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The Red Cross

The Red Cross is a non-political, non-religious, world-wide movement 
based on the fundamental principles of humanitarianism, neutrality and 
impartiality. The originator of the Red Cross was a Swiss businessman, 
Henry Dunant, who witnessed the carnage of the Battle of Solferino in 
the War of the Italian Succession in 1859. In a book describing his 
experiences, Dunant called for the formation of national relief societies to 
supplement the then inadequate army medical services and for an inter
national convention to ensure the protection of the sick and wounded on the 
battlefield. In 1863, a five-man committee was set up in Geneva, with 
Dunant as one of its members, to give practical effect to his ideas.

Since that time, the Red Cross idea has spread across the world. 
The movement today assumes various organisational forms:

1. The International Committee of the Red Cross — an independent, 
Geneva-based body, composed of Swiss citizens, concerned mainly with 
victims of conflict. The Committee traces its origin to the 1863 Geneva 
committee.

2. The National Societies — which are found at present in 122 countries. 
These Societies share the principles and ideals of the Red Cross but 
conduct programmes and activities directed towards the particular 
humanitarian needs of their own countries. Many of the National 
Societies were initially concerned with war-wounded. Now their activities 
are, for the most part, in disaster relief, health, and welfare. While 
most of them are referred to as Red Cross Societies, those in some 
Moslem countries are referred to as Red Crescent Societies and, in 
Iran, as the Red Lion and Sun Society.

3. The League of Red Cross Societies — the federation of the 122 National 
Societies, with its secretariat in Geneva. Created after World War I, 
the League acts as the international spokesman of the National Societies, 
assists the Societies in their development, and coordinates such activities 
as international disaster relief.

These three action agencies of Red Cross are referred to collectively 
as the “ International Red Cross ”. They meet as a body every four years, 
together with the governments that are signatory to the Geneva Conventions, 
to form the International Conference of the Red Cross: the supreme delib
erative body of the International Red Cross. Between sessions of the Confer
ence, coordination and harmony between the League and the International 
Committee are the duty of the Standing Commission of the International 
Red Cross.





I. National Societies and the Re-appraisal

While Red Cross exists as an international movement, with a central focus 
in Geneva, by far its largest and most basic components are the national 
associations operating today in 122 countries. Historically, it was a proposal to 
create voluntary relief societies which stimulated the birth of the Red Cross 
movement.

Originally conceived to supplement army medical services for the sick and 
wounded on the battlefield, the early Societies soon expanded their action to 
include relief in time of natural disaster and epidemics. From there it was a 
natural step to employ their resources—trained nursing personnel, field 
hospitals, ambulances, and medical-relief supplies—to help meet public health 
needs at a time when medical services were generally inadequate. In the same 
way, they extended their work on the battlefield to help families of combat
ants and this developed eventually into a variety of welfare activities for the 
general public and special groups within it.

At no time in the evolution of the Societies has there been a central organ 
with authority to ensure their systematic growth. The first Societies were 
created on the initiative of a Geneva Committee which was to become the 
International Committee of the Red Cross. But having stimulated their 
formation, the ICRC, in its further relations with the Societies, served mainly 
as a coordinating link among them for the exchange of information in 
peacetime and of relief supplies in time of war. The foundation in 1919 of the 
Societies’ federation, the League of Red Cross Societies, did little to change this 
situation. Although it has taken over the coordinating role and encourages the 
Societies’ development, the League has no formal authority over its members.

Moreover, neither the statutes of the International Red Cross nor the 
League constitution define explicitly the purposes of the National Societies.
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These have been defined rather in a large number of resolutions adopted by the 
International Conference of the Red Cross and the League’s Board of 
Governors. These resolutions are not binding on the Societies, although they 
do serve as a guide.

Thus, Societies have been and remain today independent organisms, free 
to develop their structures and activities as required by national and local 
conditions. From the beginning their action has been defined as auxiliary and 
complementary to the authorities. Their services in war required the accep
tance of governments and recognition as an official auxiliary to the armed 
forces medical services and to the public health authorities is a condition 
of the Societies’ recognition by the ICRC. This relationship distinguishes 
them from most other voluntary organisations.

Inevitably, National Societies have evolved under the strong influence of 
the divergent political, social, and cultural environments in which they operate 
to a point where today they exhibit wide diversity in their activities, policies, 
and operational methods. Given these differences in outlook and operation 
which distinguish the Societies not only from one another but also from the 
Geneva institutions, one may well ask what are the unifying elements in the 
Red Cross movement? What is the link between a potters’ cooperative in 
Algeria and a “ toy library ” for mentally handicapped children in Norway, for 
example? Between a mountain rescue service in Bulgaria and a volunteer 
programme for retired persons in Korea? What do any of these have to do with 
relief in time of disaster or war, or teaching the Geneva Conventions? What 
tensions exist between the influences exerted on Societies by their national 
environments and the responsibilities arising from membership in an inter
national movement?

The Profile Study of National Societies

It was in search of answers to these and other questions that a study of 
selected National Societies was launched as part of the overall Re-appraisal. In 
terms of time, effort, and expenditure, it was the largest undertaken during the 
Re-appraisal. Thirty-two Societies were invited to take part in the Study. In 
consultation with informed Red Cross leaders in the two international bodies 
in Geneva and in National Societies, they were selected on the basis of the 
following criteria:
1. The Society was large enough to be representative of a number of other 

Societies but not too large to be properly studied during a two—three 
weeks’ visit;

2. It should have a basic structure and pattern of programme operations ;
3. The situation in which the Society operated at the time could be termed 

“ normal ”, i.e. there were no events or factors which altered its usual 
pattern of operations;

4. The Society should be representative of other National Societies in terms 
of:

— geographical location;
— social, economic, political and cultural characteristics of its country;
— size and relative strength.
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Twenty-six National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies agreed to 
participate in this project and twenty-three were finally able to do so. Each was 
visited by one or more researchers for a period ranging from one to three 
weeks. During this time they were asked to appoint at least one of their own 
staff members to work with the visiting team. This was in order to involve the 
Society as much as possible in the work of collecting information and views 
about itself.

Prior to the visit the Societies provided the Study Secretariat with certain 
information—copies of their statutes, annual reports, plans of their governing 
and operating structures, lists of current activities, and indications of available 
membership and volunteer records. During the visit, the research teams used a 
previously prepared “ blank profile ” * as a basis for: a) collecting information 
on the Society’s purposes and programmes, its structures, resources and 
relations with other agencies; b) analysing the Society’s capacity, problems and 
potential in relation to other National Societies.

The teams interviewed Society leaders and members as well as persons 
outside the organisation, in order to obtain views on a variety of subjects 
related both to the Society and to the Red Cross in general. Those interviewed 
outside the Society included such persons as officials in governmental and non
governmental agencies with which the Society cooperated or with which it 
maintained some form of relationship; representatives of the communications 
media; individuals from universities and research institutes; and UN agency 
representatives.

Additionally, each Society was asked to distribute a questionnaire to a 
certain number of its leaders and active volunteers. This questionnaire sought 
information on their:

— age, sex, education and professional background,

— type and length of association with the Society,

— motivation for working with the Society,

— opinions and attitudes regarding Red Cross principles, philosophy and 
purposes.

At the same time that the Profile study was being made, another study, of 
national voluntary health organisations in sixty-three countries, was being 
carried out jointly by the American Public Health Association and the World 
Federation of Public Health Associations**. Dr. William H. McBeath, Execu
tive Director of APHA, and Mr. Russell E. Morgan, Senior Health Specialist, 
agreed to make available to the Re-appraisal Secretariat an analysis of 
information received during their project from thirty-six National Red Cross 
Societies. This information confirmed to a large degree the findings of the 
Profile Study.

* A brief outline of the « blank profile » is annexed to this Background Paper.

** Voluntary Health Organization Project, conducted by the International Division of the 
American Public Health Association in cooperation with the World Federation of Public 
Health Associations, 1015 Eighteenth Street, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20036, USA.
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The Twenty-Three Profile Societies

The Societies which participated in this Study, and the date of their 
recognition by the International Red Cross, are :

Date of Date of
Recognition Recognition

Algerian Red Crescent . . 1963 Malawi Red Cross . . . . . 1966
Bulgarian Red Cross . . . 1885 Malaysian Red Cross . . . 1957
Chilean Red Cross . . . . 1903 Nepal Red Cross . . . . . 1963
Colombian Red Cross . . 1915 Netherlands Red Cross . . . 1867
Dahomean Red Cross . 
Hondurean Red Cross . 
Jamaica Red Cross . .

. 1963

. 1937

. 1964

Nigerian Red Cross . . 
Norwegian Red Cross . 
Philippine Red Cross . . 
Salvadorean Red Cross .

. . 1960

. . 1865

. . 1947

. . 1885
Jordan Red Crescent. . . 1948 Spanish Red Cross . . . . . 1864
Republic of Korea Red Cross 1949 Sudanese Red Crescent . . . 1956
Kenya Red Cross . . . . 1965 Upper Volta Red Cross . . 1961
Kuwait Red Crescent . 1966 Red Cross of Yugoslavia . . 1876

Nature of the Report

The profile of National Societies which follows has two main parts, 
corresponding to the two major purposes of the Study. Part one, dealing with 
National Society philosophy, purposes and programmes, is essentially descrip
tive. The programme chapter is deliberately restricted to a catalogue and short 
analysis of the diverse activities carried out by the Profile Societies. This is 
because, with the exception of Red Cross Youth, each programme was the 
subject of a separate study, for which information from the Profile Societies 
was used. * It is primarily with a view.to informing the reader of the activities 
of the Profile Societies that these rather extensive lists are recorded here.

Part Two, dealing with National Society capacity, relations with other 
organisations (including other parts of Red Cross) and image is more 
analytical. Its purpose is to identify common patterns in the way Societies 
carry out their activities, and the problems they face in doing so.

The picture which emerges is not a scientifically accurate and complete 
one, nor does it pretend to be. It should be expected that among such a diverse 
sample, information was not always available or, if available, not strictly 
comparable. Moreover, when dealing with twenty-three quite different Natio
nal Societies, it is impossible to establish a composite profile which fits each of 
them perfectly. It should be kept in mind that there are exceptions to every 
case described, and frequently quite remarkable ones. Nonetheless, it was 
possible to draw certain conclusions about some of the characteristics these

* — Present Role of the Red Cross in Protection
— Present Role of the Red Cross in Assistance
— National Red Cross Societies and Health and Welfare
— As Others See Us : Views of Red Cross

Background Papers Nos. 1, 3, 4 and 6, Joint Committee for the Re-appraisal of the Role of 
the Red Cross, Geneva 1975.
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Societies share and their strengths and their weaknesses.
More importantly, however, it was hoped that the Profile Study would be 

seen as the beginning of a process of self-evaluation, whose impact would 
extend far beyond the Re-appraisal. The process of preparing for and 
participating in the Study teams’ visits resulted in such a process in some 
Societies. The questions raised during the Study, and which indeed were always 
in the minds of the researchers as information was being collected, are 
important to all National Societies, and to the Geneva institutions as well. 
With the framework of the Profile appended to this paper and the touchstone 
of the conclusions to this Report, it is hoped that a permanent process of self- 
examination and planning for the future will result from this Study of Red 
Cross at National Level.





