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Abstract 
Since September 11, 2001, the focus on health among relief workers has become an important issue. 

The focus on mental health has caught the attention of researchers and as a fairly new research area, 

there are still many issues that need to be answered. This study evaluates the preparation of relief 

workers in two Swedish organizations (Swedish Civil Contingency Agency and Swedish Red Cross) by 

investigating how these preparations contribute in avoiding stress-related disorders among relief 

workers. The organizations were evaluated by comparing data of preparations, collected from interviews 

and documents, with a criteria mostly based on Walsh (2009) and scholars from the Antares Foundation 

Guidelines (2012). Compared to the criteria the organizations' strengths are found in information of the 

operation with the score 9 out of 10 (which is the fulfillment of the criteria). SRC's weakness is the 

education of relief workers with the score 6 out of 10. MSB is relatively strong in that category, but 

weaker in requirements for employment with 2 out of 4 points. However, these weaknesses must not 

obscure the overall good results for both MSB and SRC. This study establishes that the preparation of 

relief workers, in two of the most important relief organizations in Sweden, is good. However, further 

research is necessary to facilitate the creation of generally recognized guidelines for how to prepare 

relief workers.	  
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Sammanfattning 
Sedan 11 September, 2001, har insatspersonals hälsa blivit en viktig fråga. Intresset bland forskare att 

studera den mentala hälsan hos insatspersonal har ökat och som en ganska nytt forskningsområde finns 

det fortfarande många frågor som behöver besvaras. Denna studie utvärderar förberedelserna av 

insatspersonal i två svenska organisationer (Myndigheten för Samhällsskydd och Beredskap (MSB) och 

Svenska Röda Korset (SRK)) genom att undersöka hur dessa förberedelser bidrar till att undvika 

stressrelaterade sjukdomar hos insatspersonal. Organisationerna utvärderades genom att jämföra 

förberedelsedata, hämtat från intervjuer och dokument, med kriterier mestadels baserade på Walsh 

(2009) och forskare från Antares Foundation Guidelines (2012). Jämfört med kriterierna är 

organisationernas starka sida information om insatsen med 9/10 poäng (där full poäng motsvarar 

uppfyllt kriterium). SRK:s svaghet är utbildning av personal med 6/10 poäng. MSB är relativt starka i 

den kategorin, men svagare i krav för anställning med 2/4 poäng. Dessa svagheter får dock inte skymma 

de övergripande goda resultaten som både MSB och SRK visar upp. Denna studie visar att 

förberedelserna av humanitär personal, i två av de viktigaste hjälporganisationer i Sverige, är bra. Dock 

behövs mer forskning för att underlätta skapandet av allmänt vedertagna riktlinjer för hur humanitär 

personal bör förberedas.  
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1. Introduction 

The globalization wave currently seen in our world is affecting many different aspects of our lives and 

provides new possibilities as well as new challenges. During the second half of the 20th century and the 

first ten years of the 21th century a movement of non-governmental organizations (NGO) has been 

emerging (Thörn, 2004, pp. 153-154). One part of this NGO movement is the aid industry with new aid 

organizations constantly appearing on the arena (Moresky, 2001, p. 257). This industry also consists of 

governmental actors. Though, governments still are of great importance their role are changing and 

other actors as NGOs and companies are increasingly important (Thörn, 2004, pp. 42-43). A 

development in this direction, with more actors, is positive to people in need since a focus on their 

hardship will increase the resources invested.  

 
Relief workers1 are more frequently requested as the aid industry keep on growing. There is however 

not an unlimited supply of educated humanitarian workers with practical experience (Moresky, 2001, p. 

257). Often the demand for practical experience can be hard for candidates to fulfill since this is 

somewhat a “catch 22” situation (Redmond, 2005, p. 1322). The consequence of this dilemma is that 

organizations sometimes must employ personnel that are not fully qualified and with little experience of 

disaster situations. This is not only risking the quality of the operation but also the health of the workers 

sent to the disaster area (Moresky, 2001, p. 257-258; Walsh, 2009, p. 239). There is, however, not only 

an increase in the number of humanitarian organizations, but also of the incidence of humanitarian 

disasters, where conflict between groups of people, to varying extent, is the sources of the crises 

(Clements, 2009, p. xiii). Climate change is also contributing to a higher frequency of natural disasters 

(Vergara et al. 2007, p. 261). This, together with the population growth and migration flows to more 

disaster prone areas, increase the amount of people affected by disasters (Clements, 2009, p. xiii). In 

these complex situations humanitarian workers are at risk for traumatic experiences with both physical 

and psychological wounds as a consequence (Eriksson et al., 2001, pp. 205-206). In fact, in 2008 a 

higher rate of aid workers were killed than UN peacekeeper soldiers (Stoddard et al., 2012, p. 1) (see 

Appendix 1 for list of different life-threatening events among relief workers). 

                                                
1 According to Connorton et al. (2012, p. 146) “there is no standard definition of relief work and little common understanding 
of their role”. Nevertheless, ”relief worker” are frequently used, by scholars in this area of research, as a name for people 
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1.1 Background 

Since September 11, 2001, the focus on health among relief workers has become an important issue. 

Much has been written on this topic and this will hopefully have positive effects in the near future. 

However, not much interest was shown for this topic prior to the 21th century (Walsh, 2009, p. 239). The 

importance of preparing workers to manage stressful situations has been shown by several scholars, for 

example Eriksson et al. (2001), Connorton et al. (2012) and Walsh (2009). The last mentioned scholar 

quoted these words taken from a humanitarian volunteer: 

 
“Observing devastation and suffering on a mass scale and trying to function to the best of your abilities 

with limited resources is a unique, demanding experience” - Walsh (2009, p. 232) 

 
During an operation humanitarian workers experience many different things. Some examples, provided 

by Ehrenriech and Elliott (2004, pp. 53-54), are: experiencing violence and/or being threatened; 

exposure to danger leading to chronic fear; lack of resources; insufficient leadership in stressful 

situations; separation from family; encountering anger from the population receiving help; difficult 

living conditions; and an overwhelming workload (see Appendix 2 for complete list). To be able to 

operate in this environment of uncertainties and new experiences it is important that the worker is 

thoroughly prepared, that organizations are working with stress management during the operation and 

that the worker is prepared for the adaption of coming home. This should also be complemented with 

debriefing sessions after returning home (Ehrenriech and Elliott, 2004, pp. 58-59). 

 
Scientific observations performed by Ehrenreich and Elliott (2004) concluded that many organizations 

show little interest for the mental health of the relief workers (Ehrenreich and Elliott, 2004, p. 60). To 

some extent this can be explained by economic constraints, but there might also be expectations, from 

the perspective of the organizations, of workers to be tough and able to cope with higher levels of stress 

than average persons would withstand (Ehrenreich and Elliott, 2004, p. 55). Relief workers may also be 

seen as expendable and that the health of the local population should be prioritized. This view can also 

to some extent be shared among the workers themselves (Connorton et al., 2012, p. 153). Even though 

Ehrenreich and Elliott published their study just over eight years ago, Connorton et al. (2012) has shown 

that PTSD, depression and anxiety2 is still a problem among relief workers (Connorton et al., 2012, p. 

147). Relief workers need to focus on their work in disaster situations; namely to care for other people 

in need, both physically and mentally. Therefore it is crucial that there is an organization backing them 

and taking care of their needs too, both physically and mentally (Walsh, 2009, p. 232). 

                                                
2 Definition of these three illnesses is provided in the Theory part. 



 

3 
 

 
In Sweden one of the most important actors in sending personnel to disasters is the Swedish Civil 

Contingencies Agency (MSB). The education of their personnel is provided in Sweden (Interview, 

2012-12-10). Another important actor in this sector is the Swedish Red Cross (SRC). SRC is partly 

educating their personnel in Sweden and partly sending personnel to international courses taught in 

English. Mostly the personnel are educated centrally, in other words all personnel working for the Red 

Cross is provided with more or less the same education (Interview, 2012-12-05). A good preparation3 of 

relief workers to avoid mental problems is hindered partly because of the fact that there are no 

internationally recognized standards used at the moment (Connorton et al., 2012, p. 147). Therefore 

organizations have no guidelines with advice on what to include in preparation courses or rules to follow 

that regulate their activities. The preparations also vary from organization to organization as a 

consequence of this (Ehrenreich and Elliott, 2004, p. 61-62).  

1.2 Problem formulation 

Organizations need to focus more resources on the preparation of their personnel to decrease the number 

of stress-related disorders4 (Ehrenreich and Elliot, 2004, p. 61). No standards for preparations are 

currently available, but studies about the prevalence of PTSD among relief workers indicate what 

activities should be a part of the preparation prior to an operation (Walsh, 2009). To decrease negative 

psychosocial effects, the preparations undertaken before going on field are crucial (Walsh, 2009, p. 

238). Therefore this study will focus exclusively on what organizations do to prepare their personnel 

prior to departure. The country in focus for this study will be Sweden which has long been one of the 

most committed countries in helping low-income countries (LIC) by means of aid operations. How well 

are relief workers prepared in Sweden? What can be deduced from a comparison of the criteria for 

preparations and the actual preparations within the Swedish organizations? Finally, the importance of 

maintaining a good health among relief workers should be self-evident since a sick person cannot help 

others unless the sickness in him is first removed. Therefore, to accomplish the aims of relief operations 

the good health of relief workers must be maintained.    	  

                                                
3 The definition of preparation in this study is: what the organization does prior to operation to prepare the relief worker to 
manage the exposure to stress so that the risk of PTSD is held at a minimum level. The preparation includes education, 
information and requirements for employment.    
4 In this study stress-related disorders will be used as an umbrella term for PTSD, anxiety, depression and burnout. 
Encyclopedia Britannica define stress as ”in psychology and biology, any environmental or physical pressure that elicits a 
response from an organism” (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2013-01-04). Stress can both have positive and negative effects. This 
study will mainly talk about stress in negative terms (see Appendix 3 for further definition of stress).  
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1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the preparation of relief workers in two Swedish organizations5 

(MSB and SRC) by investigating how these preparations contribute in avoiding stress-related disorders 

among relief workers. The study will identify strengths and weaknesses in Swedish preparations of 

relief workers prior to operation.     

1.4 Research Questions 

• In what way do SRC and MSB prepare their relief personnel before sending them to relief 

operations? 

• How do the two organizations differ regarding the preparation of relief workers to avoid stress-

related disorders? 

• In what way are the organizations' preparations achieving the goal to avoid stress-related 

disorders among relief workers? 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
5 When talking about “the organizations” it refers to SRC and MSB. MSB is not in all senses of the word an organization, but 
a governmental agency. However, to write “the agency and the organization” during an entire presentation of a study will be 
circumstantial and take focus from the meaning of the text. Therefore both SRC and MSB will be called “organizations”. 	  
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2. Theory 

This theoretical part will begin with presenting the literature that have been reviewed and how it has 

formed the purpose of this study. To further argue for the particular purpose of this study, the correlation 

between stress-related disorders and relief work is established. The stress factors which must be 

managed to reduce these disorders is then presented and thereafter suggested activities to prepare relief 

workers for managing these stress factors will be outlined. After presenting the ideas of each scholar, 

among which Walsh (2009) is the most important, there will be a brief presentation of the Antares 

Foundation Guidelines (2012) which are based upon several different scholars. In the end of this part the 

summarized necessary criteria, to avoid of stress-related disorders, will be presented.         

2.1 Literature review 

In the last decade the topic of health among relief workers has increased in popularity among 

researchers. This has previously been a neglected area and the focus of relief operation has first and 

foremost been to improve the health of the local population. The maintenance of a good health among 

relief workers have been of secondary importance (Connorton et al., 2012, p. 153). Currently, however, 

studies show the correlation between stress-related disorders and relief work (Connorton et al., 2012; 

Eriksson et al., 2001. See below.). Other scholars pass on the baton one step further by interviewing 

relief workers about their situation and this way revealing the reality of working with disaster relief 

(Bjerneld et al., 2004; Eriksson et al., 2009; Kaspersen, 2003). The next logic step is to investigate how 

to improve the health of the relief workers. To some extent advice of improvements has also been 

attached in the studies, mentioned above, as recommendations. However, Walsh (2009) has dedicated 

her study to investigating what interventions decrease the frequency and severity of PTSD in relief 

workers. Hence, Walsh provides tools for organizations to improve the health of their personnel. 

