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Abstract 
Coping strategy is an important aspect that needs to be studied and predict the long-term 
recovery success process among individuals involved with drugs. Effective coping strategies 
help prevent individuals from repeating drug addiction behaviours. Therefore, this research 
was conducted to (1) identify the coping strategies used by drug offenders and (2) analyse the 
relationship between coping strategies and high-risk relapse situations among drug offenders. 
The research was conducted in a cross-sectional survey using quantitative methods. A total 
of 301 prisoners involved in drug cases and currently undergoing detention and rehabilitation 
at Malaysian Prisons Department were selected as respondents. The data collected were 
analysed using descriptive tests and Pearson correlation. The research results attained that 
majority of prisoners who are undergoing rehabilitation and detention in Malaysian Prisons 
use problem-focused coping strategies to free themselves from drugs. In addition, Pearson 
correlation analysis indicated that coping strategies had a significant relationship with high-
risk relapse situations among prisoners. The results have implications for the stakeholders in 
the provision of effective educational programs, drug rehabilitation and skills training to 
prisoners.  
Keywords: Prisoners, Malay, Drugs, Crime, Drug Offenders 
  
Introduction 
Coping strategies play an important role in the treatment and rehabilitation process to 
prevent an individual from getting involved in recurring drug addiction activities. Coping 
strategy refers to the various ways of thinking and behavior used by an individual to deal with 
stressful situations, whether internal or external stress (Fortier and Dilillo, 2010). It also 
depends on the ability of former addicts to deal with relapse and maintain a drug-free lifestyle 
(Hasking, et al., 2011; Sussman, 2012; Razali, 2018). Coping strategies consist of various 
cognitive and behavioral strategies used by an individual to control stress and problems 
encountered in life, including health and drug addiction (Hasking and Oei, 2004; Sanchez et 
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al. 2010). Individuals with adaptive coping are inclined to deal with daily stress better (Arena 
et al., 2017; Nur Saadah & Hilwa, 2015). Previous research emphasise that coping strategies 
play an essential role in addressing recurring drug addiction (Kiluk, et al., 2011; Valentino, et 
al., 2010; Sinha, 2008; Hadijah, et al., 2018). The researches show that addicts who use 
effective coping strategies are more likely to maintain recovery than addicts who do not use 
coping strategies when faced with problems (Annis, Sklar and Moser, 1998; Fauziah, et al., 
2012). The study results showed that respondents who used two or more coping strategies 
were more likely to maintain recovery than those who used only one type of coping strategy. 
 
Researches show that most drug addicts will usually return to drugs to deal with the inevitable 
stresses or problems they face in life (Dennis, et al., 2005; Dennis, et al., 2007; Mustapha, et 
al., 2020). These findings connote that taking drugs is one of the strategies used to relieve 
stress among addicts. Psychologically, drug addicts will rely on drugs to deal with a problem 
if they do not have a coping strategy that can be applied in their lives. However, if they have 
a coping strategy, they can choose to maintain recovery or vice versa. Thus, the inability to 
devise effective coping strategies is a major obstacle in maintaining recovery and, in turn, 
affects their goal of releasing themselves from drugs. Researches have revealed that drug 
addicts in recovery use cognitive coping strategies to avoid repeated addiction (Gossop et al., 
2002). There are several types of coping strategies used by addicts to avoid drugs. Among the 
types are avoiding approaching drug trafficking areas, choosing to associate with non-addicts 
and immediately seeking counselling services to maintain recovery (Ison et al., 2006; 
Brechting & Giancola, 2007). 
 
    Other researchers explain that problem-focused coping strategies allow a former addict to 
identify the problems encountered and subsequently make plans to protect themselves from 
engaging in re-addiction (Eitlea and Eitlea, 2015). There are four defence mechanisms that 
can help treat drug addiction problems using logical analysis, seeking guidance and support, 
and expressing feelings (Dennis et al., 2007). Such mechanisms depend on the lifestyle and 
form of recovery used to recuperate and be drug-free. In short, the coping strategy is a 
protection strategy that can help prevent recurrent addiction from occurring among drug 
addicts. The religious aspect is also one of the best coping strategies that can be used to 
prevent addicts from re-addiction and health care (Norhayati, et al., 2015). A strong religious 
background and determination to deepen religious knowledge can give peace and free 
oneself from drugs (Murnizam, et al., 2010). This finding is supported by previous researches 
that discovered that religiously focused coping strategies became the primary alternative for 
former addicts to quit and avoid re-addiction (Mahmood, Shuaib and Lasimon, 1999). Those 
who have the intention to retake the drug are seen to stay away from peers who are still 
addicted. This action aims to prevent themselves from being influenced by peers, causing 
them to be involved with drug addiction activities again. 
     