Part I

Philosophy, Purposes and Programmes 
of the Profile Societies





II. Philosophy, Principles and Purposes

What is the essence of Red Cross at national level ? What common ideals 
or philosophy motivate its members? What purposes do the Profile Societies 
see for themselves? All of these directly influence the way a Society operates, 
as well as its choice of activities.

Philosophy as Motivation. Red Cross is a pragmatic organisation. Its members 
are men and women of action—people who want to do things. Very few of 
those encountered during the Study were of a philosophical turn of mind yet 
nearly everyone expressed the same basic concern: they wanted to help other 
people.

They identified this as their own motivation—phrases such as “ helping 
those in need ”, “ helping others to help themselves ”, “ furthering mutual 
respect and understanding ” occurred over and again—and also plainly 
believed it to be the guiding motivation or philosophy of the organisation. The 
focus of concern was always on the individual’s relationship to his fellow man. 
Depending on the Society, the focus could be on single individuals, on groups, 
or on whole countries. In some cases there was an added dimension—concern 
for one’s fellow man in other countries. Two distinct interpretations of this 
philosophy were found in the Profile Societies.

The most widespread was one which identified a responsibility by those in 
more privileged positions to help the less privileged. It was sometimes 
characterised as an outdated form of charity: helper and helped are distinct, 
the one acts, the other is acted upon. There was seldom recognition of any but 
the most immediate and visible forms of need. Action was pragmatic and ad 
hoc, and when this interpretation prevailed in a Society its membership tended 
to be restricted to narrow groups and its activities were often short-term in 
nature and unplanned. The Society usually concentrated on disaster relief, first
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aid and emergency welfare activities. Relations with others were weak, if not 
competitive, and a closed attitude—to cooperation, to new ideas, to people— 
generally characterised the Society’s policies and operations.

The second interpretation defined a shared sense of responsibility—by 
individuals, groups and institutions—to work together for the solution of 
common problems. Each partner in the relationship contributed to and 
benefitted from it. The Society situated its efforts in community or national 
frames and cooperated widely with government and voluntary agencies. Activi
ties tended to be more long-term in nature and more community-oriented. 
The Society may have played an important role in disaster relief but had also 
developed strong programmes in health and social fields, occasionally national 
ones for which it had been made responsible by its government. It often 
undertook experimental projects designed to illustrate the need for services 
which were not yet available in the country. In some Profile Societies this was a 
fairly new interpretation of philosophy and may have existed only in the minds 
of a few enlightened leaders.

Principles as Motivation. Red Cross principles were often referred to in the 
Profile Societies in relation to philosophy or motivation. People did not always 
have in mind the seven official Red Cross principles adopted by the Interna
tional Conference in Vienna in 1965, nor earlier ones adopted by previous 
Conferences or meetings of the Board of Governors. Charity, in the sense of 
love of one’s fellow-man, was often seen as a principle or motivating force, 
particularly in Christian countries with a Catholic tradition. Solidarity and 
justice were sometimes suggested as principles which would be much more 
relevant today than the Vienna ones.

Humanity, humanitarianism, or humanism was perceived in almost all 
Profile Societies to embody the concept of the basic philosophy, but most of 
the remaining official ones were interpreted differently from Society to Society, 
even from person to person. For many, impartiality as a guide to action was 
inseparable from humanity. Yet there were Profile Societies whose leaders or 
members believed that, in the face of injustice, it is impossible to be completely 
impartial—one is forced to give more help to those in the “ right ” than those 
in the “ wrong ”, however right or wrong may be defined.

Some individuals and Societies saw neutrality and independence as means 
of maintaining equilibrium in the midst of conflicting ideologies. They are 
positive guides to action which enable a Society to keep the interests of those 
who suffer always in the forefront. In other Societies, neutrality and indepen
dence were interpreted to mean that the Society protected first its own 
organisational interests and identity. Thus they could deter it from taking any 
action that would bring it into conflict with or risk losing the acceptance of 
governments or others.

Unity was seen by some to mean that through the National Society and 
the Red Cross, the efforts of all people can be joined for the common good. 
But others interpreted this principle to mean that all members and units of the 
Society must follow the same thinking, the same methods of work—in short, 
that there was only one line of action possible, usually that dictated by 
national governing or operating bodies.

Universality is taken by some to mean that the Red Cross is indeed 
universal, open to all and drawing its strength from a recognition and
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acceptance of the diversity of its members. On the other hand, it was also 
interpreted to mean that, to preserve the existence of the organisation, 
differences must be ignored or smoothed over and nothing should be allowed 
to disturb the existing status quo.

Finally, voluntary effort. Some defined it to mean that Red Cross action is 
performed mainly by volunteers, who give their free time to work in the 
Society’s activities. At the other extreme were those who believed that anyone 
who works for or who contributes in any way to Red Cross does so 
voluntarily, of his own free will, thus salaried staff or contributing members, 
who do nothing more than donate financially once a year, are also volunteers.

It was evident in the Profile Societies that the Red Cross philosophy and 
the interpretation given to it in principles and operating policies were defined 
very personally. They meant different things to different people and Societies, 
depending to a large extent on cultural and social environments. They were 
both positive and negative guides to action. They were nebulous for many. 
Despite their nebulousness and the various ways they were expressed, they were 
important, or at least, seen to be so—to many members and leaders in the 
Profile Societies.

Purposes. Whatever motivations can be ascribed to the Profile Societies and 
their members, they are essentially pragmatic organisations. This can be seen 
in the purposes contained in their statutes or charters and in the activities 
carried out to achieve them.

Statutes usually defined the following major purposes:
— to act in time of conflict, as auxiliary under the Geneva Convention to the 

armed forces medical services or the public health authorities, in order to 
provide relief to military and civilian war victims;

— to provide relief and other services to victims of natural disasters;
— to contribute to the prevention of disease and the promotion and protec

tion of health;
— to disseminate the movement’s principles, spirit or ideal and to promote 

understanding, goodwill, peace and solidarity.

For the sake of brevity, these purposes will be referred to by the terms 
used during the Re-appraisal :

— assistance, which includes relief to victims of both natural disasters and 
conflicts;

— health/welfare, the promotion and protection of physical, mental and 
social well-being (it should be noted that the statutes of few Profile Societies 
mention social welfare as a separate programme area);

— protection, the development and application of international humani
tarian law as embodied principally in the Geneva Conventions;

— inculcation, the teaching of philosophy, principles, and values.

Many Profile statutes contained other purposes—recruiting and training 
volunteers, contributing to nation building, creating health institutions, or 
promoting the youth movement. These are essentially means of achieving the 
major purposes, however, rather than ends in themselves.



20 RED CROSS AT NATIONAL LEVEL: A PROFILE

In reality, the Societies did not always follow their statutes to the letter. 
Therefore, to ascertain what they actually believed to be their purposes—their 
reason for existence—it was necessary to consider their activities as well as the 
views of leaders and members.

A comparison of these three factors—statutes, activities and views—leads 
to the following conclusion concerning the Profile Societies’ purposes.

On the whole, the Profile Societies saw themselves as agencies which 
provide relief—in time of natural disaster—and health and welfare services 
(with the emphasis largely on health).

Approximately half of the Profile group did not fully recognise or act on 
the purpose for which National Societies were originally created—to provide 
assistance in time of conflict. Nor did they see protection as an important 
purpose.

This was found to relate partly to the Societies’ experience. If they had 
operated during a recent conflict situation—particularly with the help of the 
ICRC or League—they were usually, but not always, more aware of conflict 
assistance and protection as purposes. In fact, these often became primary 
concerns of the Society.

In some other countries, however, where tensions between ethnic or social 
groups had been or were potential sources of conflict, the Societies’ leaders 
were unable or refused to accept any responsibility for preparing their 
organisations to act in such situations. In some cases this stemmed from a fear 
of displeasing their governments or other groups, or of compromising the 
Society’s neutrality and independence. In other cases, uncertainty about 
limited capacity caused leaders to hesitate over this question, although they 
may have expected the ICRC to intervene should a conflict occur. Finally, 
where there was little eventuality of conflict arising in the country, the Societies 
also ignored conflict assistance and protection as purposes.

Some form of inculcation purpose could be identified in the majority of 
the Societies but was seen to be important mainly in the Red Cross Youth 
programmes and in a few Societies where the promotion of peace was viewed 
as a national and international responsibility. Many volunteers receive 
orientation on their Society, the Red Cross movement and its principles as part 
of their training for service. It is usually a minor part of that training and the 
content is more often designed to provide historical or factual information 
than to develop attitudes or values. Except for a small group of Profile 
Societies, therefore, systematic inculcation efforts were limited to the youth 
programme and inculcation could not be said to be viewed as a major purpose.

Awareness of purpose. It appeared that an important element in a Society’s 
effectiveness was the degree to which its leaders and volunteer workers knew 
their organisation’s purposes and agreed on them. This shared sense of 
purpose was lacking in nearly half of the Profile group. In some cases leaders 
and volunteers were able to define purposes clearly, but did not agree on the 
priorities to be given them. In other cases, knowledge of purpose was generally 
low and usually could only be deduced from activities. The result in both cases 
was that programmes frequently overlapped and competed with one another. 
Assistance, first aid and youth programmes, for example, could consist of 
much the same types of activities yet be entirely unrelated. This was a cause of



PHILOSOPHY, PRINCIPLES AND PURPOSES 21

considerable friction sparking competition for resources and status among the 
different programmes. The main reason for such a situation was the inability of 
leaders to interpret purpose to all of the membership, or to ensure proper 
coordination of efforts.

When everyone in the Society knew where it was going, and their efforts 
were all directed to achieving commonly agreed-on aims, the Society was a 
much stronger organisation. There was ample freedom of action for individual 
volunteer groups, but each was aware that its activity was an important 
component in the Society’s total operations. This was true in a minority 
of the Profile Societies.



III. Programmes

The activities which the Profile Societies carry out in order to achieve their 
purposes is the subject of this Chapter. As noted earlier, it is mainly 
descriptive. More detailed analysis of the first three programmes—assistance, 
health/welfare, and protection—will be found in the background papers which 
resulted from the special studies of these subjects.

Assistance *

In the long course of its history, the Red Cross movement has come to be 
identified by governments and the public with relief to victims of conflict and 
natural disasters. Most of the Profile Societies had been involved in at least 
one major emergency operation, at home or abroad, in recent years. The scope 
of the disasters and the operations carried out varied considerably, but in each 
situation the Society’s action depended on two factors:
— the tasks assigned to it in relief plans or through some general under

standing with the authorities;
— its degree of preparedness and its overall capacity to provide assistance.

Relief plans and task. At the time of the visits to the Profile Societies all but 
two of their countries had some form of national relief plan or, on the 
initiative of the Society, were preparing to introduce one. Several of these 
defined specifically the tasks to be performed by the National Society 
concerned in time of emergency. In many cases, however, the plan consisted of

* See also, « Present Role of the Red Cross in Assistance », Background Document No. 3, 
Joint Committee for the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross, Geneva 1975.
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a general delineation of responsibilities between government and other relief 
actors without assigning tasks to individual agencies. However, eighteen of the 
Profile Societies had established their own relief plans or were in process of 
doing so, and these defined much more clearly the tasks that the Societies 
could be expected to perform in a relief operation.