Ehrenreich and Elliott (2004) and Connorton (2012) investigates what organizations do to manage stress 

in their personnel and what they can do better and is of similar character as this study. However, this 

study's aim is to investigate how two Swedish organizations are preparing their personnel and no study 

has, knowingly to me, investigated the Swedish context in this research area.  

2.2 Relief work and stress-related disorders  

Different stress-related disorders are connected to relief work. Several scholars have showed the 

correlation between these different illnesses. Connorton et al. (2012) have studied the correlation 

between relief work and mental illness from traumatic experiences by summarizing 12 different studies 
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investigating trauma-related mental illness among returning relief workers and five studies on 

organizations' work with mental health in employees. The results from this study show that five studies, 

that investigated workers with diagnosed PTSD, came up with numbers ranging from 8-43 per cent. The 

studies investigating cases of PTSD symptoms found that 1-30 per cent suffered from this. From three 

studies the result for depression was 8-20 per cent and for anxiety 8-29 per cent. Even though the results 

vary it is clear that relief workers suffer from elevated rates of PTSD compared to the general 

population (Connorton et al., 2012, p. 147). Furthermore, another study, performed by Eriksson et al. 

(2001), screening 113 returning relief workers showed that 30 per cent of them had symptoms of PTSD 

(Ibid, p. 1). Burnout is a work-related illness and the risk to suffer from it increases in jobs taking care 

of others, in other words the risk for burnout is increasing in relief work as the work-load is high and a 

lot of the work includes taking care of people (Cardozo et al. 2012, p. 6; Ehrenreich and Elliott, 2004, 

pp. 53-54).      

 
A formulation problem arises since it is very circumstantial to mention all of these illnesses every time 

they appear in the text. Therefore they will here be briefly explained and thereafter mentioned with one 

umbrella term, stress-related disorders. Stress-related disorders will in this study comprise the four 

mentioned illnesses that relief workers are at higher risk of suffering from; namely PTSD, depression, 

anxiety and burnout. 

 
Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can arise after traumatic and stressful experiences. A person 

might have a traumatic experience if being threatened to life or witnessing the effect of a natural 

disaster. The symptoms of PTSD arise weeks or months after the traumatic experience and are 

characterized by reliving of the experience in dreams and flashbacks. Persons can suffer from emotional 

blunting, concentration difficulties and a tendency of isolating oneself from others. PTSD is often 

associated with anxiety and depression. The symptoms usually disappear, but in some cases personality 

changes become chronic (WHO, 2011, p. F43.1). Depression is often caused by events or situations that 

have been perceived as stressful. It is characterized by a mood change and a generally lower level of 

activity (WHO, 2011, p. F30-39). Anxiety is a symptom that is associated with PTSD and depression. It 

can be expressed in, for example, “persistent nervousness, trembling, muscular tensions, sweating” 

(WHO, 2011, p. F41.1). Anxiety does not necessarily derive from any particular event or situation 

(Ibid). Burnout is not an official medical term, but a layman's term. Nevertheless it will be used in this 

study since the studies forming the criteria are using this expression. Burnout is a syndrome composed 

of different symptoms deriving from both anxiety and depression (Cardozo et al., 2005, p. 153). Burnout 

appears after prolonged stress and overwhelming work-load and is defined by the expressions of 

exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy (Maslach et al. 2001).   
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The stress factors that relief workers are exposed to during an operation can be many and diversified. 

Ehrenreich and Elliott has collected the different stress factors, mentioned by relief workers themselves, 

and composed a list presented in Box 1.   

Box 1. The sources of stress described by relief workers themselves (Ehrenreich and Elliott, 2004, 
pp. 53-54). 

 

To prepare relief workers for these experiences there are a certain set of preparations necessary prior to 

the operation. Different scholars have emphasized different preparations and the review below is a 

summary of these thoughts. The preparations presented below will constitute the criteria for how to 

prepare relief workers to avoid stress-related disorders. 

2.3 Criteria for preparation of relief workers 

Most of the criteria are based on a study performed by Walsh (2009). It will be complemented with 

thoughts from a range of other scholars working in this field of research. These will be presented within 

the same heading. Many of these scholars are part of the project Antares Foundation Guidelines and 

therefore this will be the name of the heading and these Guidelines will also briefly be presented after 

the scholars' thoughts.  

 
• Physically demanding and unpleasant working conditions. 
• Excessive workload, long hours, and chronic fatigue. 
• Lack of privacy and personal space. 
• Separation from family and concerns about family well-being (especially for national, non-

expatriate staff). 
• Lack of adequate resources, personnel, time, logistical support, or skills to do the job expected 

of them. 
• Constant exposure to danger resulting in chronic fear and uncertainty. 
• Facing the possibility (or experience) of repeated evacuations. 
• Exposure to anger and apparent lack of gratitude from some among the beneficiary population. 
• Repeated exposure to tales of traumatization and personal tragedy or to gruesome scenes or to 

events and stories that trigger personally traumatic memories from the past. 
• Excessive bureaucratic demands or lack of supportive leadership and recognition from the 

employing organization. 
• Interpersonal conflict among team members who are forced into close and prolonged proximity 

and interdependence. 
• A sense of helplessness or futility in the face of overwhelming need. 
• Anguish resulting from the need to triage. 
• Moral or ethical dilemmas (e.g., having to negotiate with perpetrators of human rights abuses). 
• Having to maintain neutrality in politically polarized situations. 
• Guilt over access to food, shelter, and other resources the beneficiary population does not have.    
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2.3.1 Walsh, 2009 

Debriefing, Team building and Preparation is three important interventions that are upheld by Walsh. 

Walsh has summarized 12 studies with the participation of all together 1523 informants (Walsh, 2009, p. 

233). These 12 studies all concerned the response of relief workers to disaster situations (Walsh, 2009, 

p. 231). After reviewing these studies Walsh conclude that the prevalence of PTSD symptoms among 

relief workers is decreasing when these categories are included in the work for health among workers 

(Walsh, 2009, p. 239). 

 
Walsh concludes that debriefing was important for workers. To be able to share their experiences with 

others in the same situation decreased the level of stress. Workers can develop an emotional connection 

with the victims making their hardship affecting the workers in a profound way. There need to be 

opportunities for every relief worker to ventilate these emotions with a colleague or officer (Walsh, 

2009, p. 237). This kind of social support was concluded by Walsh, after summarizing the different 

studies, to be a substantial part of improving the health among relief workers. Walsh emphasizes the 

importance of debriefing by saying that “debriefing is a mechanism that enables workers to elicit the 

feelings and responses that result from the experience” (Walsh, 2009, p. 238). That illuminates the 

importance of a social network around relief workers to maintain good health. The relevance of 

debriefing to this study is exclusively in the way it connects to the preparations. In other words, 

information of the possibilities of debriefing during operation will be included in the criteria, but not 

debriefing as such.   

 
Team building is an important factor. Workers are coping with the situation in a better manner when 

communication and coordination between workers and their leaders are functioning. Workers need to 

know their role and feel confident in the structure of the organization. Walsh found that in teams where 

the relationships and communication among co-workers and between relief workers and their managers 

where good, the relief work was found to be more effective and the workers to maintain better mental 

health. To form a functioning team it is important with information of the possible difficulties and 

challenges working in a team and education of how to avoid the traps. Every individual should receive 

this information and get the opportunity to reflect on these aspects. Another way to facilitate good team 

work is committing time for team members to get to know each other previous to the operation (Walsh, 

2009, p. 237).   

 
This study will mainly use Walsh's third category as a theoretical framework. Walsh argues that 

Preparations of workers before initiating an operation is important for how the experience will affect 
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the person mentally. Walsh points out a number of important preparations of relief workers (Walsh, 

2009, pp. 237-238): 

 
• Workers need to be assured that the organization will take responsibility for them during the 

operation. It is important to explain what kind of risks is involved in working in the field and 

how the organization plan to protect workers. Therefore it is important for organizations to not 

only prepare their personnel, but also as an organization be prepared for taking this 

responsibility. Organizations need to communicate, in a clear and direct way, what the relief 

workers should expect from them in form of support and also what the responsibilities of the 

workers are. Organizations need to formulate a policy for how to take care of their personnel 

during operations.  

• Workers need to have an appropriate education to feel confident working and taking decisions in 

stressful situations. Formal training in disaster management is recommended. Walsh is 

recommending education generally. It is not outlined because of the summarizing character of 

this study. Instead this has been explained further by scholars under the following heading.  

• Cultural practices and norms need to be informed about to avoid cultural clashes and further 

suffering for the affected population and operating workers. This will make the operation more 

effective. 

• A communication protocol needs to be presented so that the workers know exactly how the work 

will proceed during the operation. Triage systems must be taught prior to the operation. This will 

give confidence to the workers in taking hard decisions in stressed situations.   

• Make sure that resources will be in place so that workers do not feel abandoned and unable to 

carry out their mission. A state of helplessness and not knowing how to handle the situation will 

be very stressful for the worker. 

• Leadership training for personnel that is going to be in charge of others is important. A lack of 

leadership training may deteriorate the possibilities of coordinating workers and thereby increase 

the stress among workers and decrease the efficiency of the operation.    

• A clear chain of command during operation is important. When the structures are clear of how to 

work relief workers will feel safer and calmer. As long as they follow the structures they will 

feel assured that they are doing exactly what they should even if the environment where they 

work might feel chaotic.  

 
All these points are important for workers to be able to operate effectively in field and to avoid the risk 

of suffering from PTSD symptoms after a finished operation. However, not all of these will be relevant 
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to this study since some of them are not dealing with how workers should be prepared, but how the 

organizations should prepare themselves. 

2.3.2 Antares Foundation Guidelines 

Cardozo et al. (2012) emphasize that organizations must properly screen the candidates before 

employing them. The study showed that a history of mental illness, as for example earlier traumas, was 

one important factor increasing the risk for PTSD, depression, anxiety and burnout. Therefore it is 

important for both sides that the organization takes full responsibility for the screening of all personnel 

before employing and sending them on an operation. The screening should therefore include not only 

physical tests, but also a mental test investigating the capacity of the person to manage stress and the 

impact of possible earlier traumas. Candidates should be informed of this increased risk of 

psychological distress (Cardozo et al., 2012, pp. 11-12). Eriksson et al. (2012) and Kaspersen et al. 

(2003) add that the personality, age and gender can influence the reactions of a person in field. Cardozo 

et al. (2012) also encourage organizations to provide their personnel with comfortable accommodation 

as this decrease the risk of chronic stress (Cardozo et al., 2012, p. 11).      

 
Connorton et al. (2012), in their summarizing study, point to the fact that relief workers having contact 

with traumatized people are more likely to suffer from PTSD, depression and anxiety. Therefore 

education on how to take care of this category of people, both local population and co-workers, is 

important for the workers to know how to manage the reactions both in oneself and in the traumatized 

person (Connorton et al., 2012, p. 146). Prior to an operation it is important that relief workers get 

information about what risks there are both physically and psychologically so that they can prepare 

mentally for experiencing events with possible traumatic reactions as a result. It is important that the 

organization, in connection with giving candidates an idea of what potential threats there are in the field, 

also talk about what kind of support relief workers will have available in the field (Connorton et al., 

2012, p. 153).       

 
Ehrenreich and Elliott (2004), Elsharkawi et al. (2010) and Bjerneld et al. (2004) illuminate the 

importance of hands-on training and having sufficient experience. The practical training is important in 

further preparing relief workers for different situations and scenarios (Ehrenreich and Elliott, 2004, p. 