    Based on previous researches, it can be concluded that coping strategy skills play an 
important role in helping a person to fight warning signs against addiction. In fact, coping 
strategies are also significant predictors of treatment outcomes received in the drug recovery 
process (Litt, et al., 2003). Effective coping strategies can help a person overcome the problem 
of a psychological dependence on drugs. Since the coping strategy aspect is vital to help avoid 
drugs, this research was conducted to identify the types of coping strategies used by drug 
offenders and analyse their relationship with high-risk relapse situations. The research results 
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are expected to provide useful information sources for the stakeholders, especially the prison 
management, to provide effective educational, drug rehabilitation and effective skills training 
programs to prisoners involved in drug cases. 
 
Research Methodology 
Research Design: This research uses quantitative cross-sectional survey methods. It was 
conducted using a survey questionnaire. Quantitative research uses numerical data 
throughout the process, beginning from data collection, data interpretation and presentation 
of findings (Arikunto, 2006). 
 
Research Population, Sample and Location: In this research, the population refers to drug 
offenders serving sentences in Malaysian Prisons. A total of 301 drug offenders placed in five 
prisons zones were selected as samples. Among the prisons involved in the research are from 
the southern zone (Melaka Prisons), the central zone (Selangor Prisons), the northern zone 
(Perak Prisons), the eastern zone (Pahang Prisons) and the Sabah / Sarawak zone (Prisons 
Sabah). All those involved in this research were: (1) Malay drug offenders serving time in 
prison for at least six months. 
 
Research Instruments: The research instruments are as follows: 
1. Coping Strategy: This test tool was developed by Fauziah, et al., (2016) and comprised of 

16 questions items to measure coping strategies for drug-free among prisoners. This 
aspect emphasizes three types of coping strategies, namely; (i) problem-focused strategies 
(5 items), (ii) emotional-focused strategies (6 items) and (iii) avoidance-focused strategies 
(5 items). The scale of reliability value is high at 0.785. 

2. High risk of relapse situations: The test tool developed by Fauziah, et al., (2016) and consists 
of 3 parts that are related to social-environmental stress (9 items), interpersonal conflict 
(10 items) and negative emotions (10 items) used to measure the high risk of relapse 
situations among drug offenders. The reliability value of this scale is high at .885. 

 
Both test tools used in this study use a four-scale Likert Scale with a choice of answers, namely 
(1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) agree and (4) strongly agree. 
 
Data Analysis: Data were analysed using the "Statistical Package for the Social Science for 
Windows" (SPSS for Windows). Descriptive analysis such as frequency, mean, mode, median, 
percentage and standard deviation were used to measure the types of coping strategies used 
by drug offenders. On the other hand, inference analysis (correlation test) is used to measure 
the relationship between coping strategies with high-risk situations of relapse among drug 
offenders. The interpretation of this correlation relationship is based on Guildford's (1973) 
Rule of Thumb' as in Table 2 below: 
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Table 2: The Interpretation of strength of correlation based on Guildford’s (1973) Rule of 
Thumb’ 

Pearson Correlation (r) Strength of Relationship 

       < .20 Slight relationship  
.20 to .40 Low correlation 
.41 to .70 Moderate correlation 
.71 to .90 High correlation 
       > .90 Very high correlation 

 
Research Results and Discussion 
Coping Strategies: Based on the analysis conducted on 301 drug offenders showed that the 
majority of them chose to use problem-solving coping strategies (mean = 3.4) and emotionally 
focused coping strategies (mean = 3.3) to overcome drug-related problems (Table 1). 
Simultaneously, the mean score of the avoidance-focused coping strategy recorded a mean 
score of 2.8. This research shows that drug offenders try to quit drugs and use effective 
methods to overcome drug problems in themselves. The drug offenders also use emotionally 
focused coping strategies by using cognitive processes to divert attention to overcome drug 
problems in their lives. 
 
Table 1: Mean Score of Action Strategies Among Drug offenders in Malaysian Prisons.

 
Note: <2.00 (low mean score) 2.01-3.00 (medium mean score) 3.01 (high mean score) 
 
Problem-focused coping strategies: Problem-focused coping strategies are coping strategies 
that seek to eliminate or change the source of stress (Lazarus, 1993). In the context of this 
research, the source of stress refers to the drug problem. Analysis of the study showed that a 
total of 96% of drug offenders admitted that they were trying to quit drugs (item 1). 
Meanwhile, a total of 79.2% of drug offenders admit that they know how to overcome drug-
related problems (item 2) and use religious practices as the best way for them to forget drugs 
(79.2% -item 3). The majority of 96.4% of the prisoners were also seen to have the 
determination to improve and admitted that they would seek help from reliable people to 
give up drugs (92.4% -item 5). 
 
Emotional-focused coping strategies: Emotional-focused coping strategies refer to the 
prisoners' ability to solve drug problems faced using an emotional management approach. 