When neither government nor Society had a plan, there was still some 
general understanding between them about the Society’s role in assistance.

In most cases the Profile Societies made no distinction in their relief plans 
between conflicts and natural disasters. For those which recognised a conflict 
role, this was intentional because they would perform essentially the same 
tasks in either situation. In the remaining Societies no distinction was made 
because the Society had generally not conceived a conflict role.

The tasks assigned to the Profile Societies covered a wide range of 
services, depending on their experience and resources, as well as on the number 
of other bodies active in relief. Society action concentrated mainly on the 
emergency phase of an operation and could include one or more of the 
following:
1) help in assessing the extent of damage and in establishing a list of needs;
2) collect, prepare and distribute relief supplies;
3) assist the health authorities by providing trained auxiliaries, first aid and 

rescue services, emergency medical and nursing care, including in some 
cases hospital beds or field hospitals, services for the improvement and 
control of environmental and personal sanitation, and health education;

4) operate tracing and inquiry services and other welfare services for the 
benefit of the affected population or special groups within it, and assist in 
population censuses;

5) assist with evacuation, transportation and communications;
6) locate, organise and administer shelters;
7) cooperate in coordinating the actions of others, or serve as a channel for 

national and international assistance.

The Profile Societies had developed a variety of resources to meet these 
many obligations: programme staff and departments, specially trained volun
teers, structures and finances, material and equipment, and special arrange
ments with the authorities, suppliers and others.

Grouping of Profile Societies. Taking tasks assigned to them and their resources 
as a baseline, the Profile Societies can be classified into four groups.

Group I: Experienced, well-prepared Societies.
They were frequently involved in disaster relief action and tasks were 

clearly defined within the Society and vis-à-vis the government in national or 
Society relief plans. Assistance capacity include at least some salaried person
nel, financial resources, and in some cases special structures, training pro
grammes, reserves and equipment. Most played a major assistance role 
nationally, as the foremost or only voluntary relief agency, and this was 
considered within and outside the Society as a major or prime activity.
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Group II: Well-prepared Societies.
These Societies could be included in Group I but their countries now 

rarely experienced large disasters. Their tasks were agreed upon with their 
governments, which recognised them as major relief actors. The Societies had 
developed important first aid or rescue services which would form the 
backbone of a relief action and in addition had the necessary staff, finances, 
structures, reserves and equipment. Four were regular donors to international 
relief actions.

Group III: Limited action and capacity Societies.
Though often active in providing relief, most of these Societies are in 

countries which also rarely experience major disasters. Their tasks were less 
clearly defined and their assistance capacity was limited. They were nonetheless 
recognised by their governments and publics as relief actors and often as the 
country’s number one relief organisation, though sometimes they were 
confused with international Red Cross bodies. Assistance was seen to be 
important, but other activities, mainly in health and welfare, rated a higher 
priority within the Society. Little attempt was made to tie them in with the 
assistance function.

Group IV: Inexperienced and weak Societies.
These have acted in disasters but their overall capacity was weak. Their 

countries do not suffer major natural disasters, though slow ones such as 
famines had occurred recently. Assistance roles were not clearly defined, either 
with the authorities or by the Societies themselves. Yet the public associated 
them with disaster relief and in an emergency would expect them to provide 
relief supplies and first aid services. Generally leaders gave a low priority to 
assistance activities.

In short, Societies in groups I and II had been assigned an extensive range 
of responsibilities during a relief operation and over half were expected to 
contribute to disaster preparedness efforts. The assistance tasks of Societies in 
Groups III and IV were defined less specifically. Nevertheless, they would be 
expected to act should a disaster occur. Most were also seen by their 
governments as channels through which international aid could be requested.

Assistance Capacity

Structures and staff. The Societies in Groups I and II had developed good, 
and often quite considerable resources in structures, personnel and finance. 
More than half had special disaster relief departments in their national 
headquarters, although in the Group II Societies, this was handled by the first 
aid or rescue service office. Only two Societies in these groups however had 
salaried relief personnel in regional or local units.

In Groups III and IV, responsibility for the assistance programme at 
national, regional and local levels lay with the general administrative staff, 
volunteer officers, or with first aid, health or welfare departments. A third of 
the Societies had overcome the problem of staff shortage by creating disaster 
committees at the three levels, whose job was to maintain the Society’s 
preparedness and to direct and coordinate relief actions.
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Finances. Societies in Groups I and II had special budgets for their 
assistance programmes, ranging between Sw.frs. 1.3 million and Sw.frs. 180 per 
year. These two extremes represent total Society expenditure for staff, adminis
tration, reserves and equipment in the first case, and office supplies and 
postage in the second. The average budget for the relief department, however, 
was around Sw.frs. 150,000—200,000 per year.

No budget allocation for disaster relief or preparedness was made in 
Group III and IV Societies. Costs of a relief operation would be carried by the 
normal budget or by funds obtained from other sources such as the general 
reserve fund, special fund-raising efforts, or donations from outside the 
Society. However, five of these Societies had created special emergency funds 
which could be used for relief operations.

Volunteers and training programmes. First aiders are the front-line relief 
actors in most Profile Societies. Not all Societies kept registers of their trained 
first-aiders and the number of those which could be mobilised for a disaster 
varied considerably, from 10,000 in one Society to 120 in another. In addition 
to general first aiders, most Societies in Groups I and II had specially trained 
relief volunteers or rescue workers, and one Society had created a disaster 
relief column of 50 highly trained individuals which spearheaded all its 
emergency operations.

The duration of training varied between two-day courses and several 
hundred hours spread over a period of months, the latter being the general 
rule. Disaster relief workers and first aiders normally maintain their skills 
through regular retraining and participation in a variety of continuing services 
in their Societies.

The Societies in Groups III and IV, however, often trained large numbers 
of first aiders annually, but were unable to keep them organised and ready for 
emergencies. Numbers may be relatively unimportant—one well-trained and 
experienced first aider, who can stimulate and organise local action among the 
affected population, has been said in more than one Society to be worth more 
than many untrained, inexperienced though willing volunteers. That one first 
aider has to exist, however, and there were places where this was not the case.

Reserves. Many Societies in Group I had built up good reserves of the 
supplies they were expected to provide in an emergency. Stores of food, 
clothing, blankets and other material (first aid equipment, medicines, house
hold and personal articles) were usually stocked in central, regional and local 
depots, and one had its own workshops which produced all clothing dis
tributed during its relief operations. In other Societies in this Group, as well as 
in Group II, it was a policy that supplies be purchased locally as needed, if 
they were not, as in one case, provided by a government department. 
Nevertheless, some of them maintained small reserves which could also be used 
for international relief actions.

The Societies in Groups III and IV possessed very small reserves, mainly 
in a central depot, though three of them had stores in some regional and local 
units.

Transportation and special equipment. The public authorities are normally 
responsible for transportation during a relief operation. Nonetheless, some of
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the Group I and II Societies were responsible for helping with transportation, 
either by making their own vehicles available or by assisting with the 
organisation and administration of vehicles provided from private and public 
sources. Societies which operated ambulance services were expected to conti
nue doing so in an emergency, and could be charged with directing and 
coordinating all ambulance services, public and private. This had happened in 
two of the Societies during recent conflicts, for example.

A few Societies in Groups I-II also possessed special mobile or other 
equipment (radio communications, power generators, mobile blood or first aid 
units, field hospitals, amphibious vehicles and rescue boats).

Arrangements with Governments. Most of the Profile Societies had made 
arrangements with their governments so that their personnel and relief 
supplies could be moved on government transport or on national railway and 
airline systems. Some in Groups I and II had also arranged to obtain various 
types of supplies and equipment from their governments when needed, insofar 
as the latter were able to provide them. For Groups III and IV the government 
was not always in a position to do this but had to request such assistance from 
outside, often through the Society.

In addition to exempting incoming relief supplies from customs duty, a 
privilege granted to almost all Profile Societies, several governments also had 
allowed their Societies free postal, telegraph and telephone services during 
emergencies.

Agreements with Neighbouring Societies. Four Societies in Groups I and II 
had concluded special agreements with neighbouring Societies for mutual 
assistance in case of disaster. Among the Central American Societies, no 
formal agreements had been made but their presidents meet immediately after 
a disaster has struck one of their countries to plan and coordinate their relief 
efforts. Discussions with a view to such arrangements had also taken place 
among the Societies in the Middle East and those of the Andean region of 
Latin America.

Participation in International Relief Actions

Of the twenty-three Profile Societies five were regular international relief 
donors while three of the Latin American Societies actively supported relief 
operations in their own region.

The total value of international assistance given by these eight Societies 
between 1969-1973 has been estimated at Sw.frs. 69,000,000, some 87 per cent 
of which was sent by two Societies, both European. Aid given was mainly cash 
and material but also included at times personnel such as medical teams, first 
aid groups or individual relief delegates. Two Societies obtained approximately 
60 per cent and 80 per cent respectively of this aid from their governments.

Only three donors regularly channelled their international relief assistance 
through the League or ICRC. The others normally gave bilaterally, occasion
ally going through the Geneva bodies or informing them of their actions.

International Assistance Capacity. In all of the major donor Societies, 
certain amounts of money could be released immediately for an international
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operation on the decision of the President, Secretary General, or the Executive 
Committee. The sums varied according to the Society’s financial resources and 
only two Societies have special international relief funds or budget allocations 
for overseas relief. A third earmarked ten per cent of its national headquarters 
budget for international actions, which covered both relief and development 
aid.

Two Societies had special international relief warehouses and other 
Societies could if necessary release supplies stocked for domestic emergencies. 
The normal pattern, however, was for supplies to be obtained or purchased 
from other sources, unless the Society was able to send cash.

Of the eight donors, one had special full-time staff on twenty-four hours 
stand-by alert for international actions, and three Societies maintained lists of 
individuals who could be called upon quickly for an international operation. 
Such persons were either the Society’s own first aid volunteers or medical 
professionals from outside.

Handling incoming international relief. As stated earlier, many of the 
Profile Societies were recognised by their governments as channels through 
which international assistance could be requested. Even where this recognition 
was not official, past experience of an operation in which the ICRC or League 
had participated would probably lead governments to look to their National 
Societies as a source of outside help. A Society should be able to request, 
receive and distribute such aid without having to ask for personnel from 
abroad to organise and direct the operation on its behalf, or having such 
personnel sent in as a condition for other aid. Many of the Societies in Groups 
III and IV—those most likely to need outside aid should a large-scale disaster 
occur—did not yet have the capacity to administer such assistance on their 
own. Even in smaller actions, their ability to act alone would probably be 
doubted by some donors.

Summary. Assistance programmes were among the strongest and best orga
nised in the Profile Societies, especially among Groups I and II.

Even where the programme was not strong, the Societies were recognised 
by governments and public as relief agencies and were expected to provide at 
least basic services—first aid, distribution of relief supplies—in a disaster 
operation. Some were expected to be first on the scene, acting until such time 
as other agencies could begin operating.

