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Background: Volcanic eruptions pose a threat to communities and often sideline their basic 
needs. This study investigates the experience of evacuees and their perception of sexual needs 
after evacuation due to the eruption of Mount Merapi in Indonesia.

Materials and Methods: In this qualitative study, in-depth interviews were conducted with 
24 evacuees from Central Java and the Special Region of Yogyakarta provinces affected by 
Mount Merapi’s eruptions. Thematic content analysis was used to analyze the data and extract 
the themes related to sexual needs and well-being in evacuation centers.    

Results: We identified four themes of “sexual needs”, “privacy/well-being”, “psychosocial 
well-being”, and “role of government and associations”. The results revealed that evacuees’ 
sexual needs persist after volcanic eruptions but face challenges such as lack of privacy, 
inadequate facilities, and a non-conducive environment. The participants were aware of the 
role of these needs in psychosocial health but were influenced by individual and situational 
factors. 

Conclusion: The results highlight the persistence of sexual needs among evacuees after 
volcanic eruptions and the need for paying attention to these needs in evacuation planning to 
enhance their psychosocial health.
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Introduction

olcanic eruptions include the release of 
volcanic materials, including lava, ash, 
gas, and rocks, from active volcanoes [1]. 
Volcanic eruptions can cause environmen-
tal damage and economic losses and be a 
threat to human safety and health [2-4]. 

The volcanic lava flow can damage human settlements, 
forests, and agricultural lands. Volcanic ash can disrupt 
transportation by causing visibility degradation and en-
gine damage. Exposure to the toxic gases or fine par-
ticles emitted from volcanic ash can cause health risks 
to humans and irritate the respiratory tract [2, 3, 5, 6]. 
During natural disasters or large-scale events, the evacu-
ation centers can become a shelter for affected people. 
Basic needs such as food, shelter, and healthcare services 
are often the primary needs during disasters [7-9]. The 
primary focus on physical and health needs sometimes 
neglects the emotional and psychological needs, such as 
the need for intimacy and sexual relationships [10, 11]. 
Over the years, the experiences of evacuees have shown 
that sexual needs are often overlooked in evacuation 
centers [12-14]. 

Mount Merapi, a volcanic mountain located in the 
Special Region of Yogyakarta Province and Central 
Java, Indonesia, has experienced a significant eruption 
[15], posing a direct threat to the safety of people in the 
surrounding area [16]. The damages caused by Mount 
Merapi eruptions has led to the evacuation of residen-
tial areas in the years 1930, 1954, 1961, 1994, 1998, 
2001, 2006, and 2021 [17, 18] and the aim of this paper 
is to synthesize information from the mid-1700s to the 
present. A descriptive chronology is given, with an ab-
breviated chronology in a table that summarizes events 
by year, assigns preliminary volcanic explosivity index 
(VEI). Its volcanic activity occurs periodically and af-
fects nearby areas with large radii. The duration of erup-
tion and the changes in the type of volcanic activity, such 
as the release of pyroclastic flows, volcanic ash, and la-
hars, affect the scale of evacuation and the level of alert-
ness [19]. 

In addition to economic losses, volcanic eruptions affect 
psychosocial aspects and human needs, which should be 
met in the evacuation centers. In some cases, govern-
ments and humanitarian organizations have considered 
these needs, specifically sexual needs, by providing spe-
cial facilities for married couples in evacuation centers 
[20-22]. However, implementing these plans often faces 
challenges, such as lack of privacy or unavailability of 
adequate facilities. The awareness of these needs should 

be increased in humanitarian service providers and in the 
evacuees [23-25]. Education and training on sexual and 
psychosocial health issues in evacuation centers can help 
reduce stigma and increase support for married couples 
while protecting their autonomy [26, 27]. Furthermore, 
a holistic approach is needed to respond to these needs 
by considering physical, psychosocial, and cultural as-
pects [28]. This includes providing comprehensive re-
productive healthcare services, integrated psychosocial 
support, and taking into account the local and cultural 
values and norms. Collaboration between governments, 
non-governmental organizations, and local communities 
is needed to create a supportive environment for married 
couples in evacuation centers, which in turn can enhance 
their well-being and resilience during a crisis [29-33]. 
Given the complexity and sensitivity of this issue, it is 
important to delve deeper into the views and experiences 
of people in evacuation centers and the efforts made to 
meet the sexual needs of married people amid disasters. 
Thus, this study aims to explore the experiences of Indo-
nesian people regarding their challenges in meeting their 
sexual needs in evacuation centers after the eruption of 
Mount Merapi. 