61). Many organizations educate mostly through lectures and handing out compendiums for individual 

reading. This kind of preparation may not be enough to prepare relief workers for the tasks in field 

(Elsharkawi et al., 2010, p. 1). If a candidate for employment has not got the relevant experience from 

similar work assignments, the organization should provide the person with this experience through 

practical training or they should not employ the person concerned (Bjerneld et al., 2004, p. 107). 
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Bjerneld et al. (2004) states that organizations should “prepare the volunteers for the world in which 

they will be functioning” and that “briefings should cover not only practical matters, but also prepare 

volunteers psychologically for the extremely stressful work” (Bjerneld et al., 2004, p. 107).   

 
Eriksson et al. (2012) claims that having a social support network decreases the risk for depression, 

PTSD and anxiety. Organizations should help their personnel in creating supportive network by 

increasing the possibilities of keeping contact with family and friends during operation. There should be 

programs for co-worker supporting each other and to facilitate the building of relations among co-

workers social activities should be arranged (Eriksson et al., 2012, p. 7). To some extent a healthy 

lifestyle, meaning taking care of one’s physical health, was contributing to lower levels of depression, 

PTSD and Anxiety (Eriksson et al, 2012, p. 5).  

 
Hearns and Deeny (2007) states that there is a lack of support when it comes to educating stress 

management techniques. Informants claimed that they would have needed more education in how to 

manage and cope with stress. Hearns and Deeny (2007) conclude that a focus in the future on strategies 

to manage stress is important (Hearns and Deeny, 2007, pp. 33-34).  

 
Now a brief presentation of The Antares Foundation guidelines for managing stress in relief workers 

will hereby be given. The Antares Foundation Guidelines are grounded in the cooperation between CDC 

(USA) and Antares Foundation. These two organizations have been running a project for 9 years, 

gathering both theoretical and practical knowledge on this topic to be able to create relevant and 

functioning guidelines. In this process of creating these guidelines important scholars in this field of 

study, e.g. John Ehrenreich, Cynthia Eriksson and Barbara Lopes Cardozo together with many others, 

have been involved (Antares Foundation, 2012, p. 38). The thoughts of these scholars, that also 

constitute the basis for these guidelines, have been presented above.  

 
The guidelines contain eight principles illustrating the many aspects of stress management. This study is 

however focusing on the preparations why only the third principle of “Preparation and Training” will be 

explained here (see Appendix 4 for third principle and Appendix 5 for figure of the eight principles). 

The third principle contains four different indicators. The first two indicators regard what to include 

when preparing an individual relief worker. The third and fourth indicators concern the preparation and 

education of managers (Antares Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 19). The first and second indicators 

will be explained in conjunction with each other and in the same manner also the third and fourth 

indicators.   
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1st and 2nd indicators: A relief worker should be informed of the anticipated stress factors in the context 

where the operation will take place. It is important that workers are prepared on what is likely to cause 

stress among relief workers in field so that mentally they can be prepared for those factors. This 

information should be as specific as possible. They should have an understanding of how the body 

reacts to stress and be able to identify signs of stress in oneself and others. This includes stress, burnout, 

or signs of traumatization in a person. When identifying signals of stress it is important that workers 

previous to the operation were given tools to manage and cope with stress. These tools include for 

example ways of relaxing, anger management or debriefing with colleagues or officers. Workers should 

also during preparation have received information in how to take care of oneself and the importance of 

resting at regular intervals. Team work will be a crucial factor in field since the support of colleagues is 

important in managing stress. Therefore education of how to function as a team and aspects that every 

individual need to consider when working in a team is important. Aspects of working in close 

collaboration with persons from other cultures also need to be addressed in the preparing education 

Antares Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 20).  

 
There is a risk of using the wrong methods of coping with stress. It is for example common that people 

use alcohol or other drugs as a way of coping. This creates, instead of removes, stress since the group is 

negatively affected and the teamwork is deteriorated. All relief workers should be aware of this risk. 

Another aspect of working with disaster relief is meeting the local population. The Antares Foundation 

Guidelines emphasize the importance of informing about how to deal with persons that have 

experienced traumatic events. Finally relief workers should also get specific information about the 

situation in the area, where the operation will take place. This will give every individual time to prepare 

mentally for unusual experiences and stress factors (Antares Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 20).        

 
3rd and 4th indicators: These indicators deal with the importance of providing teams in field with good 

managers. It is crucial for a team in a stressful environment to have leaders that can support the team 

members in a sufficient way. Therefore the education of managers should be prioritized by 

organizations. Managers should be able to educate their staff in how to manage stress and to identify 

signs of stress. After traumatic experiences managers must be capable of helping their staff through 

giving them time for rest and by organizing debriefing sessions. Managers must also be a role model for 

the team and be able to get the team to function in a good and effective way. The organizations need to 

prepare managers in a sufficient way so that they can fulfill all these tasks recounted above (Antares 

Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 20). 
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2.3.3 Summarized criteria 

The thoughts of the scholars presented in this theoretical part will constitute the basis for the criteria. 

These criteria are important when analyzing the data conducted from documents and from the interviews 

with MSB and the Swedish Red Cross. The criteria should be followed in order to improve stress 

management and the ability to cope with stress, among relief workers. It should be mentioned that the 

criteria does not include how to avoid stressful situations. The summarized points of what to include in 

preparations of relief workers are presented in Box 1 (see Appendix 6 for extended version). 

 
Box 2. Criteria for preparations of relief workers. 

 

 

2.4 Differences and similarities with previous studies 

This study is contributing to the knowledge on this topic by illuminating the Swedish context. This is 

accomplished by evaluating two of the most important employers of relief workers in Sweden, through 

interviews and reading documents that showed how relief workers are prepared. Bjerneld et al. (2004) 

interviewed Swedish relief workers and summarized their experiences of working in field. Some 

conclusions concerned the preparation before the operation, but it was not the focus of the study. 

Ehrenreich and Elliott (2004) performed a survey, including relief workers from 17 organizations, 

investigating the training and support of staff. The study concludes that few organizations answered the 

study and that among the answering organizations the training and support were mostly insufficient. 

Educational of relief workers 

Leadership training 

Teambuilding 

Care of traumatized persons 

Stress reactions and identification of stress 
Requirements for employment 

Preoperational screening 

Practical experience 
Information about the operation 

Culture and local conditions 

Security 

Anticipated stress factors 

Support 

Chain of command 
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This study however does not exclusively look at preparations and has not specifically investigated the 

training and education of the organizations, but instead collected data through a survey performed on the 

staff. The Swedish context was not investigated either. The Swedish context has never before, to my 

knowledge, been investigated when it comes to how relief workers are prepared prior to relief operation.     
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3. Method 

3.1 Choice of study 

The focus on mental health has caught the attention of researchers the last decade and as a fairly new 

area of research it is a desired and important focus (Walsh, 2009, p. 239). The choice of the SRC and 

MSB as subjects for the interviews and the study was first and foremost because of their comprehensive 

work with international disaster relief. The method of interviewing informant is making this study a 

qualitative study since the collected data is the comprehension of the informants (Bryman, 2001, p. 

272). In the phase of the selection of the interview objects many organizations did not qualify because 

they lacked a sufficient work with disaster relief, instead focusing only on traditional development aid 

work. The organizations contacted, with a sufficient disaster relief work, were Médecins Sans 

Frontières, The Swedish Red Cross (SRC), Erikshjälpen, ActionAid, Save the Children, 

Pingstmissionens Utvecklingssamarbete (PMU) and Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB). The 

only organizations giving a positive respond to the request was SRC and MSB, which was contenting in 

the view of the statement above. It should, however, be remembered that 5 of 7 organizations gave 

negative answers or did not answer at all to the mail invitation. This is a pattern earlier noted by 

Ehrenreich and Elliott (2004) when investigating organizations' training and support of their relief 

personnel. Only 17 of 100 NGOs gave a positive answer when receiving the question of being a part of 

Ehrenreich and Elliott's study. Ehrenreich and Elliott (2004) concludes with these facts at hand that, 

although there might be other perhaps bureaucratic explanations, the low responsiveness is due to 

unwillingness of revealing inadequate training and support of personnel (Ehrenreich and Elliott, 2004, p. 

60-61). As other motives cannot be excluded this conclusion is not scientifically proved. However, 

when generalizing the results of this study to other Swedish organizations it is still important having this 

in mind. 	  

3.2 Literature search 

Scientific articles on the subject were read and searched for through the search engine “Söderscholar” 

(www.sh.se) and “Google Scholar” (scholar.google.se). Söderscholar is a search engine accessible at 

Södertörn University's official website that includes scientific articles in all areas of research. Google 

Scholar is a search engine that is freely accessible and it covers plenty of areas of research. Key words 

during the search was: “humanitarian aid”, “relief workers”, “disaster-preparedness”, “mental health”, 

“training”, “standards”, “humanitarian workers”, “stress management” and “PTSD”. The reviewed 

literature directed the focus of this study and was useful in the choosing of a relevant purpose.  	  



 

16 
 

3.3 Data collection 

3.3.1 Interviews 

Data about how the two selected organizations prepare their personnel has been gathered through 

interviews with informants in charge of the preparations of the relief workers. Åsa Blomquist (HR 

Advisor International Assignments) was interviewed for SRC and Jenny Wärja (education coordinator) 

and Folke Ryman (staff councellor) were interviewed for MSB (see Appendix 7 for complete interview 

schedule). The reason for interviewing two persons from MSB and only one person from SRC was that 

Jenny Wärja redirected the questions she could not answer to Folke Ryman who is more of an expert on 

specific questions concerning the mental part of the preparation. This is a bias that might influence the 

results of the data collection. However, not performing this interview with Folke Ryman would mean 

that the bias would be reverse and the study might not have been feasible. Furthermore, detailed 

documents from the education of SRC compensate the lack of an expert to some extent. Having this 

possible bias in mind is a mitigating factor and will make the analysis more reliable (Bryman, 2001, p. 

86). 

 
The informants were contacted by e-mail, where the purpose of the study was presented. In the same e-

mail documents were asked for and reading these before conducting the interviews helped in 

understanding the informants and the information they communicated. This will decrease the risk of 

misinterpretation of the data (Gillham, p. 26). The interview with Åsa Blomquist (2012-12-05) was a 

face-to-face interview conducted at the Swedish Red Cross office in Stockholm. The office was calm 

and no time limits were affecting the interview negatively. The interview was written down on 

computer. Later the notes were transcribed and additional data not written down during the interview 

was added. The interview lasted for approximately 45 minutes. The interviews with Jenny Wärja (2012-

12-10) and Folke Ryman (2012-12-13) were telephone interviews. The telephone interviews lasted for 

approximately 40 minutes each. All prepared questions were asked without having to interrupt the 

interview because of lack of time. The interview was noted on computer and transcribed following the 

same pattern as above. 	  

	  
The choice of taking notes on computer instead of recording the interviews was partly for time saving 

reasons and partly for the reason that the informants would feel more relaxed. Recording an interview 

can make the informant more precautious if they know that everything they say will be available for 

others to listen to. Furthermore the character of the collected data is not of that kind that it has to be 

remembered word-for-word. It should, however, be mentioned that there is a risk of not recording since 

some data can be forgotten or not taken note of. Another flaw could be that the informants are not 
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informing of details that could be relevant for this study. However, the choice to also review documents 

of the preparations will decrease this risk of missing out crucial information.   	  

	  
After forming the criteria of preparations from mainly Walsh (2009) and scholars from the Antares 

Foundation Guidelines (2012) the interview questions were constructed. The interview schedule was 

intended to collect data from the organizations on every point of the criteria. However, the informants 

were at the beginning of the interview asked to freely describe in what ways the organization is 

preparing their personnel mentally. Thus, it is not self-evident what the interview structure should be 

defined as. The choice of definition would stand between structured or semi-structured interviews. They 

are structured because of the criteria that form quite specific what kind of questions included in the 

interview. They have also semi-structured character because of asking the informant to emphasize what 

he/she believes are the important information when it comes to mental preparations. However, to define 

the exact amount of structure in the interviews is not necessary since the function of these terms is not to 

define exactly what kind of research it is, but only to identify a direction. Actually, most studies are 

mixtures of different methods (Bryman, 2001, p. 24).                	  