Experience of disaster is undoubtedly the biggest determinant of a 
Society’s assistance capacity and of the importance it attributes to this 
programme. Yet even those with great experience and quite remarkable ability 
to operate were sometimes criticised by outside observers for not providing the 
leadership which they had once demonstrated in this field. This related 
particularly to what many persons in government and other relief agencies felt 
to be an unwillingness by some Societies to cooperate and to share their 
expertise. In some cases this was because the Societies—at one time the only 
relief agencies in their countries—feared that the presence of government and 
of other more recently created voluntary relief organisations would threaten 
their dominant position in this field. The fact was, however, that major relief 
operations were now directed or coordinated by the government in all of the 
Profile Societies’ countries and the Societies had been forced to give up some
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of their autonomy. Those which had done this willingly and thus cooperated 
actively with other relief agencies had found, with a few exceptions, that their 
position had become even stronger. For example, some of the Profile Societies 
in this situation had been recognised as the sole channels for outside 
emergency aid into their countries, and others had been given the task of 
coordinating efforts of voluntary agencies during an operation.

It has been noted that several of the Groups I and II Societies had been 
assigned responsibilities in disaster preparedness, notably in helping to prepare 
the public for emergencies. This was a task which many outside observers 
believed that the Societies were especially suited for because they were able to 
mobilise large groups of the public for relief actions and had operational units 
spread throughout the country. Many Profile Societies did not recognise the 
importance of this task, however, nor the potential which it represented for 
them as relief agencies.

The fact that many of the Profile Societies were not prepared to act in 
time of conflict was also a limitation on their assistance capacity. This applied 
not only to conflicts which could occur within their national borders, but to 
those in neighbouring countries as well. Several of the Groups III and IV 
Societies had experienced the effects of conflicts in other countries—refugee 
migrations for example—and had been involved in assisting victims of them. 
This was done on a fairly ad hoc basis, however, and the Societies concerned 
had seldom as a result been encouraged to begin planning, for such situations.

A final factor which weakened some of the Profile Societies’ ability to 
operate in disasters was that they made no relationship between their assis
tance tasks and other programmes. Some health and social welfare activities, 
for example, were seen by a few Societies in Groups I and II as means to train 
and keep volunteers activated for emergencies. The relationship between 
disaster relief and these other activities was not always made, however, and in 
some Societies was apparently intentionally ignored. This was due to the fact 
that the individuals responsible for these different activities did not cooperate 
among themselves, and in some instances were primarily concerned with 
protecting their own programmes’ interests and identity.

Among the Profile Societies which contributed regularly to international 
relief actions, only two could be said to have seriously planned for this. Only 
one had done it systematically, to the point where international relief was one 
of the strongest departments in its national headquarters. Both governments 
and public in some of these countries were said to view their Societies as 
important channels for sending relief abroad. Despite this, some of them had 
not developed their international relief capacity to its fullest potential, as seen 
by outside observers.

Health and Welfare Programmes

The programmes of the twenty-three Profile Societies in health and 
welfare were the subject of a separate study made by Dr. Pierre Dorolle, 
former Deputy Director General of the World Health Organisation. * For his 
study, Dr. Dorolle used the information obtained from the Profile Societies on

* “ National Red Cross Societies and Health and Welfare ”, Background Paper No. 4, 
Joint Committee for the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross, Geneva 1975.
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their activities in these fields, analysing them in relation to the needs, priorities 
and health and social welfare systems in the countries concerned.

During the visits in each Profile Society, an attempt was made by the 
research team to list all health and welfare services and to collect data on the 
major ones. These latter were defined as those which the Society itself 
considered important and to which it allocated a large part of its resources in 
money, personnel, or time. Information was sought on their relevance to the 
needs of the people they were intended for, and their significance when 
compared with similar services provided by the authorities and other bodies.

Relatively few Profile Societies possessed information of this type at 
national headquarters. Discussions with individuals responsible for them at 
local level, and particularly with health and welfare authorities, usually 
provided a good insight, however, into the relevance and significance of the 
activities. As they are analysed in detail elsewhere, what follows is primarily a 
list of those activities which the Profile Societies carry out in these two fields.

Health Programmes. Health programmes in the Profile Societies can be classed 
under three major headings: health protection and promotion, emergency 
health services, and training. The variety of activities and services performed 
by the twenty-three Profile Societies as a group is impressive, as the list on the 
following page illustrates. It should be recognised, however, that none of the 
Societies operated all of these, and the majority in fact carried out only a few.

CLASSIFICATION OF HEALTH PROGRAMMES AND ACTIVITIES
IN PROFILE SOCIETIES

I. Health Protection and Promotion:

1) health education of the public:
-— health education courses (personal, environmental, nutrition, community);
— home nursing, mother and child care;
— first aid instruction;
— water safety/life saving instruction;
— family planning education/services;

2) institutions:
— general hospitals;
— dispensaries, health posts, mobile and permanent out-patient clinics, family 

health centres;
— specialised health institutions

— children’s hospitals
— pharmacies
— TB sanatorium
— rural maternity homes, mother and child clinics
— nursing and convalescent homes, cottage hospitals
— nutrition centres
— centre for asthmatic and allergic children
—• physical therapy and rehabilitation centres for the handicapped

3) blood transfusion:
— complete blood programmes
— blood donor recruitment only
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4) nutrition:
— supplementary feeding programmes, milk distribution for children
— supervision of nutrition and food hygiene in work place; including research 

studies on nutrition
— meals on wheels for the aged and sick
— school gardens

5) environment protection and control :
— clean-up campaigns
— training of pollution control officers in factories
— environment education and control programmes and projects

6) specialised services :
— surgical

— circumsision of children from low-income families
— plastic surgery

— medical
— geriatrics
— stimulation of thrombosis services
— supervision of chronically sick
— stimulation of organ transplants
— organisation of annual medical examinations for the entire population
— participation in community vaccination campaigns organised by public 

health authorities
— health programmes in slums
— loan or rental of medical equipment

II. Emergency Health Services

1) first aid and rescue services at public events, on roads and highways, in 
bathing and boating areas, in mountains and in places of work

2) emergency clinics, dispensaries, first aid posts
3) radio-medical services for sailors at sea
4) ambulance services

III. Training

— nursing schools
— courses in disaster nursing
— training of first aiders and health auxiliaries for the Society’s own health and 

assistance programmes.

The health activities most commonly found in the Profile Societies as a 
group were first aid training and services, blood programmes, dispensaries, 
health posts and out-patient clinics, health education courses for the public, 
and ambulance services.

Of the twenty-three Societies which taught first aid to the public, some 
were the only organisations in their countries active in this work, but 
many competed with other voluntary agencies which also offered first aid 
instruction, some of which possessed far greater resources for this than did the 
Societies.

Courses were generally classical in nature—designed to prepare an indi
vidual to act in time of accident or emergency—and few of them contained
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preventive health information. These programmes rarely covered the need for 
this type of instruction and their usefulness was considered by some health 
authorities to be limited by the absence of a health education component.

Specialised first aid and rescue services, operated in nearly half of the 
Profile Societies, were usually more effective. This was due mainly to the fact 
that they were national programmes, often planned and carried out in 
cooperation with the health authorities. They included mountain rescue and 
emergency highway services, as well as life saving services on seacoasts and 
beaches. One Society had developed a sea rescue programme that covered the 
entire coast of its country and was particularly appreciated by the authorities 
and the tourist business during the holiday season.

A great variation existed in the blood programmes operated by eighteen 
Profile Societies. In seven of them, there were complete blood transfusion 
services, consisting of donor recruitment, collection, storing, processing, 
distribution and in some, production of derivatives. These programmes 
generally covered between 68 and 100 per cent of the blood needs in 
their countries or major cities, and one of them is a national programme 
operated in cooperation with the authorities. In the remaining Societies, the 
programme was limited to the recruitment of donors. One Society recruits 87 
per cent of the country’s blood donors on behalf of the health authorities. In 
many it was a minimal activity, however, not yet recognised for the potential 
which it has both as a service ideally offered by National Societies and as an 
important element of their assistance capacity. This potential was strongly 
recognised, on the other hand, by many persons in health ministries who 
expressed the wish that their Societies would become more active in this field, 
to the point of relieving the government of this programme entirely.

Nearly two-thirds of the Profile Societies had organised various types of 
out-patient clinics and dispensaries, primarily to serve groups for whom 
medical care was unavailable or inadequate. Few of them cover more than 5 
per cent of the total need for general clinical services in their countries. 
Nevertheless, where health services are inadequate even the contribution of a 
single clinic can be important. In addition, these also provided opportunities 
for training volunteers who could be mobilised in emergencies.

Health education courses for the public were among the least significant 
activities in the health field, although twenty-one of the Profile Societies offered 
them in one form or another. They were usually considered as “ extras ” to 
first aid training and not much priority was given them. This was because the 
Societies did not have qualified staff or volunteer instructors, and did not 
cooperate with the health authorities so as to use the latter’s resources. 
Courses were given with great irregularity in most places and were often quite 
inadequate to the health needs of those for whom they were intended. 
Teaching methods were frequently old-fashioned, and course content more 
applicable to urban, literate populations than to rural or marginal communi
ties which needed this education the most. There were three exceptions. Two 
Profile Societies had been made responsible by their health ministries for the 
national health education programme and had developed highly effective 
educational curricula based on a thorough analysis of need, sound methodol
ogy and continuing evaluation. Another Society possessed a national training 
centre where it instructed government personnel, its own members and those of
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other organisations in various health courses. In cooperation with the health 
authorities, it had drawn up health education manuals for use by school 
teachers whom it also trained at its centre.

In the twelve Societies which operated ambulance services, these repre
sented 80-100 per cent of all available services, either nationally or in major 
cities. This is not to say that the same proportion of need was covered, 
however, and there were areas, in developed as well as developing countries, 
where services were unavailable either from government or private sources. 
Most ambulance services proved to be a useful supplement to government or 
private efforts, and, as was seen in the preceding section on assistance, 
Societies which operated them were normally expected to do so in a disaster. A 
major problem identified in this activity was the high cost of upkeep and 
running and many of the Societies said that they needed much more financial 
backing if the service was to continue or expand. Some had succeeded in 
persuading the authorities to accept more responsibility for financing or 
organising them, but in other instances the authorities were reluctant to do 
this.

Welfare Programmes. These are the most difficult of all activities to 
analyse. Among the twenty-three Profile Societies there was an enormous 
variety of action in this field, ranging from complete social work services given 
on behalf of the local municipality, to what has been termed individual 
welfare—the sporadic distribution of food, clothing, or material help to 
individuals. There were even fewer national programmes than was the case 
with health activities. Most resulted from individual initiatives at local level 
and not all units operated the same services.

The variety of welfare activities found in the twenty-three Societies is 
illustrated below, according to a classification established by the League.

