequency. A coding frame was then
conceived theoretically and guided by
basic themes identified in the transcripts.
Both deductive and inductive codes that
explore the understanding of the themes
were developed using Attride-Stirling’s
(2001) thematic network approach. This
thematic network approach is a qualitative
research analytical tool that provides a
clear series of steps for carrying out
thematic analysis of a qualitative material.
Attride-Stirling’s (2001) thematic
network represent a web-like illustration
that gives a pictorial view of how the basic
themes come together to represent an
organizing theme and by uniting several
organizing themes bring into being the
core of the thematic network called the
global theme. A thematic analysis was
used to analyze the data. To shield
participant's identity, pseudonym names
have been used in the analyses.

Results and Discussions

The figure below shows a pictorial
demonstration of the main objective of
this research, which is examining the
availability of social support for urban
poor dwellers in the aftermath of a
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flooding incidence. Under the global
theme social support, two organizing

themes emerged. They are the type of

support and the
received.

source of support

o
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Figure 2: social support: A thematic network

Fig. 2: Social support: a thematic network

Prevailing Social in the
Community

Social support is a very crucial
element in the lives of many affected flood
victims. It facilitates the emotional
recovery of these affected persons. Two
types of support prevailed in the study
area. These are both formal and informal
support in the forms of material, physical
and emotional support.

Research has found that in the
aftermath of natural disasters, the nature
of help received can be likened to a
pyramid with its broad base being help
from informal support systems like family
members, followed by support from
friends and religious bodies and its narrow
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apex being the aid provided by formal
agencies and professional services.
Formal Support

Formal support is the type of support
received from the government and other
formal institutions, such as non-
governmental bodies and associations.
These supports come in the form of relief
items such as food, drugs, blankets,
medical equipment, emergency lights and
clothing usually distributed by NADMO
and World Health Organization (WHO,
2008; Karley, 2009).
Out of the eight focus group discussion
organized, receipt of formal support came
up in only two groups. These groups were
the female group who experience flooding
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and male group who do not experience
flooding both in Agbogbloshie.

Unlike in more affluent regions of the
world where formal aid offered by the
government and relief agencies is a
common feature (Kanaisty and Norris,
2004), respondents from the two groups in
Agbogbloshie who receive formal
support, only receive it from the
assemblyman. This was material support
in the form of stones which is given only
when election is approaching, with the
purpose of allowing easy passage through
the community. Although this form of
support existed for flood victims in
Agbogbloshie, they however expressed
that it does not in any way help them in
their recovery process.

Aside the provision of stones, male
respondents who although do not
experience flooding in Agbobloshie
confirmed the receipt of some equipment
needed to embark on clean-up exercises
also from the Assemblyman in the
aftermath of the flood incidence. They
lamented that the government (NADMO),
the main organization responsible for
natural disasters in Ghana and non-profit
organizations come to their aid. A study
by Okyere et al. (2012) confirms that the
actions taken by government and other
non-profit organizations in responding to
the aftermath of floods is often ineffective.
This was how Grace, a female respondent
from Agbogbloshie put it:

‘......when election is coming; as for that
one the Assemblyman will come here.
Then they will bring stones here for
everyone to collect some to his/ her house
and even that if you don’t hurry up, you
will not get some’.

It is worth mentioning that among the
respondents who received support in
Agbogbloshie, there was some form of
disparity even in the distribution of the
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stones. Priority was often given to those
individuals who are affiliated or related to
the source of the support at the
disadvantage of the others. This was in
conformity to Armah et al. (2010) who
discovered that there is some form of
neglect in the distribution of support in the
aftermath of natural disasters which
exacerbate people’s vulnerability, and
moreover the act of giving and receiving
support in the aftermath of floods usually
takes place in an already existing socio-
political and cultural community (Oliver-
Smith 1996). Therefore, interactions
among members are usually complex.
‘......I have never received any help since
I was born, if maybe you are a family
member to the assemblyman fine, but if
you are not a family member, no help’
(Angela).

Contrary to Agbogbloshie, no group in
James Town admitted receiving formal
support, which suggested that, they were
not severely affected by the floods as
compared to those in Agbobloshie. This
conforms to the revealed literature that,
the first and most familiar rule governing
the emergent supportive communities is
the rule of relative needs where
precedence is given to such victims who
experience the greatest exposure to the
negative impact of the disaster (Kaniasty

and  Norris  1995). However,
notwithstanding ones’ needs, certain
people are either placed in the

advantageous or disadvantageous side in
receiving post-disaster support (Kaniasty
and Norris, 1995).

Informal Support

All sources of support from families,
friends, colleagues and religious bodies
were classified as informal sources of
support. This type of support according to
literature helps flood victims to recover
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faster due to its nature of immediate
response (Okyere et al., 2012), and
Adedeji et al. (2012) attributed this to the
immediate response from family as
compared to the relatively slower time
required acquiring benefits or
compensation from the formal sectors
such as the government or some non-profit
organizations.

The forms of support received were
material support, emotional support and
physical support. The material support
was in the form of clothing received from
some religious bodies, while the
emotional support on the other hand was
sympathy calls respondents received from
friends. This could probably be due to the
fact that they did not want to mention all
the support they receive for fear of being
denied extra support from other sources.

On the other hand, it can be due to the
fact that the males are placed on the
disadvantageous side in the distribution of
support. As stated by Kaniasty and Norris
(1995), that certain people are either
placed on the advantageous or
disadvantageous side in receiving support
following a disaster which however
contradicts the finding of Feng et al.
(2007) which revealed that there is a
higher level of social support in males
than in females, which they attributed to
the fact that males often have higher
educational levels than females and may
therefore have better social intercourse
skills during the flooding period. In
relation to the physical support received,
vulnerable female group in Agbobloshie
recounted they sometimes send their little
ones to live with some friends until the
flood  waters  subside.  Although
respondents added it was not so effective
because they could not stay for long
before they overstay their welcome.
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This was asserted by Arthur & Arthur
(2011) who found that most flood victims
in Ghana relocate to live with families
until the flood subsides. Akosua Tuntum,
a female flood victim in Agbogbloshie
shared her experience:

‘......I think at times we get help from the
church when they hear about it, but no
A.M.A. or NADMO come to our aid......°

However, contrary to the responses

obtained from flood victims in
Agbogbloshie, no respondent in James
Town reported receiving informal
support. It can however be said from the
discussion that, although James Town is a
homogenous community, there was more
communal living in Agbogbloshie, a
heterogeneous community as compared to
James Town.
‘“......we don’t receive any support, even
the Town Council came and looked;
when they go they never come back......°
(Eno, James Town Vulnerable Female,
2013).

Conclusion

It was revealed from the study that two
types of support existed for flood victims
in Agbogbloshie. They were formal
support from the Assemblyman, and
informal support from family, friends and
religious bodies. There was however no
relationship between the type of support
received and ones’ vulnerability to
flooding. Meaning that there was no
difference in the perceptions of people
who said they receive some support and
those who do not receive any support.
Because, as mentioned earlier, the
respondents in Agbogbloshie who receive
some form of support stated that this
support does not in any way help them in
their recovery process.

It was also discovered that
respondents from James Town do not
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receive any form of social support after
flooding events.

Recommendation

It is recommended that more drainage
systems be constructed by the Accra
Metropolitan Assembly in Agbogbloshie
because, they suffered most as a result of
drainage problem floods. Also, there
should be some form of substantial formal
social support for flood victims in the
research communities since available
support for flood victims in the area was
negligible.
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