3.3.2 Other sources of data 

Data has been gathered by reading documents provided by the informants. From SRC these documents 

consist of a compendium for the International Mobilization and Preparation for Action (IMPACT) 

course (including World of Red Cross and Red Crescent (WORC) and Stay Safe) and scientific articles 

concerning how the Red Cross is working with the health of relief workers. From MSB these documents 

consist of “Handbok för insatspersonal – före, under och efter internationella insatser” (translation: 

Handbook for relief personnel – before, during and after international relief operations) and “Stress- och 

krishantering vid internationella insatser” (translation: Management of stress and crisis during 

international relief operations). Additional to this data about the organizations has been gathered from 

their official websites. In the case of SRC this included www.ifrc.org (IFRC), www.icrc.org (ICRC) and 

www.redcross.se (SRC). Data from MSB was collected from www.msb.se (MSB). The contact 

information of the informants was found on these websites. 	  

3.4 Analyzing the data 

To facilitate a comparison between the SRC's and MSB’s preparation of relief workers and to be able to 

identify strengths and weaknesses it is necessary to outline certain factors of a sufficient preparation. By 

reading the existing scientific articles on this topic a criteria for a sufficient preparation has been 

formed. These criteria will be compared to the data collected from SRC and MSB. This way the 
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strengths and weaknesses will be apparent for the reader. The method of this study makes it impossible 

to evaluate the quality of the preparations. A way to do this would be to interview relief workers. The 

quality will not be analyzed, but with regard to the time aspect and teaching methods it will be 

evaluated, to some extent, in the discussion. However, the analysis will not only provide a yes or no to 

the question if the criteria are fulfilled, but also to what extent the criteria are fulfilled. Therefore, when 

summarizing the findings, every activity will be graded from 0-2 (0 = Not fulfilled, 1 = Partly fulfilled, 

2 = Completely fulfilled). The criteria are mainly based of the theories of Walsh (2009) and scholars 

from the project Antares Foundation Guidelines (2012). The fact that both these studies have been 

released relatively recent makes the criteria relevant, since these studies are based on earlier studies and 

currently are at the head of this research area (Bryman, 2001, p. 262). When interviewing SRC 

representative it was informed that currently SRC are looking over their educations of relief workers 

(Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05). In the work to reform the education this study will be important as a 

recommendation of what to improve in the education. 	  

3.5 Critisism of method 

One weakness of this study is the fact that no interviews have been conducted with relief workers, but 

only with persons responsible for the education and preparation of relief workers. One important 

perspective is thereby leaved out and the conclusions of the study will not be as reliable as if the view of 

the organizations could be matched and compared with the view of their personnel (Bryman, 2001, p. 

86). A recommended area of study is to combine both organizations and relief workers into one single 

study to get a more comprehensive description and to be able to identify gaps.   	  

	  
Every activity to prepare the relief workers could be analyzed in detail to examine exactly how the 

preparation is performed and how much the attendants are benefitting from it. However, that is not the 

purpose of this study. It will rather investigate what kind of preparations the organizations have, than the 

quality of them. It should be clarified on this matter that a detailed analysis is difficult to perform 

without detailed criteria. These kind of detailed criteria are at the moment not existing or, even less, 

officially recognized as recognized standards (Connorton et al., 2012, p. 147). That will limit this study 

and is one of the reasons for performing a more comparative analysis of the data. By doing so this study 

will be feasible and the result more reliable (Bryman, 2001, p. 86).         	  
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4. Preparation of Swedish relief workers 

The preparations provided by the two organizations will be presented below. The preparations include 

education of and information to the workers and the requirements for employment. The features of the 

organizations will be presented separately. The data will be presented following the same structure as 

the criteria. First a structure of the education, which every relief worker is provided with, is presented.  

4.1 Swedish Red Cross 

The Red Cross Movement is working for the human rights to be fulfilled both through influencing 

political decisions and through buildup of operations that meet the needs. The Red Cross has got many 

years of experience from disaster relief and currently operate in 188 countries. Therefore the Red Cross 

is an important actor in disaster relief. The Swedish Red Cross are working both in Sweden and 

internationally. SRC can be requested by the International Red Cross to send personnel on international 

operations. Often there is a demand for a specific competens. SRC often assist with experts in logistics, 

water and sanitation or health care (Röda Korset, 2013-01-14).        

 
Before a candidate is ready for an operation three courses need to be completed; WORC, Stay Safe and 

IMPACT. WORC is an introduction course, open for anyone, to the Red Cross Movement and has to be 

completed in order for participants to be on the same level knowledge when attending the IMPACT 

course (IMPACT, 2009, WORC, p. 1). During the WORC course the participants get an understanding 

of the services and activities within the Red Cross movement, including IFRC (International Federation 

of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies), ICRC (International Committee of the Red Cross) and 

National Societies. It is also important for participants to understand how the Fundamental Principles 

(Including humanity, impartiality, neutrality, independence, voluntary service, unity and universality 

(ICRC, 1996)) impact the structure of the Red Cross Movement (IMPACT, 2009, WORC, p. 1). 

 
Stay Safe is a part of the IMPACT. The IMPACT course is organised about 25 times each year in 

different countries and it lasts for five days (Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05). It includes information and 

education in several different areas, of which the relevant ones for this study will be discussed below. 

After completing an IMPACT course workers may have to wait for another 6 months before they are 

assigned for an operation. Before departure workers attend a two-day course which will prepare them 

for the specific area and context where the operation will take place (Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05).   
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4.1.1 Education 

The Swedish Red Cross (SRC) does not provide relief workers with any leadership training as a part of 

the standard preoperational education. However, if a relief worker is promoted to become a manager and 

get leadership responsibility, he/she will undertake leadership training. This training will be provided by 

ICRC or IFRC (Interview, 2012-12-05).  

 
Team building is an important feature in the preparation of Swedish Red Cross workers. Attendants are 

introduced to team work during the IMPACT course. It is explained why this method is used to facilitate 

the commitments during operation. Expectations on the other persons in the team are discussed and time 

is given for reflection on how to function in a team. Team work is however also important during the 

IMPACT course itself. At the beginning of the week attendants are divided into groups which remain 

the same during the entire week. Strong bonds grow between group members during this week 

(Interview, 2012-12-05). During the IMPACT course group work is frequently used in the learning 

process through discussions and role plays (Interview, 2012-12-05). SRC also educate attendants in the 

so called “buddy system”. The idea of this is basically that two persons decide to look for stress 

symptoms in one another. If symptoms of stress is identified it is important that the ”buddy” share this 

with the stressed person so that he/she can take the appropriate measures, as for example rest or talking 

to an officer (IMPACT, 2009, stress management, p. 6-8). This system has been developed since 

unhealthy stress is affecting a group negatively and thus, deteriorating the effectiveness of an operation 

(IMPACT, 2009, stress management, p. 6). However, the workers are not allocated a “buddy” when 

arriving to the operation site. Every individual must, on their own, take the responsibility to find a buddy 

and to make the “buddy system” work in field.        

 
No part of the courses specifically raises how to take care of traumatized persons in field (Interview, 

2012-12-05).  

 
Participants in IMPACT are informed of the body's reactions to stress and learn how to identify signs of 

stress. The attendants learn the differences of basic stress (normal stress), cumulative stress (following a 

longer period of pressure) and traumatic stress (following an experience of being threatened to life) 

(IMPACT, 2009, stress management, 2). The signs of stress include physical symptoms, emotional 

signs, mental signs, relational signs, and behavioral changes. Signs of burnout are also presented, e.g. 

concentration difficulties, excessive tiredness, inefficiency in work, difficulties to sleep, and ignorance 

of one’s physical needs. Either 1,5 or 3 hours (depending on the structure of the module) are spent for 

the stress management module as a whole during the IMPACT course (IMPACT, 2009, stress 
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management, p. 1). 

 
During IMPACT attendants get familiar with techniques to manage stress. Some examples of these 

techniques are; take days off and do things that you enjoy; be realistic by knowing your own and others' 

limitations and avoid putting too much pressure on yourself and others; take care of yourself by 

exercising, maintaining good eating habits and taking time to rest; use available support systems, e.g. 

talk to your ”buddy” or professional health officer (IMPACT, 2009, stress management, p. 5). Relief 

workers are also encouraged to do normal things (referring to activities normally performed in the 

everyday life in their home country) during their time in field, to reduce the feeling of alienation in this 

new country. The field period should not be considered as ”only 6 month experience” and use that as an 

argument for ignoring personal needs. Instead, a good thing to do is furnish the accommodation 

personally to make it comfortable and a refuge for relaxation. During the preparation there are no 

practical exercises in stress management techniques, only theoretical education. Special techniques for 

relaxation are currently discussed within the SRC (Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05).     

4.1.2 Requirements for employment 

It is mandatory before being employed to undergo a preoperational screening through a medical check-

up (IMPACT, 2009, delegate health, p. 1). Candidates must fulfill the health requirements prior to 

employment. This include for example not having a history of sickness that could be precarious in field, 

having diabetes or high blood pressure. This shows the relatively hard requirements on relief workers. 

Candidates must also talk to a psychologist with experience of field work. This is an opportunity to 

discuss expectations and challenges in field. It is also a way of getting to know the psychologist who 

will be their contact person during operations if experiencing hardship of different kinds (Åsa 

Blomquist, 2012-12-05). 

 
SRC does not require any certain number of years of practical experience from ones original profession. 

Still experience is very important and SRC also prefer people with international practical experience. A 

person who has worked with some profession in a foreign country is more likely to be employed and 

people with experience from previous relief or aid work is even more qualified working for SRC. When 

considering a person’s suitability SRC stress the importance of person’s motivation to work for the Red 

Cross. Another valuable qualification is the ability to work in a team. Nowadays it is harder to qualify 

for employments within the Red Cross which was not the case some decades ago. This is to some extent 

a consequence of more complex situations during disasters in the 21th century than earlier in history 

(Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05). 
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To further prepare workers the Red Cross in Sweden adds one day, with practical training. The purpose 

is to give attendants the opportunity to experience likely field scenarios. This include for example 

practice in the use of radio equipment, reading maps, driving a four wheel driven car, and planning a 

movement from one point to another. In one exercise one of the participants is taken as a hostage. This 

gives the attendants and the observers the opportunity to understand how an individual react in that kind 

of situation. This is then discussed together with a psychologist (Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05). 

4.1.3 Information about operational situation 

When a relief worker is signed up for an operation he/she will go through a two-day course with more 

specific information about the current operation and about the location and the country where the 

operation will take place. The culture in the country will be presented and explained, with its practices, 

beliefs and social rules. The Code of Conduct for the Red Cross Movement is also teaching relief 

workers to comply with the laws of the country, respect all persons equally, and respect the norms and 

habits in of the local population and act in an appropriate way. Furthermore attendants are studying the 

features of the location on their own as well. SRC provide the attendants with consummate 

compendiums for this part of the learning process.   

 
The information of the security situation includes what type of precautions and restrictions currently 

necessary (Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05). During the Stay Safe course, included in the IMPACT course, 

the lecturer go through expectations on; the Federation to provide a sufficient security strategy; the 

managers during operations to take measures for securing the relief workers' safety; and the relief 

workers to follow the prescribed security directions and follow the advice given during information 

meetings. Attendants are given information about mutual expectations (see Appendix 8). Participants are 

advised of security measures in different areas of the society such as airport, taxis and hotels. Except for 

the above mentioned, the individual is expected to gather information about the security situation in the 

country on her/his own as well and to take responsibility for receiving updated information when 

arriving to the country (IMPACT, security, p. 2).        