CLASSIFICATION OF WELFARE ACTIVITIES 
IN THE PROFILE SOCIETIES

I. Family and child welfare

— Family
— social work for individual families and on behalf of the local municipality
— home help
— tracing and information services, national and international
— free funeral services for low-income groups
— distribution of food, clothing, medicines and other material aid

— Children
— assistance with child adoptions
— kindergartens
— day care centres and nurseries
— permanent and temporary centres for lost children
— holiday camps
— recreation and sports centres, playgrounds
— motherless baby homes, orphanages
— visits and distribution of gifts, clothing and medicines to orphanages and 

children’s villages
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II. Services for the elderly

— home visiting and help with errands and household tasks
— clubs
— holiday homes, holidays
— recreational therapy at home and in institutions
— greeting cards
-— programmes for aged volunteers
— participation in national planning efforts for the aged and retired
— residential facilities

III. Services for patients before, during and after hospitalisation

— hospital canteens and trolley shops
— patient visiting
— language cards for use by hospital staff in communicating with foreign patients
— greeting cards
— collection of books and magazines for distribution to institutions
— distribution of clothing and free medicine to hospitals, leprosariums
— home help
— recreational therapy
— meals on wheels
— supervision and home help to the chronically sick

IV. Services for the handicapped

— Physically handicapped
— transportation
— wheelchairs in railway stations
— home help and visits
— camp schools
— vocational training centres
— rehabilitation centres for children, youth or adults
— homes, hostels, sheltered workshops
— recreational therapy, including JRC programmes
— holiday homes, camps, ships
— education programmes at home

— Mentally handicapped
— rehabilitation centre for infants
— homes, hostels, vocational training, toy libraries, sheltered workshops, camp 

schools
— recreational programmes

— Socially handicapped
— detainees

— prison visiting
— prisoner rehabilitation programmes
— assistance to political detainees

— immigrants, emigrants
— contact work, help with finding jobs, gifts
— food, medicine, clothing and financial help with transportation expenses 

for deportees
— holiday camps for children
— problems of immigrants being studied on request of government
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— prostitutes
— rehabilitation home

— drug abusers
— rehabilitation farm in mountain for young drug abusers and parent 

guidance centre
— other

— care and services for socially threatened/handicapped youth
— homes for aged beggars, handicapped and those without families

V. Services to the Armed Forces

— social work, recreation activities in army camps for able-bodied and hospitalised 
servicemen

— vocational classes, first aid, swimming, home nursing courses, summer camps for 
military dependents

— counselling, social case work, referral service, aid in filing claims for government 
benefits for servicemen and dependents

— service rooms in military hospitals

VI. Community services for individuals and groups

— stimulation of local self-help projects
— potters cooperatives
— literacy courses for youth and adults
— special tutoring for early school leavers
— education and counselling programmes for young workers
— vocational training centres
— kindergarten teacher training centre
— participation in reafforestation and tree planting projects, in cooperation with 

public authorities

This list is also impressive in its diversity, but many of these services were 
provided by relatively small numbers of local units, sometimes only one or two 
in a whole Society.

Profile Societies were usually unable to provide data on the frequency or 
extent of these services in their local units. Many of the activities were sporadic 
and few of them had been started in cooperation with the authorities. Many 
took place outside any defined plan or purpose. They were often considered 
marginal and some were seriously questioned by the authorities, the public, 
and occasionally by the Societies’ own leaders or members.

There were four Profile Societies whose welfare services were considered 
as important as assistance or health programmes. Two exist in highly 
industrialised countries and play an important role through their human 
contact work—friendly visiting, prison visiting, recreational therapy in hospi
tals and at home are some of them—in personalising the services provided by 
state or private agencies. The two others exist in countries currently under
going an extensive process of social evolution and the Societies have stimulated 
government policies and programmes in the social field.

The experiences of these four in particular, but also of a few other Profile 
Societies, indicated a highly imaginative approach to solving certain social 
problems, notably those of the aged and handicapped, children and youth, and 
individuals or groups on the margin of society. Mention should be made of the 
efforts of one Asian Society to develop a programme, apparently unique in the
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country, to involve retired persons in voluntary community activities. In a 
Latin American Society, its rehabilitation centre for handicapped infants had 
become a model in the country. Two other Societies had stimulated pro
grammes in penal institutions, one a visitor service, the other an effort to 
encourage the authorities to make certain changes in the penal system.

The activities most commonly found were patient visiting, tracing and 
enquiry services, and the distribution of food and clothing to individuals. All 
three were performed in at least two-thirds of the Societies and the last one was 
considered a major activity in half of them. Interestingly enough, all three were 
originally started as part of assistance programmes. This relationship had been 
maintained in some instances, where the activities were seen as means to train 
volunteers for emergency situations. More frequently, however, the relation
ship had been ignored or forgotten.

Summary. Some Profile Societies had been pioneers in these two fields and had 
initiated services which had later been taken up by the government as a 
national programme. In many cases, however, the Societies were not presently 
cooperating closely with their governments and other agencies and seldom 
planned or evaluated their health and welfare activities. Thus many of their 
services were not seen to meet the most critical needs of the people for whom 
they were intended, and in some places represented a considerable waste of 
limited resources, not least in terms of dedicated volunteer effort.

In the eyes of some government representatives, the Profile Societies 
possessed the potential for assuming a much stronger position in these fields. 
As was said also in the case of assistance programmes, authorities often 
recognised that the Profile Societies were able to mobilise the public and, 
because of their wide geographical coverage, could do this throughout the 
country. It was felt, therefore, that the Societies could provide an important 
link between the authorities and local populations, as well as help to 
personalise or humanise government health and welfare services. This required, 
it was felt, a considerable change in many Societies, both in attitudes and in 
operating methods. In the first place, Societies should be far more conscious of 
the need to involve people in the planning and provision of their services and 
open their volunteer membership to broader groups. In the second place, there 
was a need for much greater cooperation with the authorities and others in 
planning and evaluating programmes in these fields. Only in this way, was it 
said, could the Societies ensure that their programmes were effectively meeting 
needs, which has been demonstrated by those Profile Societies which followed 
these principles as a matter of course.

Protection

The study on Present Role of the Red Cross in Protection * defined three 
main roles in this field:

— the development of international humanitarian law, embodied principally 
in the Geneva Conventions;

* Background Paper No. 1 « Present Role of the Red Cross in Protection », Joint Committee 
for the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross, Geneva, 1975.
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-— the application of that law for the benefit of victims of armed conflicts;
— ad hoc protection, that is, help to persons who in certain types of conflict 

situations are not covered by the law.

Protection does not include the provision of medico-social or material 
relief, however.

The ICRC has traditionally been the primary Red Cross protection 
agency, but a number of responsibilities have also been assigned to National 
Societies. Some of these are mentioned in the Geneva Conventions, particu
larly in the Third and Fourth. Others are defined in resolutions of the 
International Conference of the Red Cross.

Of all the programmes in the Profile Societies taken as a whole, protection 
was the one they had the greatest difficulty in handling.

The subject is extremely complex and many did not have staff or 
volunteers with the necessary expertise to advise them. ICRC regional offices 
have recently done a lot to increase understanding of protection but many 
Societies were still ignorant about it. Added to this, the ICRC’s efforts on 
behalf of political detainees in some countries were viewed with scepticism by 
governments and Societies, and made the latter reluctant to undertake any 
protection activities whatever.

Yet there were Profile Societies which considered protection as a major 
responsibility and had part-time consultants or full-time staff engaged in the 
programme. A few had created humanitarian law commissions, composed of 
their own and government experts, to advise on and coordinate protection 
activities in their countries. They worked closely with their governments and 
other Red Cross bodies on the development of the new protocols to the 
Geneva Conventions, and had tried to ensure that legislation existed covering 
violations of the Conventions and misuses of the emblem. Together they 
represent about a third of the Profile Group.

Dissemination of the Conventions. Nearly all Profile Societies gave some 
basic instruction in the Conventions to their own members and a few had 
endeavoured, on World Red Cross Day for example, to inform the public 
about them. Others had helped the ICRC’s delegates to translate and 
distribute the publications, the Red Cross and My Country and the Soldier's 
Manual, to military personnel and schools. A few had been instrumental in 
getting information on the Conventions included in school curricula or in 
courses for students of medical, law and nursing schools. On occasion a 
Society’s own personnel gave this instruction. On the whole, however, dissemi
nation efforts were weak and unsystematic. About half the Profile Societies did 
not view this task as an important obligation.

Action during conflicts. Many Profile Societies had acted in recent conflict- 
related operations, either in their own countries or abroad. Somewhat more 
than a third had provided various protection services to victims, in addition to 
assistance. These included tracing and reporting of the wounded, killed or 
captured; help to detainees and their families; repatriation of citizens of a 
belligerent State to their country of origin during and after hostilities; and 
services to military personnel and their families. In one case, an attempt was 
made to secure the release of hostages taken by a liberation movement. Most



PROGRAMMES 37

of these services were provided in cooperation with ICRC delegates, but on 
occasion the Society had acted before the ICRC delegation arrived. In a few 
cases Profile Societies had also supported the work of ICRC delegates on 
behalf of political detainees.

But as said earlier, nearly half of the Profile Societies did not recognise 
their responsibilities in conflict assistance or protection, and consequently had 
not planned or prepared for them.

This concerned not only the preparation of their own personnel and the 
definition of responsibilities vis-à-vis the authorities and the armed forces, but 
planning for information and tracing bureaux as well.

Inquiry and tracing services were among the three most common social 
welfare activities in these Societies. Yet only a third of them could be said to 
have made plans to provide them on a large scale in a conflict. This is normally 
the responsibility of governments, some of which had delegated it to their 
Societies. The majority of Profile Societies did not know if plans for such 
services had been made by their governments, however, nor if this was 
something which they themselves might be asked to organise.

Profile Societies' evaluation of government and own efforts. When asked to 
evaluate their government’s efforts in the protection field, leaders in about half 
of the Profile group were knowledgeable about what their governments were 
doing and the majority felt that insufficient attention was given to dissemina
tion and to ensuring the correct use of the emblem. In countries where conflict 
had recently occurred, it was also generally believed that government had 
adequately applied the Conventions, although in a few instances leaders were 
hesitant to comment on this. In the remaining Profile Societies leaders were 
often uninformed about their governments’ activities and did not recognise 
that this should be a cause of concern to them.

As for evaluating their own work in this field, leaders in many Profile 
Societies admitted to the need for improving their ability to advise their 
governments and for expanding their own efforts among their members and 
the public. Only three Societies felt that both government and Society action 
was already quite adequate.

Many leaders expressed the wish for more guidance from the ICRC in this 
work, some of them noting with satisfaction the improved relations through 
ICRC regional offices in recent years. There was a growing awareness among 
them that protection should be one of their primary responsibilities. This had 
been stimulated in large part by the work to develop the new protocols. If help 
were available, many more Profile Societies would be able to expand their 
protection efforts and to prepare themselves for the roles normally expected of 
them before, during and after conflict.

Red Cross Youth (RCY)

As noted earlier, the youth programme was the main focus for inculcation 
work in the Profile Societies, all but two of which had such a programme. But 
Red Cross Youth is more than this: it is in many ways a microcosm of the 
whole Society, encompassing nearly all the activities of other programmes and 
reflecting the same problems, strengths and weaknesses. It differs mainly in
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that it is the only programme designed entirely for a certain age group, 
stressing education and training as the basis of its action.

Unlike the programmes dealt with in preceding sections, its relation to the 
rest of the Society was often uneasy. Both Society and RCY leaders agreed on 
the aims of the programme—inculcation, training, service activities, recruit
ment, and the promotion of international friendship and understanding. They 
frequently differed, however, on the priorities they gave these different aims as 
well as on the basic approach of the programme.

Society leaders tended to think of the youth programme as a recruiting 
agency, and its members as recipients of services rather than providers, or if 
providers, then under the supervision of and in terms defined by adults.