Material and Methods

Study design and participants

This is a qualitative study with a phenomenological ap-
proach. This approach allows researchers to explore par-
ticipants’ perspectives and direct experiences, providing 
rich and profound insights into the phenomenon [34]. 
Participants were 24 laypeople from the communities in 
Central Java and the Special Region of Yogyakarta who 
were directly affected by the Mount Merapi eruption and 
had different demographic characteristics, such as age, 
gender, social status, and evacuation experience. The 
study was conducted from December 2023 to January 
2024 (after the volcanic eruption and during the recov-
ery phase). The sampling was carried out systematically 
and based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. For 
recruitment, we contacted the humanitarian organiza-
tions, evacuation centers, and local communities in the 
two provinces. After providing the information about the 
study to the volunteers, those who met the inclusion cri-
teria were selected.

Data collection

Data was collected using in-depth interviews with the 
participants, conducted face-to-face at the research site 
or over the telephone, according to the participants’ pref-
erences. Interviews focused on participants’ experiences 
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and perceptions of sexual needs, privacy, psychosocial 
well-being, and the roles of organizations and govern-
ments in supporting them during the evacuation process. 
To ensure the validity and reliability of the data, the 
triangulation technique was used, which included us-
ing multiple data sources (interviews, observations, and 
document analysis) and multiple researchers to examine 
the consistency and convergence of the results. 

Data analysis

The collected data were analyzed thematically, where 
the main findings that emerged from the interviews were 
grouped into relevant themes. Analysis was conducted 
using an inductive approach, where data were interpret-
ed without imposing a specific conceptual framework 
[35, 36]. This analysis involved identifying patterns, dif-
ferences, and similarities, as well as deep reflection to 
understand the implications of the findings.

Results

We identified several key themes related to the sexual 
needs, privacy, and psychosocial well-being of evacuees. 
Table 1 presents the identified themes, categories, and 
subcategories. 

Discussion

In this study, an in-depth study of the experiences of 
Indonesian people regarding their challenges in meeting 
their sexual needs in evacuation centers after the Mount 
Merapi eruption was conducted. People from different 
groups of gender, age, marital status, education, and oc-
cupation groups participated in this study. We identified 
four themes of “sexual needs”, “privacy/well-being”, 
“psychosocial well-being”, and “role of government and 
associations”.

Sexual needs

The sexual needs of evacuees are important and are 
often overlooked in the planning and implementation 

Table 1. Themes, categories, and subcategories related to the study

Theme Category Subcategory Quotes from Participants

Sexual needs Sexual needs

Sexual needs in 
evacuation centers

“Previously, sexual needs in evacuation centers were not a 
priority.” (Participants No. 3 [P3])

Sexual needs in older 
adults

“This is more important in older adults who may no longer 
have strong sexual needs.” (P.3)

Sexual needs in young 
couples

“Young couples have sexual needs, but in evacuation 
centers, difficulties in having adequate privacy often become 

problematic.” (P.1)

Privacy/Well-being Environment

Privacy challenges “Although there are efforts to enhance privacy by providing 
separate rooms, the plan often remains suboptimal.” (P.1)

Inadequate partitioning
“Although rooms with partitions have been built in evacuation 

centers to provide privacy for families, there are still doubts 
about their adequacy for meeting psychological needs.” (P.10)

Adjustments in case of 
long-term evacuation

“There are concerns that if the evacuation process lasts for 
a long time, further adjustments are needed to ensure the 

comfort and adequate privacy of the evacuees.” (P.7)

Psychosocial well-
being

Psychosocial well-
being

Emotional and 
psychological needs

“People have emotional needs; married couples need to be 
together! These problems still exist.” (P.3)

Impact of individual and 
situational factors

“However, the importance of these [sexual] needs may vary 
depending on individual and situational factors.” (P.7)

Need for adequate 
psychological services

“Further planning and effort are needed to provide adequate 
facilities and services to improve the emotional and 

psychological well-being of evacuees, especially married 
couples.” (P.20)

Role of 
government and 

associations
Community roles

Roles of organizations 
and government

“Further considerations are needed from the government 
and local organizations to find better solutions to meet these 

[sexual] needs.” (P.19)

Challenges in providing 
psychological services

“In my opinion, there is still no ideal plan for providing 
adequate services to meet psychological needs in evacuation 

centers.” (P.20)
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of humanitarian programs. The findings in this study 
showed that sexual needs often did not become a top pri-
ority for evacuees, especially in the early stages of evac-
uation. This is consistent with previous studies that have 
shown that during crises and evacuation, basic needs 
such as food, shelter, and housing often receive more 
attention resources [37-39] significant unmet needs re-
main. In Ethiopia, there are more than 2 million IDPs, 
an estimated 40% of whom have unmet need for modern 
contraceptives. To address this, EngenderHealth imple-
mented a model of SRHR programming in Ethiopia’s 
Somali region. We share the lessons learned from this 
project to improve access to SRH services among IDPs. 

In 2021, an independent research team implemented a 
qualitative process evaluation among 13 key informant 
interviews (KIIs). Considering the importance of under-
standing the differences in sexual needs of different age 
groups, there is a need to pay attention to the sexual needs 
of evacuees in developing humanitarian programs that 
are more sensitive to individual differences [37, 39, 40].