 
Anticipated stress factors are presented during the IMPACT course which helps the workers to get an 

understanding of what to expect during an operation. Since this presentation is not rooted in any specific 

context the main stress factors are brought up: difficult living conditions, cultural differences/alienation, 

heavy workload and inability to reach expectations, limited control of the situation, personal problems, 

communication problems because of language shortfall, experiencing tragedy, and health problems 

(IMPACT, stress management, p. 3).  
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The attendants also get information of how the organization will support workers that are experiencing 

stress. Except for the ”buddy system” participants are also informed that it will be possible to use 

debriefing as a method of processing traumatic experiences, both through defusing and professional 

psychological support. Defusing is ”emotional first aid” (IMPACT, 2009, stress management, p. 7) and 

is a way of venting traumatic events by retelling it to an officer the same day as the occurrence. This 

should not replace talking to a psychologist. Talking to a psychologist is mandatory after returning from 

an operation (IMPACT, 2009, stress management, p. 6-8). 

 
The chain of command, or how the operation will be carried out, are explained in more general terms 

during the IMPACT course by the information of the Red Cross Movement structure. More practically, 

the chain of command is explained partly during the two-day course, but more thoroughly during one 

day in Geneva. The relief workers learn who will be their manager, coordinator, how the chain of 

command will function, etc. The rest will be explained to the relief workers upon arrival. On site they 

will be introduced to work and specific things of importance (Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05).  

4.2 Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB) 

MSB is a Swedish governmental agency working with protection and preparation of the Swedish society 

to resist disaster and threats of different kinds (MSB, 2012, p. 6). MSB is mandated to work in Sweden 

as well as internationally. Since 1988, when Räddningsverket (Swedish Rescue Services Agency) 

switched name and became MSB, 4200 workers have been sent on 700 relief operations in 100 different 

countries. Relief workers can be sent on operations as a team with all members employed by MSB. 

However a relief worker can also be seconded i.e. sent as an individual having a requested skill. For 

example MSB, as a standby partner to UN-agencies (e.g. OCHA, WFP, UNHCR, Unicef och UNDP), 

are often inquired to send water and sanitation experts to operations where there is a lack of that 

profession (MSB, 2012, p. 9; Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10). MSB also cooperate with the affected 

government (MSB, 2012, p. 15). 

 
A person who wants to be employed by MSB has the possibility to sign up in their personnel pool. If 

qualified, he/she will be interviewed. However, to be a subject for employment every candidate has to 

complete an introduction course. This course is held by MSB in Karlstad. The course includes a reading 

period of 4 weeks, at 25 % pace, prior to the course. The attendants ought to be prepared when the 

course starts. The course last for five and a half days and credits awareness of regarding relief work 

(Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10) through lectures, practical training, role-play and group discussions. The 

course is designed so that participants will be able to easily convert the information into practical 
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knowledge (MSB – Introduction course, 2012, p. 4). The course content will be described below. After 

the course recruitment is possible. Relief workers can operate as a team with all members employed by 

MSB. However a relief worker can also be seconded i.e. sent as an individual having a requested skill. 

For example MSB, as a standby partner to UN-agencies (e.g. OCHA, WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF och 

UNDP), are often requested to send water and sanitation experts (MSB, 2012, p. 9; Jenny Wärja, 2012-

12-10). MSB also cooperate with the affected government (MSB, 2012, p. 15).  

 
Depending on the assignment, the period from being contacted and employed by MSB to the day of 

departure might be short. All practical details therefore must be taken care of beforehand. It is advised to 

mentally prepare for the departure and the forthcoming work abroad (MSB, 2012, p. 13-15). When an 

assignment is made a final information meeting is arranged with the human resources manager (HR-

manager), the project manager, the medical coordinator, the staff counsellor, security advisory and 

experts of environment and gender aspects. This meeting contains details of the assignment and the area 

where it will take place (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10; MSB, 2012, p. 26-27).  

4.2.1 Education 

Leadership training is not provided in the introduction course, but a leadership course is offered for 

MSB employees advancing to leader positions. This course discuss questions as: What is leadership and 

what is important to consider as a leader? What will be my role during the operation? Managers are 

responsible for the personnel and the budget and instructions and advices of how to manage this is 

provided (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10).    

 
Personnel can be sent out in teams or seconded. If MSB is sending a whole team the possibilities for 

team building are better. The different members of the team have certain functions and it will be 

clarified beforehand what is expected of each group member (MSB, 2012, p. 18-19). Sending a team 

mean that MSB has the possibility to compact the team prior to the operation. Group dynamics and 

potential threats to the unity of the group are discussed and advices are given (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-

10). These aspects of team work are also highlighted during the introduction course. Finally, during the 

introduction course, the attendants discuss in groups and participate in role-plays and simulated 

exercises (MSB – Introduction course, 2012, p. 4).        

 
The preparing of the relief workers does not include specifically how to take care of traumatized 

persons.   
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Stress reactions and identifying signs of stress is a part of the introduction course. The part dealing with 

the different aspects of stress is given a half-day of the total five and a half days the introduction course 

is lasting. The concept of stress is explained and the differences between normal stress and stress 

causing disorders are outlined. Stressors in a Swedish context versus the context in, for example, an 

African country are compared. Furthermore, the physical stress reactions are outlined to facilitate the 

recognition of stress in oneself and others (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-13; MSB, 2012-11-27). Through a 

handbook the attendants are encouraged to prepare mentally on their own as well. For example, 

handling unsolved problems, taking time for relaxing activities and keeping up a good physical health 

(MSB, 2012, p. 42).       

 
The attendants are taught techniques to manage stress during the introduction course. When 

experiencing stress the relief workers should identify if they are eating nutritious food, drinking enough 

water, working out, resting and preparing mentally for different situations. The importance of ventilation 

through, for example, writing in a diary or talking to co-workers or officials is also emphasized. 

Different relaxing and mental exercises are informed of and a CD is given to the attendants with the 

relaxing exercises. However, practical exercises are not performed during the introduction course, 

because of lack of time. The participants are instead advised to learn more about techniques on 

www.glasgowsteps.com, which addresses the issues of stress management. During the preparing 

information meeting the staff counsellor remind the relief workers to use the different techniques in field 

and of the possibility to contact him during the entire operation (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-13).    

4.2.2 Requirements for employment 

Preoperational screening is mandatory that all relief workers undergo a medical examination prior to 

operation (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10). Because of the pressure on relief workers MSB demands a good 

physical and mental health, to reduce the risks of illness during and after operations. For example, 

medical history and possible chronic illnesses or regular medication is examined (MSB, 2012, p. 40-41). 

No equivalent examination of the mental health is performed, but a stress hardiness test is included in 

the recruitment process. Through the test recruiters can estimate what the person manage and the person 

itself gets a perception of what is expected of her/him (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-13). It is important to 

give this a thought since the ultimate responsibility of maintaining good health is the relief worker's 

her/himself (MSB, 2012, p. 38-39). 

 
When recruiting personnel MSB selects persons from the personnel pool. This phase is somewhat 

explaining the practical experience required and varies depending on the profession. The pool is divided 

into three levels: A, B and C. These levels decide what work assignment and what degree of 
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responsibility the person need to have in field. Different professions are represented in all three levels. 

The A-level contains persons with at least three years of working experience. The persons in the B-level  

have got five to seven years of work experience. The persons in the C-level are good leaders and have 

10-12 years of experience. MSB also offer persons without international experience a couple of weeks 

of practice. Depending on the work tasks the requirements of international practical experience also 

vary. For example, regarding international experience, the work of humanitarian officer is more 

demanding than the work of an electrician (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10).     

4.2.3 Information about operational situation 

Culture and local conditions are discussed during the introduction course. Questions are raised of how 

cultural aspects can impact the performance of an operation. Discussions about attitudes to other 

cultures and perceptions of cultures are also held (MSB – Introduction course, 2012, p. 3). Much of the 

education is focusing on self-understanding, raising questions as: “Why am I thinking the way I do?” 

and “What can be derived from my cultural background?” (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10). Also, the code of 

conduct is urging employees to treat the local population with dignity and not using the position as a 

relief worker as an advantage. People should not be discriminated because of ethnicity, believes, gender 

etc. A relief worker respects the laws and norms of the society (MSB, 2012, p. 51-53). The attendants 

are encouraged to read about local conditions and what to consider, in terms of cultural differences, as a 

relief worker. This information is available at www.headington-institute.org (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-

13). The specific local conditions are communicated during the information meeting. Local conditions 

are for example discussed in terms of security will now be outlined (MSB, 2012, p. 26-27). 

 
During the introduction course attendants are being advised how to take measures of security and are 

given advice to increase their safety (MSB – Introduction course, 2012, p. 3). When a person or team is 

recruited MSB makes a security assessment. During the information meeting the security situation is 

communicated to the personnel and specific advice, on the basis of this information, is given. The 

personnel are given detailed information of political situation and security issues. The briefing also 

contains advises of how to handle information and security measures when traveling (MSB, 2012, p. 27-

28). However, the relief workers have responsibility for their own security and the individual take 

responsibility for getting an updated assessment of the security situation on site (MSB, 2012, p. 70). 

Nevertheless MSB has around-the-clock external environment monitoring and know the coordinates of 

their personnel and constantly follow the turn of events to be able to help personnel. If the personnel is 

in danger a plan of evacuation will be composed (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10).            
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Anticipated stress factors are presented during the introduction course. These can be hard to predict 

since this depend on the site, the event and the individuals. However, it is a valuable to discuss possible 

stress factors as the attendants somewhat will be prepared for them. MSB emphasizes three stress 

factors. The first is the feeling of not being able to carry out assignments due to different bureaucratic 

obstacles, disturbance or other local obstacles. Often the motivation is high among relief workers and to 

be forced to do nothing can, paradoxically, be stressful. Other organizational cultures can be stressful for 

a Swedish relief worker. More authoritarian leadership can be frustrating if used to a more democratic 

way of working and solving problems. The third stress factor is the Malaria medication (Lariam and 

Malarone). This medication can affect the body and deteriorate the general health condition leading to 

higher vulnerability to stress (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-13).  

         
In addition to the security support, MSB also support personnel by having the staff councellor available 

for contacting during the entire operation. The relief workers are urged to contact the staff councellor 

after experiencing an event that might cause traumatic reactions. Even small incidents should be 

reported. During the following weeks this will be followed up and the councellor will be able to exclude 

the risk of traumatic reaction or will have to take proper measures (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-13). If 

exposed to extreme stress with a following traumatic reaction the response cannot be delayed. So called 

emotional first aid provide the person with food and drinks, counselling and help to rest. MSB 

emphasizes the importance of ventilation through dialogue with co-workers and managers where the 

person can process the event through describing the experience. A debriefing session with an educated 

leader will be even more profound and decrease the risk of later mental disorders (MSB, 2009-09-29). 

All relief workers are contacted by the staff councellor after returning to Sweden (MSB, 2012, p. 98).     

 
Chain of command are explained in general terms during the introduction course and more specifically 

presented during the information meeting. During the introduction course the attendants receive 

information about the way UN works in relation to MSB (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10). The structure of 

MSB, including how they work, their mandate and objectives, are presented and also how the staff is 

cooperating and interacting with the officers. All the different administrative processes within MSB are 

also explained (MSB – Introduction course, 2012, p. 2). The information meeting will bring up the tasks 

of the employment and describe them further (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10).  

 
The data from the interviews and documents have now been presented. The relevant aspects of MSB's 

and SRC's preparations have been outlined, but to be able to draw any conclusions this data will be now 

compared with the criteria.   
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5. Analysis 

The data from the organizations will be analyzed in three categories: Education of relief workers, 

requirements for employment and information about the operation. The practical training will be 

discussed in the third category even though it could be seen as an education. However, it is suitable if 

the practical training can be discussed in connection with practical experience and this aspect is 

discussed within requirements for employment. After the analyzing the preparation the findings will be 

summarized and presented in a table.  