Those who worked in RCY, on the other hand, generally saw it as an 
educational programme for and by young people, with its members being 
actors rather than acted upon.

Aims, Activities and Resources

Aims. Inculcation of Red Cross ideals and values was recognised as an 
essential component of RCY in most Profile Societies. Whether achieved 
through special courses and lectures or by practical example, it underlies all of 
the programme’s activities. In some Societies, it was limited to teaching about 
Red Cross alone, in others this was a basis for a much wider education in 
social responsibility and human relationships.

After inculcation, training and service were the aims most frequently 
identified. Training was particularly important in Profile Societies with school- 
based programmes catering for primary and secondary school children and 
youth. For most of them the programme was designed to provide young 
people with basic skills which could be put to use in other activities of the 
Society. In this sense, RCY was functionally integrated within the Society.

Service, or mutual aid, was interpreted in two different ways. For one 
group of Societies, service was intended to provide young people with 
opportunities to perform various “ worthwhile humanitarian activities ”. Thus 
the educational value of service was stressed as much as, and often more than, 
its end results. In another group, just the opposite was true—stress was placed 
on the value of an activity as a means of contributing to the improvement of 
conditions either in the community generally or of certain types of individuals 
for whom a service was intended. This latter group generally recruited its 
members among students and young adults, and RCY tended to have an 
existence of its own, separated both as a programme as well as structurally 
from the rest of the Society.

Though recruitment was widely recognised as an aim, it tended to be more 
important in the eyes of Society leaders.

The promotion of international understanding, finally, was mentioned least. 
It was not considered a priority by many Profile Societies, especially those in 
the developing countries. Indeed, in this respect RCY usually reflected the 
Society’s international orientation. That is, where promotion of international 
understanding was viewed as important in RCY, the National Society was 
already quite active internationally. In one or two cases, the youth programme 
was in fact seen as the international arm of the Society.
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Programme activities. It is impossible in a few lines to describe all the 
activities found in the youth programmes of the Profile Societies, but as 
indicated earlier, they were usually a composite of a Society’s other pro
grammes.

The most frequently encountered activity was first aid training. Practically 
all RCY programmes offered basic and sometimes advanced first aid training 
to their members. In a few Profile Societies, members also performed first aid 
services (for example on the roads, at sports events) but this activity had been 
largely given over to other groups in most of the Societies.

Health instruction was an important RCY activity, especially in primary 
schools where it takes diverse forms, including lectures, games, and various 
practical exercises.

RCY members performed a variety of activities under the heading of 
service. These ranged from occasional welfare projects, such as helping needy 
people and visiting old people or inmates in hospitals, to more regular 
community service activities such as environmental protection campaigns, 
clean up drives, and rural service activities. Several RCY sections had also 
developed programmes aimed at long-term service in the community. Some for 
example worked with handicapped or mentally retarded children and youth, 
organised recreation and social activities for the aged, or participated in some 
form of literacy campaigns. This orientation was stronger in those Societies 
which attempted to recruit young adults and where RCY was allowed to 
determine its own activities.

Resources. It is difficult to compare the volunteer strength of the various 
youth programmes in the Profile Societies. In some countries, whole classes or 
even entire schools are automatically enrolled in RCY. In others membership 
is composed of active volunteers only, or there may be no membership at all in 
a formal sense. Depending on the approach, some RCY programmes claimed 
several million members, others could mobilise up to 200,000 volunteers 
recruited from all parts of the country, and yet others could count only on a 
few hundred, recruited mostly in the capital. In terms of numerical strength 
RCY programmes generally constituted a relatively important part of total 
Profile Society volunteers, and in three or four cases represented the over
whelming majority of active service providers.

At national level, programmes were run essentially by salaried staff. 
Interestingly, all but six of the twenty-one Societies with a youth programme 
had at least one full-time staff working in RCY at national headquarters. 
Societies with few national staff often had a youth officer when no other 
programme director existed.

Information was not always available on the funds allocated to youth 
programmes, but they seem far from reflecting what RCY contributed to total 
National Society strength, either in terms of volunteers or of the money which 
youth members collected during Societies’ fund-raising campaigns.

The Youth Member. Schools were the main, often the sole channels for 
recruiting youth members. Very few Profile Societies recruited through other 
channels or among out-of-school youth. Consequently, membership was open 
essentially to primary and secondary school age groups (seven to seventeen or 
eighteen), with a few extending it to university age.
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In practice, however, RCY worked with much more limited age groups, 
reaching for the most part children and adolescents between seven and fifteen. 
Many Profile Societies found it difficult to recruit youth in the seventeen to 
twenty age range and over because at this age young people seem more 
attracted to other activities in the Societies. RCY programmes which appealed 
to these age groups were those offering community-oriented activities.

In many countries RCY members belonged to the literate, urban, and 
often better-off part of the population. Only in two or three Profile Societies 
did the programme recruit among young workers or in rural areas. It was 
pointed out in several Societies, however, that RCY members were more 
representative of different population groups than their adult counterparts.

Relations with government and youth organisations
As a largely school-based programme, often supported by the public 

authorities at the time of its creation, the youth programme might be expected 
to maintain fairly close relations with government and particularly with 
Ministries of Education and Youth. This situation varied considerably among 
the Profile Societies.

Some RCY programmes were formally under the direct control of the 
Ministry of Youth or Education, which planned and supervised the activities. 
In other cases, the programmes may have been planned in cooperation with 
the authorities or simply received a once-yearly official endorsement. Occasion
ally there were no relations or contacts at all.

In relation to other youth organisations, the picture of RCY was of an 
isolated, non-cooperative group. Very few of them engaged in activities with 
other youth organisations (such as joint planning or mutual training, for 
example), and fewer still were active members of Youth Coordinating Coun
cils.

Although in a few instances RCY was the largest youth organisation in 
the country, on the whole it was not seen to be as effective or as popular as 
other youth groups. Because of its isolation, the services it offered and the 
support it enjoyed were fairly limited in a majority of Profile Societies, and few 
RCY programmes can be said to have generated much excitement or very 
strong expectations on the part of government or other non-Red Cross 
observers. Exceptions to this were found in those Societies where RCY was the 
main provider of health education to youth groups and worked very often 
through other youth organisations.

Place of the programme within National Societies
The participation of young people in activities of their National Society 
outside the youth programme varied significantly. The key factor seemed to 
be whether the youth programme fitted into the overall pattern of the Society’s 
activities or whether it was a separate programme. School-based programmes, 
looked on as activities for school-children and/or recruitment agencies for 
the Societies, were the best integrated. Otherwise participation was generally 
minimal and often a source of tension or even conflict between National 
Society and RCY leaders.

In a large group of Profile Societies for example, friction had built up 
between RCY and first aid or life-saving services because both appeal to 
roughly the same age groups and had overlapping programmes. Attempts to
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resolve the problem, except when the Society had gone as far as dissolving the 
youth section, had been mainly unsuccessful.

In relations between RCY and National Society leaders generally, tension 
and mutual frustration were much more common than harmony. This 
stemmed largely from the different priorities given to the programme’s aims, as 
well as differing conceptions of the approach to be used.

Participation of youth in decision-making. If youth is to participate 
effectively in the planning and running of the youth programmes, as many 
international Red Cross resolutions have stressed over the years, much remains 
to be done, to judge by findings in the Profile group. Effective youth 
participation even in the running of RCY was a reality in five or six Profile 
Societies at most. Forms of participation ranged from an autonomous RCY 
governing structure, composed exclusively of young people democratically 
elected at all levels, to participation of youth in advisory committees, where 
they represented the interests of young people in discussions concerning all of 
the Society’s affairs.

In most other Profile Societies, the youth programme was in fact run by 
adult leaders, RCY staff, or teacher sponsors in schools. The majority of these 
Societies have Youth Advisory Committees, but youth seldom sit on them. In 
one group of Societies there was no question of youth participation at all. The 
programme was operated by school teachers and National Society training 
officers; youth takes part in already well-defined structures and programmes 
which they accept upon joining RCY.

Insofar as the Society’s own decision-making bodies were concerned—the 
central or executive committees—only four Profile Societies had some type of 
youth representation at the national level. In most others nothing had been 
done, either because the age group of youth members was too low or because 
the country’s social norms made it impossible.

Trends. To conclude, the Profile Societies were asked what they saw as the 
trends or prospects for the youth programme in Red Cross and in their 
Societies. Very few Society or RCY leaders or members made any comment 
about the place of RCY in Red Cross as a whole. Few youth leaders, let alone 
National Society leaders, had anything concrete to suggest about the future 
role of youth within the Society. Those who did emphasised the need for RCY 
to be more active in developing community-based projects. Others thought 
that it should become a more effective recruitment arm of the Society. But few 
persons in any Profile Society had practical suggestions to make as to how 
either of these might be achieved or, in the case of RCY staff or leaders, what 
they were planning to do themselves.

Conflicting conceptions of the aims of RCY seem to be chiefly responsible 
for this uncertainty. National Society leaders, as mentioned before, tended to 
see the programme mainly as a recruiting ground for future Red Cross 
members, yet failed to take adequate measures to ensure that this really 
happened.

Young people, youth leaders explained, find in RCY a programme which 
aims at helping them to acquire the skills, knowledge and attitudes they need 
to live responsible and satisfying lives and to contribute to the improvement of 
their communities and countries. But when they are old enough to join adult
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activities they find themselves faced with a completely different programme 
concept, difficult to reconcile with their experience of RCY. In addition they 
often face resistance and lack of acceptance of their skills and abilities by those 
who run the services. At this point, young people begin to leave the Society.

Frustration was felt by both parties: adults interpreted youth’s reaction as 
simply unwillingness to participate in the Society and so questioned whether 
the youth programme merited the resources—however minimal—allocated to 
it. This mutual incomprehension often spelled equal failure for both points of 
view.

Yet despite this dilemma many Profile Societies retain a belief in the need 
for a youth programme and adult leaders still claim to see in it the main hope 
for the future of the Society.

The survey among the Profile Societies seems to indicate that if the youth 
programme is to have any relevance to Red Cross it must be integrated into 
the Society’s total efforts. Only in this way will the organisation benefit from 
what it has to offer.

Two specific points come immediately to mind. Methods of recruiting 
adult volunteers, for the most part by personal contact, cannot always 
guarantee sufficient numbers of active volunteers. Again, while some Societies 
have expressed a concern for the mass propagation of the Red Cross idea, only 
RCY in most Societies had the educational resources to effectively develop 
such a programme. Few Societies tapped these resources for other programmes 
or used them to prepare and provide adequate training and education services 
for their members or the public.

It might be well, therefore, to consider utilising the youth programmes 
more as an educational office from which the whole Society would benefit, and 
recruiting young volunteers directly into existing activities. This would reply to 
the demand for integration expressed repeatedly by youth leaders and mem
bers, and would also be a more effective utilisation of the youth programme’s 
resources.



Part II

Profile Societies’ 
Capacity, Relations and Image





IV. Capacity

A Society’s capacity is composed of several interrelated elements, the 
strength or weakness of any one of them affecting the others and consequently 
the Society’s ability to provide services. These are:
— its structure by means of which policy is elaborated, decisions carried out 

and programmes planned and evaluated;
— its members, volunteers and leaders;
— its financial resources and the means used to obtain, allocate and account 

for them.