The research findings indicated that the conditions of 
evacuation often cause significant barriers to meeting 
sexual needs, especially in young couples. Difficulty in 
having adequate privacy in crowded evacuation centers 
and lack of personal space are among the main challenges 
young Indonesian couples face. Other studies have also 
indicated that privacy and intimacy are important factors 
in sexual satisfaction and couple relationships [41-43]. 
Therefore, strategies should be developed to address 
these challenges and help maintain intimacy among mar-
ried couples in evacuation centers. Furthermore, efforts 
are needed to increase the perceptions and awareness of 
sexual needs in evacuees using sexual or reproductive 
health education programs as well as specific psycho-
social support [44]. However, a holistic and culturally 
sensitive approach is needed to ensure the success of 
these efforts [24]. Collaboration between governments, 
non-governmental organizations, and local communities 
in providing appropriate support to the evacuees to meet 
their sexual needs is also crucial. This includes providing 
adequate healthcare and psychosocial services, develop-
ing policies sensitive to sexual needs issues, and actively 
engaging local communities in supporting these efforts. 
Such collaboration can ensure a comprehensive and sus-
tainable response to the sexual needs of evacuees, which 
in turn can improve their well-being and dignity [45].

Privacy/Well-Being

Privacy and well-being are other crucial aspects that 
should be considered in evacuation centers. The findings 

in this study highlight that Indonesian evacuees faced 
challenges in maintaining privacy in evacuation centers 
after the Mount Merapi eruption. Although efforts had 
been made to enhance their privacy by providing sepa-
rate rooms, the plan remained suboptimal. This indicates 
a gap between the efforts made and the actual needs of 
the evacuees. Another challenge was the adequacy of 
existing facilities to meet their psychological needs. The 
provided facilities should not only meet the physical 
needs of the evacuees but also support their emotional 
and psychological well-being. Moreover, there were 
concerns that the evacuation may last for a long period, 
and thus, further adjustments were needed to ensure the 
comfort and privacy of evacuees. This highlights the 
need for long-term planning that comprehensively con-
siders the privacy and well-being of evacuees.

This study also highlighted the importance of privacy 
in supporting evacuees' emotional and psychological 
well-being. Privacy is an important factor in maintain-
ing intimacy and healthy interpersonal relationships, 
especially during displacement which is associated with 
stress and uncertainty [46, 47]. Therefore, efforts are 
needed to improve the privacy of evacuees by not only 
providing separate physical spaces but also by consider-
ing the psychosocial aspects related to privacy.

Psychological well-being

Emotional and psychological well-being are also very 
important in the context of displacement, since the ex-
perience of crisis, loss, and uncertainty can negatively 
affect the mental and emotional health of the displaced 
people [46, 47]. In this study, the participants indicated 
the importance of emotional needs in evacuees, includ-
ing the need to be together in married couples. The im-
portance of these needs may vary depending on indi-
vidual and situational factors. A study also indicated that 
emotional and psychological well-being are important 
factors in adaptation and resilience to displacement [48]. 
Further planning and effort in Indonesia are still needed 
to provide adequate facilities and services to support the 
emotional and psychological well-being of evacuees, 
especially married couples. These efforts can include 
providing affordable mental health services, psychoso-
cial support programs, and developing mechanisms to 
address stigma related to mental health issues among the 
evacuees.

Role of organizations and government

The organizations and government also have a signifi-
cant impact on the well-being and resilience of displaced 
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people [48]. The participants in this study highlight the 
need for the active involvement of organizations and the 
government in providing adequate support to evacuees 
to meet their sexual needs, privacy, and emotional and 
psychological well-being. The role of associations in 
advocating for the needs of evacuees and mobilizing 
necessary resources is critical for responding to these 
challenges. Associations can play a key role in provid-
ing psychosocial services, mental support programs, 
and facilities to improve the psychological well-being 
of evacuees [48]. On the other hand, the government is 
responsible for making policies and developing regula-
tions that support the efforts to protect and fulfill the ba-
sic rights of evacuees, including sexual and reproductive 
needs as well as emotional and psychological well-being 
needs [48]. 

Conclusion

This research highlights the importance of paying at-
tention to the sexual needs of evacuees after volcanic 
eruptions, particularly in the provinces of Yogyakarta 
Special Region and Central Java in Indonesia, affected 
by the eruption of Mount Merapi mountain. The sexual 
needs in evacuation centers are often overlooked or not 
fully met due to constraints such as lack of privacy and 
adequate facilities. Awareness of the importance of sexu-
al needs in maintaining the psychosocial health of evacu-
ees is important and needs to be considered in planning 
and implementation of humanitarian programs during 
crises. There is need for a more holistic response to the 
psychosocial well-being of evacuees, by taking into ac-
count their sexual needs and privacy, and the provision 
of evacuation facilities. The results of this study can pro-
vide guidance for health and humanitarian providers in 
designing interventions in response to the needs that are 
often neglected for evacuees after volcanic eruptions.
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