5.1 Education of relief workers      

5.1.1 Leadership training 

Both educations lack leadership training. This training is instead provided separate to people advancing 

to manager positions. The consequence is that all relief workers do not have leadership capacity. MSB is 

solving this by sorting people into different levels (A-, B- and C-level) with different leadership 

experience. The SRC recruitment process is thorough and it has become harder in recent days to get 

employed by the SRC. It can therefore be assumed that the relief workers are employed to work 

assignments that they are qualified for. On this basis the crucial criterion to provide every team with a 

qualified manager is fulfilled (Antares Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 20). However, in field the terms 

of reference often changes and a relief worker might be responsible for other tasks than was planned for 

prior to the operation (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10). This means that uneducated relief workers can be 

forced to function in a leadership position which according to Walsh (2009, p. 237-238) can be a 

stressful situation. Therefore one intervention could be to provide all participants, in the preparing 

courses, with leadership training. This aspect does, however, not mean that MSB and SRC do not fulfill 

the criterion, but that more can be done.   

5.1.2 Team building 

Education of how to build a functioning team is prevalent in both educations, but with differing 

strengths and weaknesses. SRC is emphasizing the importance of team work and educate the attendants 

in understanding the function of a team in field and reflect on expectations on oneself and others in the 

team. In the recruitment phase the ability to work in a team is much valued. The group is important even 

during the IMPACT course, but since the friends made at IMPACT are most likely not going to the 

same area these contacts is not beneficial for the team building in field or the construction of the ”buddy 

system” (Interview, 2012-12-05). However, learning to look after one another within a team is valuable, 
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even if the friends will be exchanged. MSB has got an advantage when sending entire teams. This will 

give the team members the opportunity to get to know each other before going to operation where the 

circumstances can be hard and the time for building a team may be lacking. The effectiveness of the 

operation and the health of the team members are a factor of a functioning team. This is accomplished 

through education about team work and time for building good relations within the team (Walsh, 2009, 

p. 237).  MSB fulfill both these criteria when sending an entire team. SRC fulfill the first criteria, but 

not the other one. However, SRC emphasize team work education more than MSB. It was not clear if 

the organizations integrated the aspect of working with persons from other cultures in the team work 

education. This is a usual scenario and therefore crucial in an education of relief workers (Antares 

Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 20). The time aspect is affecting the preparations in general and since 

team building take time in question this area is also affected. The organizations, first and foremost SRC, 

must reflect on how to solve this problem.  

5.1.3 Care of traumatized persons 

None of the organizations specifically address how to take care of traumatized persons. However, it 

cannot be concluded that no education on this topic exist. SRC could be said to educate in taking care of 

traumatized persons when teaching the “buddy system” and how to identify signs of stress in co-

workers. They also learn how to prevent this kind of stress. These are tools that could be used in a 

situation when encountering a traumatized population, as well as stressed colleagues. Also MSB 

provides an education that deals with the reactions of one and others in reply to traumatic events and 

how to manage that stress. Even though the purpose of the education is not to help the population, it 

could be useful even in those situations. However, not all relief workers must receive this kind of 

education since not all of them will work with traumatized persons, but as been stated before relief 

workers' work assignment can change during the operation and workers can get into situations not 

prepared for beforehand (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10). Furthermore it can be comforting having the 

knowledge of how to act in that kind of a situation even if it will never turn up. The contrary, that relief 

workers are worried to get into a situation they are not able to handle (Walsh, 2009, p. 237-238), is also 

something worth avoiding as a way of reducing stress. Thus, even though both organizations provide 

information surely connected to this topic, relief workers would benefit if the category “traumatized 

population” would be addressed in the education. All activities that prepare relief workers for the 

encounter with traumatized persons is important as this experience otherwise can create PTSD reactions 

in relief workers (Connorton, et al., 2012, 146). To sum up, relief workers are to some extent receiving 

education on this topic, but both SRC and MSB could prioritize this preparation more than they are 

currently doing.   
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5.1.4 Stress reactions and identification of stress 

Both SRC and MSB are discussing stress reactions and how to identify signs of stress. SRC spend 1,5 or 

3 hours educating in stress management as a whole, while MSB spend a half-day on this topic 

(approximately 4 hours). Thus, when it comes to stress management MSB is creating slightly more 

space for it in the schedule, but once again the time aspect limits what is able to be accomplished during 

the time educating. It is unclear if the time given to this topic is enough, and this will be further 

discussed in the next part (see Discussion, p. 39). However, it was clear that SRC and MSB are aware of 

the mechanism of stress and the importance of informing the attendants of this. The content is in the 

case of SRC focusing on the signs of stress and also of burnout. These signs are divided into early and 

later warning signals, which gives a clue of how serious the symptoms are. SRC also explain different 

types of stress and how the body reacts to them. In the same way MSB is outlining the differences 

between normal and stress causing disorders and the reactions of the body, very similar to SRC. It is 

difficult to recognize any differences between them on this matter. The Antares Foundation Guidelines 

(2012, p. 20) are not specifying how the education of stress reactions and sign of stress should be 

performed, but merely upholding it as a criteria and instead focusing more on the techniques to manage 

it, which will be discussed below. From the collected data and the provided criteria it is therefore not 

possible to analyze this further and therefore the conclusion is simply that MSB and SRC fulfill the 

criteria.    

5.1.5 Techniques to manage stress 

After informing of stress signals it is important that organizations teach different kinds of methods and 

techniques for managing this rising stress (Hearns and Deeny, 2007, pp. 33-34). SRC's techniques are 

advice of how to decrease the stress level by different activities, such as, resting, doing things you like, 

talk to your “buddy” etc. The same type of techniques is taught by MSB. The difference is that MSB 

also teaches relaxation exercises. Neither MSB nor SRC mention anything about teaching anger 

management techniques which is one of the suggested techniques in Antares Foundation Guidelines 

(2012, p.20). During the interview with the representative for SRC it became apparent that education in 

techniques could be further developed. For example, techniques for relaxation could be further 

emphasized and are currently discussed within the SRC (Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05). This, clearly, 

indicate that there are deficits in the SRC education of techniques and that MSB has come further in this 

area. MSB, however, does not provide practice of the relaxation techniques, due to lack of time. In other 

words it is up to the relief worker to integrate the relaxation techniques into her/his daily habits. Of 

course, even with practical training integrated in the course attendants are ultimately leaved with the 
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decision of turning it into a habit or not. Although the Antares Foundation Guidelines (2012, p. 20) not 

specifically urge to practice with a lecturer, exercises are more easily repeated at home if first being 

taught from a lecturer. The exercises has then been visualized and experienced. Without the opportunity 

to try the exercises, the techniques will possibly not be used in field. In spite of this deficit MSB is 

reaching a higher fulfillment of the criterion of teaching techniques than SRC, since the latter 

completely lack education in relaxation techniques.   

5.2 Requirements for employment 

5.2.1 Preoperational screening 

Both organizations screen the candidates physically before employing and sending them to an operation. 

This test is showing whether the candidate will be in risk of sickness etc. in field. SRC and MSB are 

aware of the enhanced risk in a disaster context, of for example, receiving pathogens or being injured on 

site. This, in combination with less availability of health centers, makes relief workers vulnerable to 

illness (MSB, 2012; IMPACT, 2009). Therefore the standards for relief workers' health are relatively 

high, since a good physical and mental health strengthens the resilience to stress-related disorders 

(Cardozo et al., 2012, pp. 11-12). Regarding psychological screening SRC and MSB work in different 

ways. The SRC candidates talk to a psychologist before being employed by SRC, in MSB the mental 

health is examined through a stress hardiness test. The MSB representative expressed some skepticism 

towards this test, but did not indicate any soon changes (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-13). Cardozo et al. 

(2012, pp. 11-12) emphasize the importance of screening candidates' current mental health as well as 

mental history, for example earlier traumas, since this contribute in increasing the risk for stress-related 

disorders. The individual characteristics also count and should be screened before employing a 

candidate (Kaspersen 2003; Eriksson et al. 2012).  

 
In other words the challenge is to develop precise techniques that screen the candidates correctly, so that 

recruiters make the right decisions. The dialogue with a psychologist will give more information about 

the person than a stress hardiness test. A conversation with a psychologist will also, more than a stress 

hardiness test, give the person an idea of what is expected of her/him. To inform of expected hardship is 

stressed by Cardozo et al. (2012, pp. 11-12). Furthermore, both organizations emphasize the 

responsibility of the relief worker to prepare oneself for the operation and be aware of possible 

difficulties in the area of the operation (MSB, 2012; Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05). Therefore it would be 

expected from the organizations to, firstly, inform candidates of mental history that increases the risk of 

stress-related disorders and, secondly, the expectations of a relief worker so that candidates can either 

prepare themselves or alternatively withdraw their application. This screening and information should 
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be given to the candidate before the employment and in good time, so that preparations can be done 

(Bjerneld, 2004, p. 6-7). To sum up, both organizations screen the candidates before the employment. 

However, the MSB screening might be a somewhat “blunt instrument” (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-13) and 

perhaps not giving the employers correct results and, furthermore, the candidate does not have enough 

information to reflect on whether he/she is suitable for relief work. Later in the process, when 

expectations are clear, it might be hard to withdraw from the assignment. Therefore a more thorough 

screening with a psychologist, as in the SRC recruitment, is preferable.   

5.2.2 Practical experience 

Walsh (2009, p. 237) emphasize the importance of competence in field to avoid being stressed. To 

accomplish this MSB require different experience for different work assignments. The candidates in the 

ABC-levels have got three different levels of experience of leadership, experience from their profession 

and experience from international work. The SRC recruitment system is not structured as a pool (as 

MSB), but the requirements is basically the same. For example, it is important with international 

experience and experience from the profession. SRC also highlight the importance of motivation for 

going on an operation, which is recognized by Walsh (2009, p. 238) as a factor for mitigating the stress. 

Åsa Blomquist (SRC) emphasized the shift in the recruitment process the last decades. The criteria for 

employment is nowadays more difficult to fulfill. Thus, even though SRC do not require any certain 

number years of experience, both MSB and SRC are stringent regarding requirement of experience.   

 
If a candidate has not got the relevant experience from similar work assignments, the organization 

should provide the person with practical training (Bjerneld et al., 2004, p. 107). MSB has got the 

possibility of internship. SRC's, on the other hand, is providing a day of practical training. This day 

complement the theoretical classes and include role-plays to give attendants a sense of reality 

(Elsharkawi et al., 2010, p. 1). However, the fact that the attendants know that it is only an exercise 

limits the results from this day. Of course, this is important, but compared to authentic experiences this 

is only second best. However, all candidates in SRC get this day of practical training, but not all MSB 

candidates can be sent on trainee ship because of the high cost. This aim to provide candidates with 

practical experience is valuable since this “cover not only practical matters, but also prepare volunteers 

psychologically for the extremely stressful work” (Bjerneld et al., 2004, p. 107). To be able to evaluate 

the best practice of the two organizations a more detailed investigation of the amount of candidates 

going on practical training-days and practical training in real operations would be needed. This is not 

possible within the scope of this study. In short, both organizations are stringent regarding requirement 

of experience, but do not, themselves, provide possibilities for all candidates to receive this experience.    
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5.3 Information about the operation     

5.3.1 Culture and local conditions 

SRC's two-day course and the equivalent information meeting for MSB relief workers are discussing the 

cultural aspects and the conditions on the location of the operation. The code of conduct (presented 

during the SRC's and MSB's introduction courses) is also connected to the understanding of other 

cultures and people with another cultural background. Both organizations also urge attendants to study 

the country on their own and how to behave in a good manner. SRC also provide the attendants with 

compendiums about the country with additional information. With this in mind it could be said that the 

criteria are fulfilled. However, the fact that attendants are encouraged to partly prepare on their own is 

presumably due to lack of time. It probably indicates that there is not enough time to fit all the aspects of 

this topic during lecture time. Howsoever, there is no problem in itself giving attendants documents for 

reading, the best practice is to go through all material handed out during lectures as well. MSB and SRC 

both fail to achieve this. This is a topic that cannot be neglected since relief workers are not only going 

to work with the local population, but also collaborate with co-workers with other cultural backgrounds, 

unless the whole team is sent out from Sweden (Antares Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 20). Thus, 

without a proper preparation in cultural understanding the team work will be less likely to function, with 

stress among workers as a result (Walsh, 2009, p. 237). In spite of the suspicion that not enough time is 

spent on this topic, it is not evident enough to evaluate it as a lower grade of fulfillment.      