Two other factors are clearly related to capacity—a Society’s relations 
with other agencies, and the image which government, voluntary organisations 
and the public have of it. These two will be dealt with in Chapters 5 and 6.

Structure

A Society’s structure is officially defined in statutes or regulations. It is 
usually composed of a governing structure, responsible for policy and budget 
decisions and an operating structure responsible for running the Society’s 
activities and support services.

The great majority of Profile Societies had similar governing and oper
ating structures, differing only slightly according to the size of the Society, the 
number of levels at which it operated, and its resources.

Governing Structure. The governing structure generally consisted of the follow
ing bodies or their equivalent:
— The general assembly which is purportedly the main deliberating and 

decision-making body. In the majority of Profile Societies it meets
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annually, although in some cases it can meet more often and in others only 
every two, four or six years. Participation in the general assembly may be 
open to all members (active volunteers and contributing or dues-paying 
members) or, as was usually the case, to representatives elected by local or 
regional units.

— The central committee or board of governors which elaborates policies and 
budgets for the assembly and takes decisions on its behalf in intervals 
between the meetings of the assembly. Its members can be elected or 
appointed by the general assembly, which was generally the case, or 
composed of the presidents of regional or local units. In some Profile 
Societies this committee also included representatives of various govern
ment ministries (Health, Social Welfare, Defence, Education, Foreign 
Affairs, for example) which the Society worked with. These representatives 
also had the right in some cases to attend and vote in meetings of the 
assembly. Central committee meets several times a year.

— The executive or managing committee, which is responsible for supervising 
operations and is composed of a similar number of members elected or 
appointed from the central committee, together with the chief executive 
officer or secretary general and often programme officers or heads of 
advisory committees. These latter two attend most often in a consultative 
capacity. This committee meets one or more times a month.

— A number of advisory or special committees advise the governing bodies on 
programmes and administrative questions. They may be appointed or 
elected from the central or executive committees, by the general assembly, 
and in some cases were elected by members of the individual programmes 
which they represented. In some instances, representatives of interested 
government agencies also sit on these committees.

— The president, who is responsible for supervising the Society’s operations, 
presides the general assembly, central and executive committee meetings 
and represents the Society in relations with outside bodies. The president 
may be elected by the general assembly, the usual procedure, or by the 
central or executive committee from among their members. In two Profile 
Societies this person was appointed by the Head of State, usually in 
consultation with the central committee, and in three other Societies his 
election or nomination was officially confirmed by the government.

A similar governing structure was found at national, regional and local 
levels in nearly half of the Profile Societies. All of them had at least three 
national governing bodies (some had as many as ten) and nearly the same 
number of regional and local ones. The APHA study mentioned in Chapter I 
found that except in Asia, National Societies which participated in the study 
possessed more committees than other similar organisations. This was said to 
be an indication of the complexity and diversity of the Societies’ internal 
organisation. The reason offered by the Profile Societies for this complex 
structure was that it was intended to promote a broad participation of 
members and volunteers in the affairs of the Society. Additionally, it was 
claimed that the diversity of programmes and the fact that they are carried out 
almost entirely by volunteers makes a simple structure difficult. However, this 
complexity often resulted in a lack of coordination among the different 
programmes and structural levels and made the process of policy-making
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either cumbersome or inadequate. Communications were difficult to maintain 
and not infrequently decisions made in the national governing bodies did not 
filter down to the local level, or perhaps were ignored entirely.

Policy and decision-making. As described above, the governing structure of 
the Profile Societies appears to allow for highly democratic and participatory 
policy making. Indeed, in about a third of the Societies this was true. Policy 
decisions were elaborated and taken with the involvement of all concerned, 
beginning often at local level and working up to top level and back down again. 
But in the majority of Societies, policies and decisions were made by a small 
number of people.

Supposedly the focal point for important policy decisions, the general 
assembly was too large or met too infrequently to do little more than approve 
decisions that were prepared, if not already taken, by the central or executive 
committees.

According to the statutes of most Profile Societies, the majority of 
members of these committees were directly elected by the body to which they 
were accountable, or appointed by those who had been elected. In practice, it 
was found in over half the Profile group that this amounted to little more than 
a modified form of cooptation. While in some Societies this procedure was 
followed intentionally, albeit unofficially, it was explained in other Societies 
that many people either do not have the time or the desire to accept positions 
of responsibility and there was thus a fairly small group of interested, active 
persons from whom leaders could be drawn. Those already in position were 
usually reelected and if they retired were often asked to find someone else to 
replace them. Such committees became self-perpetuating and in the end could 
be completely unrelated or unresponsive to the Society at large. When this 
happened, policy decisions rarely reflected the needs of local or regional units 
and could be quite inapplicable at these levels.

Moreover, in about two-thirds of the Profile Societies important national 
decisions were prepared and negotiated by only two individuals—the president 
and the secretary general. The main reason for this was that they generally 
devoted more time to their work and were more knowledgeable about their 
Societies’ operations. This gives them a distinct advantage over other leaders. 
Even where the central or executive committees as a whole were active in 
policy decisions the president and secretary general were often found to play 
the dominant roles in them.

In most Profile Societies this situation did not appear to disturb local and 
regional units, which acted quite independently in any case. In only a few 
Societies were national policy and operating decisions binding on lower units, 
and some Profile Societies can be said to be little more than loose associations 
of such units. In addition, there were a few cases where two completely 
separate organisations existed within the same Society—one a national body, 
the other a local one, each operating without much reference to the other. This 
was largely due to the fact that regional or local units were self-supporting 
financially. Though national bodies may have allocated funds for programmes 
or running expenses to them, this support rarely represented more than a third 
of the unit’s total budget. Being forced to raise the greater part of their own 
funds, units at regional and local levels felt little need to abide by national 
decisions and many did not identify with the National Society as such.
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Only if a national body or leader took a decision or acted in such a way 
that it was a source of embarassment or conflict for lower units did the latter 
take some action through the general assembly. In some cases the complexity 
and looseness of the structure was so great that several years passed before 
the general assembly could actually be called into session.

Operating Structure. The operating structure was composed of some form of 
secretariat or headquarters, administered by an executive officer or secretary 
general usually appointed by the central committee and responsible to that 
committee or to the president. Under him were those persons charged with the 
various programme and administrative services.

The national headquarters in the majority of Profile Societies was divided 
into two or more programme and administration departments but only the 
larger, wealthier (and usually older) Societies had more than three or four such 
departments. Those most commonly found were first aid and training, general 
administration including finances, and Red Cross Youth. Some wealthier 
Societies had, however, as many as three major sections (administration, relief, 
and health and social welfare, for example) with a number of departments 
under each—personnel, finance, fund-raising, training, equipment, stores, blood 
programmes, RCY, etc.

When the Society’s operations were administered by salaried staff, the 
case at national level in just over half of the Profile Societies, there was a clear 
distinction between governing and operating structures. Staff normally acted, 
in the words of a member of one Profile Society, as “ butlers ” to the governing 
bodies and volunteer workers. At other levels, special committees of the 
governing structure usually administered the Society’s programmes, combining 
both governing and operating functions.

Geographical coverage by the operating structure. The majority of Profile 
Societies had regional and local units in the major cities of their countries. In 
more than half, the structural network was well-developed, extending 
throughout nearly the entire country and enabling the Societies, at least 
theoretically, to offer services to a great part of the population. This structural 
coverage was noted in the APHA study, which found that National Societies 
had a greater number of geographical units than most other voluntary health 
organisations. This fact was also remarked on by non-Red Cross persons 
interviewed in the Profile countries. It represented a distinct advantage for 
them, particularly in the field of assistance where, because of the presence 
of volunteers, and occasionally staff, throughout the country, the Societies 
were able to mobilise resources quickly in time of disaster.

This structural coverage represented another strength for Profile Societies, 
particularly those which worked closely with their governments in health and 
social welfare fields. Because local units were composed of volunteers recruited 
from the population, they were seen to be in a good position to serve as a link 
between that population and the authorities. There were limitations to this, 
however, due to the fact that Societies’ volunteers were not always broadly 
representative of all groups and thus could not effectively work as a communi
cating link for those persons most in need of services.

While structural coverage was generally better than that of most other 
voluntary organisations, the Profile Societies in many developing countries had
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difficulties in penetrating into rural areas. Even some of the larger Societies 
showed a great disparity in the ability of different regional or local units to 
provide services. This was usually a result of too few salaried staff.

Staff. In the APHA study, it was found that except in one region—Latin 
America and the Caribbean—National Societies generally have paid adminis
trators or executive directors in charge of national operations, which was less 
true in the case of other organisations studied. This was said to enhance 
significantly their ability to achieve goals effectively. In the case of the Profile 
Societies, two-thirds had a full-time salaried secretary general at national level, 
as well as paid executive officers in some of the larger regional or local units. In 
the remaining Societies the secretary general was a part-time volunteer, usually 
devoting around fifteen hours per week to this job.

Taken as a whole, national staff—i.e. those responsible for programme 
and administration tasks in the headquarters—ranged in the Profile Societies 
from nearly 300 full-time paid personnel at one extreme to a half-time 
volunteer at the other. Approximately one-third of the Societies had less than 
four persons, either paid or volunteer, running their headquarters. At regional 
and local levels Profile Societies depended in large part on volunteers to handle 
operations. Thus, except for the European Societies and three other exception
ally wealthy ones in Latin America and Asia, Societies did not have enough 
staff to handle all their operations adequately, to ensure the development of 
regional and local units in a systematic way, and to guarantee proper 
communications within the whole Society. Dedicated volunteers existed in 
most of them, but their numbers were often limited, as was the time which they 
could devote to the Society. Thus some of the most basic administrative tasks 
were often neglected.

Some Profile Societies attempted to resolve the shortage of staff by 
obtaining personnel or financial assistance to pay salaries from their govern
ments. This was especially the case for certain types of activities, such as blood 
donor recruitment, some clinical and ambulance services, and health education 
programmes. These were mainly programmes for which the Society had been 
made responsible by the government, often on a contractual basis, in return for 
which the government financed partly or entirely the programme’s running 
costs. But this did not always cover the need for general administrative 
personnel.

Several Profile Societies had received varying amounts of aid from other 
National Societies through the League’s Development Programme. This aid 
had in some instances been fairly large in comparison with the Societies’ own 
income, but was seldom given to pay staff salaries.

Background information on staff qualifications was not always available, 
but many national leaders spoke of the need for trained personnel. Inter
estingly enough, only five Profile Societies were reported to have staff training 
programmes, although many had developed excellent methods for training 
their service volunteers. Moreover, few of the Profile Societies made use of 
training resources available in the government or other voluntary agencies to 
improve staff performance. A result is that many staff did not possess basic 
administrative and management skills, which was evident in the operation of 
the Societies, and most notably in planning and evaluation.
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Planning and Evaluation. Little real planning or evaluation was found in 
the majority of Profile Societies. The historical evolution of the Red Cross 
movement may explain this in part. As other background papers have noted, 
Red Cross bodies have traditionally reacted to events rather than attempting to 
foresee or plan for them. It has also been suggested that this behaviour 
reflects the “charitable” nature of Red Cross: charity requires a spontaneous 
gesture of help without consideration of its consequences. Moreover, many 
Profile Societies still think of themselves as essentially emergency relief agencies 
and have felt that emergencies were difficult to plan for.