3.4
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Analysis indicated that 97.5% of drug offenders admitted that they could be completely drug-
free (item 6). The majority of drug offenders involved in this research seem not reluctant to 
change and leave drugs (95.3% - item 10), receive good emotional support from others (93.4% 
- item 7), can express feelings to others if they feel unhappy (82.6% - item 8) and accept that 
crying can give solace to calm their feelings when faced with adversity (68.8% - item 11). A 
total of 88.9% of drug offenders also admitted to being able to control their anger after 
quitting drugs (item 9). 
 
Avoidance-focused coping strategies: Avoidance-focused coping strategies refer to less 
effective methods of avoiding drug problems. Based on the analysis, the research found that 
the majority of 96.8% of prisoners chose to conduct other activities to forget about drugs 
(item 12). The research also realised that a total of 52.8% of drug offenders still can not accept 
the fact that they are drug addicts (item 13), choose drugs as a way for them to forget the 
problem (60.5% - item 14) and easily give up to recover from drug influence (50.4% - item 15). 
The findings are significant indications that there are still among drug offenders who are 
undergoing treatment, and detainees in prisons choose a less effective coping strategy in 
dealing with drug problems in their life. A total of 73.4% of drug offenders also admitted to 
often blaming themselves for being involved with drugs (item 16). This condition, if left 
untreated, can lead to a high risk of relapse and recidivism problems. 

 
Table 2: Percentage Distribution of Drug-Free Coping Strategy Items 

 
No. 
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Mea
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  P 
(%) 

P 
(%) 

P 
(%) 

P 
(%) 

 

 Problem-focused Strategy      
1. I am trying to quit drugs 1.2 2.7 46.4 49.6 3.44 
2. I know how to deal with drug problems 2.7 18.2 51.4 27.8 3.04 
3. Religious practices helped me to forget 

drug problem 
0.7 5.2 36.6 57.5 3.51 

4 I am determined to change for the better 1.5 2.2 36.4 60.0 3.55 
5. I will seek help from reliable person to 

give up drugs  
1.7 5.9 44.0 48.4 3.39 

       
 Emotional-focused Strategy      

6. I can be drug free 1.5 1.0 27.0 70.5 3.67 
7. I receive emotional support from others 2.0 4.7 49.4 44.0 3.35 
8. I will express my feelings if I am not 

happy 
3.9 13.5 50.9 31.7 3.10 

9. I can control my anger after quitting 
drugs  

3.7 7.4 48.9 40.0 3.25 
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10 I am not reluctant to change and give up 
drugs  

2.7 2.0 36.1 59.2 3.52 

11. Crying can calm my feelings during 
difficult times  

8.8 22.4 39.8 29.0 2.89 

       
 Avoidance-focused Strategy      

12. I chose other activities to forget drugs 0.7 2.5 47.9 48.9 3.45 
13. I cannot accept the fact that I am a drug 

addict 
11.1 36.1 36.1 16.7 2.58 

14. I choose drugs to forget about problems 11.8 27.8 44.5 16.0 2.65 
15. I easily give up on being drug free 15.7 33.9 36.9 13.5 2.48 
16. I often blame myself for being involved in 

drugs 
8.6 17.9 50.1 23.3 2.88 

 
Relationship Between Response Strategies and Relapse High-Risk Situations: Pearson 
correlation analysis discovered a positive, very weak, but significant relationship between 
coping strategies (r = .162 **, k ˂  0.01) with high-risk relapse situations among drug offenders. 
The results give the impression that coping strategies have a relationship with high-risk 
relapse situations among drug offenders. Based on the research results, the research 
hypothesis (H1), which predicts a significant relationship between coping strategies with high-
risk relapse situations among drug offenders, is acceptable. 

 
Table 4: Relationship between Coping Strategies and High-Risk Relapse Situations. 

Variables High-Risk Relapse Situation 

Correlation Value (r) Significant Level (k) 

Coping Strategy  .162** .001 

Note: ** significant at 0.01 confidence level 
 
The results suggested that coping strategy skills play an important role in fighting the warning 
signs of relapse addiction tendencies. In fact, coping strategies are also significant predictors 
of treatment outcomes received in the drug recovery process (Litt et al., 2003). Effective 
coping strategies by focusing on finding solutions to their problems help to deal with stress 
and indirectly improve their well-being. 
 
Conclusion 
Drug-free coping strategies are seen as an alternative to alleviate the effects of drug demand 
on an individual. Effective drug-free coping strategies can stimulate the positive attitudes and 
thoughts of prisoners involved with drugs and can indirectly reduce stress. In summary, the 
research discovers that most prisoners still use effective coping strategies to free themselves 
from drugs, that is, by adopting an approach to solve drug problems in their lives. However, 
there are also drug offenders who use avoidance-focused coping strategies. This approach 
needs to be given due emphasis because it can lead to drug reuse activities after released 
from prison if not correctly addressed. The analysis also revealed that coping strategies have 
a significant relationship with high-risk situations of relapse. The research results give 
important implications to stakeholders, especially drug rehabilitation counsellors, 
psychologists and social workers involved in drug treatment and rehabilitation to provide 
effective education, drug rehabilitation and skills training programs to prisoners. 
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