5.3.2 Security 

During the preparation MSB and SRC are discussing security risks and outline the responsibility of the 

organization as well as the individual. Advice is given to the relief workers about how to act in different 

locations and situations to secure their own well-being. Further, the relief workers are urged to take 

responsibility for getting updated security information when arriving to the site. It is not possible to split 

MSB and SRC regarding the information about security and as Walsh (2009, p. 237-238) only express a 

general importance of explaining the risks and how relief workers will be protected, it must be claimed 

that MSB and SRC fulfill this criterion.6       

5.3.3 Anticipated stress factors 

To be able to mentally prepare for stressful situations it is important to know what possible stress factors 

there are (Antares Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 20). Folke Ryman (MSB) expressed the difficulty in 

                                                
6 The extent to which the relief workers are expected to be responsible for their own safety could be criticized, but this 
belongs in studies reviewing the conditions during the operation, rather than preparations before operation. 
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identifying exact stress factors, but still stated that some are more likely than others (Folke Ryman, 

2012-12-13). SRC and MSB emphasize similar factors, but since these factors are reviewed during the 

introduction courses the education cannot be connected a certain location. Therefore the anticipated 

stress factors cannot be as specific as the Antares Foundation Guidelines (2012, p. 20) suggests. A 

somewhat unexpected stress factor raised by, first and foremost, MSB but also included in the 

information from SRC, is inability to reach the expected goals. Different obstacles may hinder the team 

from carrying out their work and this is very frustrating, since relief workers often are very motivated to 

“make a difference” (Folke Ryman, 2012-12-13). Course attendants (both MSB and SRC) are also 

informed of this reverse stress factor. The organizations therefore fulfill the criterion, but could be more 

specific when informing. However there is more to be drawn out of this. A possible conclusion, given 

that this is the biggest stress factor, is that relief workers are well prepared for other stress factors. Even 

though there might be other reasons when giving this a closer look, the indication that the lack of stress 

is the most stressful factor is remarkable per se. This indicate that Swedish relief workers are prepared to 

work hard and that it is the lack of heavy workload and stressful situations, rather than the opposite, that 

creates stress reactions. This reversed stress should not be neglected, however the organizations show 

their seriousity towards this stress by informing of it. To make any certain conclusions on this matter 

more research is necessary. This study however claims this indicates that SRC and MSB generally 

prepare relief workers well in managing stress.        

5.3.4 Support 

The organization’s support of relief workers is a crucial factor emphasized by several scholars (Eriksson 

et al., 2012; Walsh, 2009; Kaspersen, 2003). Walsh (2009) goes further and emphasize that it is 

important to inform relief workers beforehand what kind of support they can expect. This will create 

confidence in the relief workers as they are aware of what they can expect from the organization and 

what is expected from them (Walsh, 2009, p. 237). SRC and MSB support their personnel in basically 

the same way and inform of this prior to the operation. If a person or group are exposed to a traumatic 

event or suffer from other stress symptoms the organization provides social support in different settings, 

which is more or less professional depending on the severity. The first step is talking to a co-worker. 

SRC call this the “buddy system”. MSB has a similar system. This system demand good relations with 

ones co-workers to function effectively. In the case of SRC friends are made at IMPACT, but are most 

likely not going to the same area. Thus, these contacts are not beneficial for the construction of the 

“buddy system” (Åsa Blomquist, 2012-12-05). MSB workers could make important relational bonds 

beforehand when going a whole team, but not if seconded to an operation. These systems are therefore 

highly dependent on whether or not the individual can create bonds on site with new persons possibly 
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origin from another culture. No further analysis is needed to conclude that this could be a flaw in the 

system. In this perspective it would be preferable sending a whole team instead of sending individuals. 

The importance of social support is scientifically proved (Kaspersen, 2003) and several scholars 

highlight this as an important function to manage stress. Therefore every effort made before an 

operation to facilitate this function is necessary. MSB and SRC are recommended to look further into 

this criterion and investigate what possible improvements there are.         

5.3.5 Chain of command 

How the relief work is practically carried out within the organizations are explained in general terms 

during the introduction courses and are specified the closer to departure it gets. During the information 

meeting (MSB) and the two-day course (SRC) more specific information are given to the relief workers. 

SRC workers are also provided with information during a day in Geneva. Any other differences between 

the organizations are not possible to identify. A complication, emphasized by MSB, is that the terms of 

reference given by the UN do not always turn out to be correct (Jenny Wärja, 2012-12-10). Walsh 

(2009) states that a clear chain of command makes relief workers will feel safer and calmer. She 

emphasizes the importance of relief workers having clear structures when the environment where they 

operate might be chaotic. It is crucial that there is a good communication and clear commands from 

managers for the operation to be effective (Walsh, 2009, p. 237-238). Therefore, when this, on 

beforehand decided, structure is changed stress is generated. What can then be done to mitigate this 

stressful experience? As already been said it is important to inform of anticipated stress factors (Antares 

Foundation Guidelines. 2012, p. 20). MSB is aware of this and inform their personnel of this possible 

scenario and thus mitigating some of the stress. However, this is hardly a solution to the problem, 

merely a way of handling an unwanted situation. Concerning SRC the interview did not produce any 

data on this matter, but it can be assumed that regarding disaster relief settings no organization is 

completely spared from changes in working conditions. Therefore it would be a suggested aim for both 

organizations to reduce the risk of unforeseen factors changing the structure of the operation. This is, 

however, complex and it is complicated to identify easy solutions. In any case this problem is not 

possible to unravel in this study and will, instead, have to be subject to other scientific studies. However, 

disasters demolish community structures, which make change of plans somewhat an inherent problem. 

Therefore the organizations should not be too criticized, instead focus should be on the information, 

which is something well performed by both MSB and SRC. Thus, the organizations fulfill the criteria, 

but could do more in order to prevent changes in the way work are carried out.   
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5.4 Summarized findings 

From the analysis of the data provided above, it has become clear that both organizations, to some 

extent, fulfill all of the criteria for preparing activities. This is positive and a good credential for the 

preparing activities within the organizations. This reveals that relief workers' health is of importance to 

SRC and MSB, and that much is done to prepare relief workers for work assignments in disaster relief 

settings. However, this statement needs to be complemented as the organizations' preparations comprise 

both strengths and weaknesses that need to be further outlined. These will now be summarized.    

 
Table 1. Evaluation of SRC's and MSB's preparing activities compared to the criteria.   

SRC MSB
Education of relief workers
Leadership training 1 1
Team building 1 2
Care of traumatized persons 1 1
Stress reactions and identification of stress 2 2
Techniques to manage stress 1 2
Requirements for employment
Preoperational screening 2 1
Practical experience 1 1
Information about the operation
Culture and local conditions 2 2
Security 2 2
Anticipated stress factors 2 2
Support 1 1
Chain of command 2 2
Summation 18 19
0 = Not fulfilled. Fundamental components of the criteria are lacking.  
1 = Partly fulfilled. The basic criteria are fulfilled, but smaller discrepancies are identified. 
2 = Completely fulfilled. The criteria is fulfilled and no considerable discrepancies are identified.
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Box 1 summarizes the findings and overview how well the criteria are fulfilled and what the strengths 

and weaknesses of the two organizations are. Box 3 offers a short explanation to each criterion. These 

explanations have already been presented in the analysis above, but are here summarized in one 

sentence. 

 
Box 3. Explanations to the evaluation in Table 1. 
 

 
As shown in Table 1 and Box 3 there are some differences between MSB and SRC. First of all MSB 

score higher in team building thanks to the possibility of training and sending whole teams, instead of 

sending only individuals. MSB also have higher score in teaching techniques to manage stress, due to 

the relaxation techniques that are taught in MSB's introduction course, but are lacking in SRC's 

IMPACT course. Finally SRC score higher in preoperational screening because of the psychological 

test that is performed prior to employment. MSB are not letting their candidates talk to a psychologist 

during this recruitment phase, but merely doing a stress hardiness test. Beyond these three activities the 

score are even between SRC and MSB. During the study it has become more and more clear that the 

similarities, between these two organizations, are more significant than the differences. With only three 

 

1. Leadership training should be given to everyone.  

2. Team building before operation is missing in SRC and in MSB when seconding.  

3. The education is, to some extent, given indirectly. 

4. The criterion is fulfilled by both organizations, although there might be a difference in schedule 

time, depending on the structure of the SRC IMPACT course.  

5. No exercises in relaxation are taught in SRC. 

6. MSB candidates do not have the opportunity to talk to a psychologist.  

7. The organizations emphasize the requirement of practical experience, but there are deficits regarding 

the supply of practical training.   

8. Attendants are expected to read information on their own as well, indicating that there is a lack of 

lecture time.   

9. The criterion is fulfilled. There are no discrepancies to comment.  

10. The workers are stressed from inability to help rather than from, for example, heavy workload, 

indicating that relief workers are well informed and prepared for other stress factors.   

11. More could be done, previous to operation, to facilitate the system of social support between co-

workers.  

12. More could be done in order to prevent changes in the way work are carried out.  
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criteria and one point (SRC: 18, MSB: 19) differing between the organizations, it is difficult separating 

them and nominate the one with the best preparation. Rather the conclusion is that MSB and SRC are 

very similar when it comes to preparing relief workers. 

 
Compared to the criteria the organizations' strengths are found in information of the operation with the 

score 9 out of 10. SRC's weakness is the education of relief workers with the score 6 out of 10. MSB is 

stronger in that category, but weaker in requirements for employment with 2 out of 4 points. However, 

these weaknesses must not obscure the overall good results for both MSB and SRC. None of the 

organizations failed to achieve any criterion and corresponding to the interviews where it was expressed 

that not many relief workers within SRC and MSB are suffering from stress-related disorders. 

Furthermore, another indicator for this conclusion is the fact that it is the lack of heavy workload and 

stress, rather than the opposite, that creates stress reactions among Swedish relief workers.    
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6. Discussion 
One issue that has been recurring throughout this study is the time aspect. This is an inherent problem in 

preparing for disaster relief work. Since disasters often appear relatively sudden there is not a lot of time 

for preparations. To be able to help the affected population it is important to be at the site as soon as 

possible (Elsharkawi et al., 2010, p. 1). When evaluating relief organizations' work one must take this 

inherent problem into consideration. This means that if a relief operation is deteriorated by the time 

limit, it is not bad performance, merely a prerequisite of the relief work sector. However, this concerns 

the period of time from identifying a disaster to sending personnel. Regarding basic education (MSB's 

and SRC's introduction courses) this could be extended since it can be several month from basic 

education to signing up for an operation. 

 
The time spent for preparing relief workers is, in none of the cases, no longer than a couple of weeks. 

The relief workers are, of course, educated in their profession and has got experience from working with 

that. Furthermore the time for mental preparation can be several months since it might take some time 

before an assignment appear. Still a couple of weeks with theoretical education and much less practical 

experience are a bare minimum. Especially when “Observing devastation and suffering on a mass scale 

and trying to function to the best of your abilities with limited resources is a unique, demanding 

experience” (Walsh, 2009, p. 232). The structure of the IMPACT course is the same within the whole 

Red Cross Movement, thus this minimum time of preparations is not unique for Sweden, but also 

prevalent internationally (IMPACT, 2009). Since time is not a problem in this case, it is assumable that 

it is due to economic constraints.  

 
Relief organizations are not the wealthiest of organizations and the business concept logically does not 

leave much of a profit. Naturally, relief organizations strive to reach the needing with as much resources 

as possible. However, regarding preparedness of relief workers it is important to pause and reflect for a 

second. If not maintaining a good health among relief workers people in disaster areas will not be 

relieved. This should be self-evident since a sick person cannot help others unless the sickness in him is 

first removed. Therefore, it is recommended for organizations to spend more money on preparing their 

personnel, anything else is “shooting oneself in the foot”. This investment will not only result in better 

health among relief workers, but also that more people are willing to work with disaster relief (Hearns 

and Deeny, 2007, p. 28). Further, McCall and Salama (1999, p. 116) emphasized “the development of a 

stable and experienced workforce” to be able to reach the humanitarian goals. An investment in this 

workforce is therefore an investment in people affected by disasters. It is crucial that organizations 

recognize their responsibility in this area, since relief workers themselves may be reluctant to demand 
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better preparations for themselves. Instead they may have the view that their own health is subordinated 

the health of the local population (Connorton et al., 2012, p. 153).  

 
Finally, disaster relief is a demanding sector and it is impossible to provide relief workers with 100 per 

cent protection against stressful situations. This must not be forgotten. Nevertheless, much can be 

achieved, in improved health, by paying more attention and money to preparedness of relief workers. 

Every effort to improve the preparations of relief workers is an effort for the disaster-affected 

population. 

Recommendations 

It is recommended to further study what preparations can decrease the risk of stress-related disorders. 

Future studies are recommended to combine both the view of organizations and their personnel to get a 

more comprehensive picture of current preparations and their effectiveness. These studies will be 

important in the creation of guidelines for preparation of relief workers. To develop guidelines for 

mental health among relief workers in general and stress management in particular is one of the most 

important steps for improving the health among relief workers. There are examples of guidelines at 

present (e.g. Antares Foundation Guidelines), but these guidelines are not spread to all organizations 

working with disaster relief. More research within this area is needed to develop internationally 

recognized guidelines for preparedness of relief workers.  
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7. Conclusions 

The Swedish Red Cross and Swedish Civil Contingency Agency are preparing relief workers in several 

ways before sending them on relief operations. Three categories describe these different ways of 

preparations: education of relief workers, the requirement of experience and health, and information 

about the operation. These categories of preparation are divided in different phases prior to operation. 

Before employment candidates are interviewed and screened to estimate if they fulfill the requirements. 

Candidates also need to complete an individual reading period followed by a introduction course lasting 

for approximately one week. After employment relief workers are prepared during a couple of days 

receiving more specific information about the operation. SRC complement these days with one day of 

preparation in Geneva.    

 
This study has identified some differences between MSB and SRC regarding preparation of relief 

workers. First of all MSB score higher in team building thanks to the possibility of training and sending 

whole teams, instead of sending only individuals. MSB also have higher score in teaching techniques to 

manage stress, due to the relaxation techniques that are taught in MSB's introduction course, but are 

lacking in SRC's IMPACT course. Finally SRC score higher in preoperational screening because of the 

psychological test that is performed prior to employment. MSB's recruitment phase does not include a 

dialogue between the candidate and a psychologist, but merely a stress hardiness test. Beyond these 

three activities the score are even between SRC and MSB. Although there are additional smaller 

differences, the study conclude that the similarities, between these two organizations, are more 

significant than the differences. With only three criteria and one point (SRC: 18, MSB: 19) differing 

between the organizations it is hard to separate them and nominate the one with the best preparation. 

Rather the conclusion is that MSB and SRC are preparing relief workers in a very similar way. 

 
Compared to the criteria the organizations' strengths are found in information of the operation with the 

score 9 out of 10. SRC's weakness is the education of relief workers with the score 6 out of 10. MSB is 

relatively strong in that category, but weaker in requirements for employment with 2 out of 4 points. 

However, these weaknesses must not obscure the overall good results for both MSB and SRC. None of 

the organizations failed to achieve any criterion, which corresponds to the interviews where it was 

expressed that not many relief workers within SRC and MSB are suffering from stress-related disorders. 

However, there are some flaws in the preparation that the organizations are recommended to look closer 

into, to identify appropriate solution. This study has revealed what MSB and SRC need to improve in 

their preparations. Relief organisations’ good will and endeavor to improve the health of the relief 

workers together with further research is needed to reveal and relief the hidden victims of disasters.   
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Appendix 1 
Frequency of report of life-treat items (Eriksson et al. (2001, p. 208). 
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Appendix 2 
Humanitarian aid workers are exposed to a variety of stressors. The sources of 
Stress, described by relief workers themselves, includes (Ehrenreich and Elliott, 2004, pp. 53-54): 
 

• Physically demanding and unpleasant working conditions. 
• Excessive workload, long hours, and chronic fatigue. 
• Lack of privacy and personal space. 
• Separation from family and concerns about family well-being (especially for national, non-

expatriate staff). 
• Lack of adequate resources, personnel, time, logistical support, or skills to do the job expected of 

them. 
• Constant exposure to danger resulting in chronic fear and uncertainty. 
• Facing the possibility (or experience) of repeated evacuations. 
• Exposure to anger and apparent lack of gratitude from some among the beneficiary population. 
• Repeated exposure to tales of traumatization and personal tragedy or to gruesome scenes or to 

events and stories that trigger personally traumatic memories from the past. 
• Excessive bureaucratic demands or lack of supportive leadership and recognition from the 

employing organization. 
• Interpersonal conflict among team members who are forced into close and prolonged proximity 

and interdependence. 
• A sense of helplessness or futility in the face of overwhelming need. 
• Anguish resulting from the need to triage. 
• Moral or ethical dilemmas (e.g., having to negotiate with perpetrators of human rights abuses). 
• Having to maintain neutrality in politically polarized situations. 
• Guilt over access to food, shelter, and other resources the beneficiary population does not have.  
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Appendix 3 
Definition of stress provided by the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (EU-OSHA) 
(EU-OSHA, 2013-01-08). 
 
Definition and causes 
People experience stress when they perceive that there is an imbalance between the demands made of 
them and the resources they have available to cope with those demands. Although the experience of 
stress is psychological, stress also affects people’s physical health. 
 
Common factors in work-related stress include lack of control over work, unsuitable demands being 
made of workers, and lack of support from colleagues and management. 
 
Stress is caused by a poor match between us and our work, poor relationships and presence of 
psychological or physical violence at a workplace, and by conflicts between our roles at work and 
outside it. 
 
Reactions to the same circumstances vary between individuals. Some people can cope better with high 
demands, than others. It is the individual’s subjective evaluation of their situation that is important. It is 
not possible to determine from the situation alone the amount of stress it may cause. 
 
Short-term stress – for instance when meeting a deadline – isn’t usually a problem: indeed it can help 
people perform to the best of their ability. Stress becomes a risk to safety and health when it is 
protracted.  
 
Symptoms of work-related stress 
The experience of stress can alter the way a person feels, thinks and behaves. Symptoms include:  
 
At the organization level: 
 

• Absenteeism, high staff turnover, poor time-keeping, disciplinary problems, harassment, reduced 
productivity, accidents, errors, and increased costs from compensation or health care. 

 
At the individual level: 

• Emotional reactions (irritability, anxiety, sleep problems, depression, hypochondria, alienation, 
burnout, family relationship problems). 

• Cognitive reactions (difficulty in concentrating, remembering, learning new things, making 
decisions). 

• Behavioral reactions (abuse of drugs, alcohol, and tobacco; destructive behavior). 
• Physiological reactions (back problems, weakened immunity, peptic ulcers, heart problems, and 

hypertension). 
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Appendix 4 
Antares Foundation Guidelines for pre-assignment preparation and training in managing stress 
(Antares Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 19).  
 
Indicators 
1. All staff members have received training on: 
a. the sources of stress that can be anticipated in 
humanitarian work at individual, team, and 
organizational levels; 
b. how to recognize the signs and effects of stress 
on themselves, their colleagues, and their teams; 
c. skills in working with a team; 
d. how to manage and cope with stress. 
 
2. All staff receives updated briefing and training in 
stress management and in any necessary operational 
skills before a new assignment and when an 
assignment changes. 
 
3. Managers are adequately trained and evaluated 
in stress management skills and capacities. They 
are able: 
a. to recognize and monitor signs of stress in 
themselves and in those working under them; 
b. to recognize the signs of stress at the team 
level; 
c. to promote activities that help reduce stress in 
individuals, manage conflict in teams, and promote 
team cohesion; 
d. to arrange support for individual staff (including 
psychological first aid; see Box 5, page 12) 
as and when required. 
 
4. The agency ensures that managers receive any 
necessary training in managerial and leadership 
skills and that they have available mentoring and 
a system of peer support. 
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Appendix 5 
Figure from Antares Foundation Guidelines showing the eight different principles of how to 
manage stress in humanitarian workers (Antares Foundation Guidelines, 2012, p. 4).  
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Appendix 6 
The original criteria before edited to be more over-viewable.  

1. Education: 
• Education about anticipated stressful factors during operation. 
• How to identify signs of stress and education of the body's response in stressful situations. 
• Education in how to manage and cope with stress and the available techniques for this: 

• Relaxation techniques 
• Anger management techniques 
• Self care 
• Sharing experiences with colleagues and getting psychosocial support from 

professionals. 
• Education about working in a team. 
• Education in how to take care of traumatized people. 
• Detailed information of the conditions on the location where the operation will take place. 
• Education about cultural practices. 
• Teaching of triage systems, the chain of commands and generally how work will proceed 

during operation. 
• Leadership training. 

2. Preoperational screening of personnel. 
3. Practical experience through training sessions. 
4. Training of managers. Managers should be able to: train staff in stress management techniques, take 
measures when recognizing stress symptoms in staff, work with team building, and be a role model. 
5. Security and support: Communication of how relief workers will be supported and protected. 
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Appendix 7 
The interview schedule used when interviewing representatives from MSB and SRC.  
 
Inledning 
Kan du kort summera vilka utbildningar en hjälparbetare går igenom innan han/hon skickas ut i fält?  
 
Kriteriefrågor 
Intro: Vilka är de viktigaste förberedelserna för att stärka den mentala hälsan hos arbetare? 
1. Utbildning (det som lärs ut och informeras om) 

• Ledarskapsträning 
• Teambuilding (lära känna varandra), info om gruppdynamik och hur man får en grupp att 

fungera. 
• Utbildning för att kunna klara av att ta hand om traumatiserade personer. 
• Utbildning i hur kroppen reagerar på stress och hjälp att identifiera tecken på stress. 
• Utbildning i att hantera stressfyllda situationer och utlärande av tekniker för detta.  

 
2. Vilka baskrav på hälsa finns? Genomgår alla ansökande en hälsoundersökning? 
 
3. Vilka baskrav på erfarenhet finns? Finns det någon praktisk del av utbildningen? 
 
4. På vilket sätt förbereds gruppledare/managers? 
 
5. Vilken information om området där insatsen ska genomföras ges? Kultur, hur man kommer jobba, 
förutsedda stressfaktorer, support och säkerhet, etc.?   
 
PTSD 
Finns det siffror på hemkommande arbetare som drabbas av PTSD? 
Upplever ni utbildningen innan operationen som viktig för att undvika PTSD? 
Har ni identifierat områden som inte går att ”täcka” med den förberedande utbildningen? 
 
Övrigt 
Något angående mentala förberedelser som du vill tillägga eller förtydliga?  
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Appendix 8 
Security expectations on the individual and on the organization taught in the IMPACT course 
(IMPACT, 2009, security, p. 2). 
 
What is expected of YOU: 

- Security rules & procedures knowledge & full compliance 
- Correct personal behaviour & operational conduct 
- Ensuring the integrity of the organization 
- High personal security awareness 
- Relations & infomations network 
- Report on all security incidents 
- Knowledge of communication tools 

 
What YOU should expect: 

• Situation & security briefings 
• Effective security management 
• Minimum Security Requirements (MSR): 

• Rules and regulations 
• Contingency plans 
• Contact lists 
• Incidents management 

• Training procedures, use of equipment, etc. 
• Good planning & operational management 
• Respect 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