About a third of the Profile group possessed mechanisms for planning, but 
even here few of them evaluated their work. One Society had created a national 
planning office which was in process of identifying the need for, and the 
usefulness of, its existing services. Two others worked closely with their 
governments and others mass organisations to establish national, regional and 
community plans and to make annual evaluations of their services at these 
levels. The beginnings of a planning process—the identification of national or 
community needs—were found in a few others.

What passed for planning in a majority of Profile Societies was in fact 
simply the establishment of the annual budget without any attempt to define 
objectives, assess resources or establish priorities. The allocation of programme 
funds was determined by what was done in the preceding year and the amount 
of money likely to be available in the next twelve months. Little effort was 
made to reconcile requests for financing for different programmes and in any 
case was difficult unless objectives had been defined in the beginning.

Before it can define its objectives, a Society needs adequate information 
on what is happening inside the Society at different levels, as well as on the 
needs for its services and on what is being done by others. Systems rarely 
existed in the Profile Societies for collecting this type of information or for 
recording and analysing it at national headquarters.

For these reasons, it was difficult and sometimes impossible for Profile 
Societies to determine the significance or relevance of their activities, and to 
identify changes in national or local conditions which required that activities 
be modified or dropped, or new ones taken up.

One criticism made by outside observers about many Profile Societies was 
that they did not plan their activities and often refused to participate with 
government and other voluntary agencies in such efforts. This was confirmed 
to some extent by the APHA Study, which indicated that in the developed 
countries the National Societies were less likely than other voluntary health 
organisations to be involved in assisting government in planning and evalu
ating health programmes and influencing health legislation. This was not 
reported to be the case in less-developed countries. The findings of the Profile 
Study do not bear this out, however.

This unwillingness to take part in planning efforts was particularly 
criticised by government representatives, who stated that under the present 
economic and social conditions of their countries, with growing public demand 
for more services, it was no longer possible for any organisation to work in 
isolation. More important still, some said, it was becoming unacceptable today 
for an organisation to appeal for public or government financial aid for 
services which could not be seen to contribute measurably to improved living 
conditions for more people.
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Membership, Volunteers and Leaders

Membership. In the majority of Profile Societies, membership was theoretically 
open to all nationals (and sometimes even non-nationals), regardless of race, 
sex, religion, political belief, social class. Anyone could become a member by 
“joining ”, i.e. by adhering to the statutes, or contributing financially, or doing 
service for the Society. Depending on the Society, a person could become a 
member by fulfilling only one of these conditions or he may have had to fulfil 
several of them. At the extreme were two Profile Societies in which anyone 
who contributed financially to the organisation during the annual fund-raising 
campaign was considered a member, while an individual who actually worked 
for the Society but had not paid a membership fee was not considered one.

Generally speaking, the Profile Societies defined three categories of 
membership:

— active leaders and volunteers, including RCY members

— subscribing (those who pay a membership fee or who donate funds to the 
Society)

— honorary (those on whom the Society confers membership for outstanding 
service, mainly support in one form or another to the Society).

The term active member meant essentially the same almost everywhere. It 
referred to those who give time and effort to the Society as committee members 
or service-providers and who attend meetings of the local, regional or national 
assembly, with the right to vote and to be elected to positions of leadership. 
RCY members fall into a somewhat separate category in that while they may 
have full membership rights in their own groups, their age usually precludes 
their participation as members in the Society’s governing bodies.

Active members varied considerably in number and in the quality of their 
training from one Profile Society to another. Volunteer strength ranged from a 
few hundred to several hundred thousand. Excepting three Profile Societies 
which gave little or no training to their volunteers, Societies offered training in 
first aid and some form of indoctrination in the Society and the international 
movement. In more than half of the Profile Societies, training was also given in 
a variety of other service areas as well.

Subscribing and honorary members were sub-classified into as many as 
nine separate categories, ranging from benefactors to life associate members, 
and from honorary vice-presidents to most meritorious members, to give only 
four examples. The origin of these classifications was obviously the desire to 
grant special honours or titles to persons who had given exceptional forms of 
service or who had contributed important sums of money to the Society. 
(Statutory definitions of membership in the Profile Societies reflect a strong 
concern for the fund-raising aspect of membership, often much more so than 
the active volunteer aspect.) Subscribing and honorary members normally have 
the right to attend assembly meetings, though it would seem that they rarely do 
so.

The variety of ways in which membership was defined in some Profile 
Societies—and the different rights accorded to them—was often a source of 
confusion and friction. This was especially the case when active service
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volunteers, who may or may not have paid a membership fee, were considered 
to be somewhat inferior in status to contributing members or to those in 
leadership positions.

Characteristics of volunteers. With practically no exception, the Profile Socie
ties were unable to provide little more than gross estimates of the numbers of 
their members and volunteers, or information on their age, sex, income level, 
geographical distribution, education and professional background. Indeed, in 
over a third of the Societies, membership registers, if kept at all, were 
maintained only at local or regional level. In the remaining Societies some 
form of national membership register was kept, but the content and quality 
varied considerably. Most registers contained broad figures on the numbers of 
members and volunteers in local units, but not information enabling the 
Society to know who its members are, what groups they are recruited from, 
how much time they work for the Society or what services they work in. Other 
registers recorded only contributing members. The majority were not kept up 
to date. There was one exception: a Society where the national headquarters 
possessed complete and up-to-date records on both active and contributing 
members, but the information had not yet been analysed and the Society was 
thus also unable to identify clearly the major characteristics of its members.

During the Profile visits, an attempt was made to collect this information 
in two ways:

— through the personal impressions of leaders and members themselves, as 
well as of outside observers;

— by distributing a questionnaire to certain categories of active members, 
identified in cooperation with the Society.

In two-thirds of the cases, the numbers of questionnaires returned were 
insufficient to be useful and it was obvious that the Societies did not have the 
organisational machinery to distribute and collect a questionnaire of this type. 
What follows therefore is based mainly on the personal observations obtained. 
In seven Societies it was confirmed by returns from the questionnaires. The 
information refers only to active volunteers.

Age. Apart from one Society where the majority of active volunteers is 
between forty and sixty-five years old, practically all Profile Societies have a 
numerical majority of volunteers below the age of thirty-five. In about one- 
third of them the highest proportion of active service providers is composed 
of young people aged fifteen to twenty-five and the Societies recruit almost 
exclusively among this age group. This was found to be the case in the 
African Societies and in a few Asian and Latin American ones, which tend to 
rely mainly on the younger, educated population groups for their volunteer 
support.

The age of volunteers varied also according to the Societies’ programmes. 
The more the Society concentrated on emergency assistance and first aid, the 
younger its volunteers were likely to be, while those which concentrated on 
other health or welfare activities attracted older persons. In Societies with a 
variety of activities, two distinct age groups were found among volunteers, one 
between fifteen and twenty-five, and another between forty and sixty.
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Sex. Volunteer membership in the Profile Societies was either predomi
nantly male or predominantly female, with relatively few Societies having a 
more or less balanced distribution of the two. Three factors explain this:

— cultural norms in the country: women are still traditionally not 
involved in active life in Muslim countries or in traditional societies, therefore 
membership is mainly male. However rigid these norms may be, they are being 
overcome to a certain extent in some of the African Societies which recruit 
women, and especially young women, from the “ modern ” sectors of the 
population.

— the economic and social structure of the country: in countries with a 
strong economic and social stratification, where there is a tradition for upper- 
class and financially well-off women to be involved in “ social ” activities, the 
Societies’ volunteers are primarily female.

— some activities are considered primarily “ male ” activities, others 
“female”: Profile Societies with strong health and welfare programmes gene
rally have large female volunteer groups, while those which concentrate on first 
aid and assistance have larger male groups.

Income group distribution. Specific information on this subject was difficult 
to obtain. For one thing, income group categories were seldom comparable 
between one group of Societies and another. On the whole, it appears that 
volunteer membership in the Profile Societies was essentially recruited from 
income groups which are above average in their countries. Only two Societies 
made consistent efforts to recruit volunteers from all sectors of the population, 
although in a third of the Profile group, volunteers in such programmes as first 
aid, assistance and RCY were said to be more broad-based than those in other 
programmes. This information was largely confirmed by views expressed on 
the Societies’ membership by persons interviewed outside the Societies.

Geographic distribution. With some exceptions, volunteers live in towns 
and cities. Only a third of the Profile Societies make any efforts at all to recruit 
in rural areas. Structure is one reason for this—in most of the Profile group 
regional or local units exist only in urban centres and even when the Societies 
operate programmes in rural areas they often take their services into the area 
on a daily or temporary basis, rather than establishing permanent centres and 
recruiting volunteers from the local population. There were only five Profile 
Societies which had established units in rural areas to administer their 
activities.

Level of education and occupation. By far the majority of volunteers in the 
Profile Societies had completed secondary or vocational education. In the 
Societies where the general level of education in the country was lower, 
volunteers nevertheless belonged to the literate sectors of the population. In 
African and some Asian Societies, volunteers come from the modern as 
opposed to the traditional groups of society. Reports and questionnaires point 
to a fairly large number of volunteers with university education in four 
European Societies.

In Societies with large numbers of female volunteers, the great majority, 
as could be expected, were housewives. Male volunteers were mainly profes
sionals (health personnel, teachers, social workers) small managers or self-
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employed businessmen, and white collar workers. In only one Society was it 
reported that the majority of volunteers were skilled and unskilled workers.

Subjective as they are, these findings would seem to explain a criticism 
frequently expressed by outsiders interviewed during the visits of the Profile 
Societies: volunteers were seen to be drawn from fairly narrow groups in their 
countries and not to be representative of all population groups or of those 
whom the Societies attempted to help. It was felt that this often made it 
difficult, if not impossible, for volunteers to communicate with those for whom 
services are intended and to know if in fact these services are actually useful.

Leaders. In many respects the characteristics of Profile Society leaders corres
pond to those of volunteer workers. Information obtained on them during the 
visits to the Societies was equally subjective but was confirmed to some extent 
by data collected through a similar questionnaire distributed in 1974 to 
National Society leaders attending a meeting of the League Executive Commit
tee in Geneva and a session of the Inter-American Red Cross Conference in 
Paraguay.

With rare exceptions, the Profile Society leaders—i.e. the president and 
members of the key governing body (usually the central committee or board of 
governors)—were part-time volunteers, but a surprisingly large percentage of 
them devoted more than fifteen hours per week to their National Societies. The 
majority were in the age range 50-69, although many of those who had only 
recently obtained their positions were between 40 and 50 years old. As could 
be expected in a Society with a greater number of male volunteers, leaders were 
also male, but this was even true of most national leaders in Profile Societies 
with a majority of female volunteers.

Profile Society leaders on the whole have been members of their organisa
tions for a good many years and have been in leadership positions for a long 
time, if not from the beginning of their association with the Societies. The 
president may change every two to four years, but in practice the position is 
often rotated among the same group of long-standing central committee 
members. This continuity was from certain points of view useful in that leaders 
were knowledgeable about their Societies and familiar with their development 
over a period of years. Nevertheless, an injection of new blood would, it was 
said, have enabled some Societies to widen their horizons or perhaps even 
change directions.

Almost without exception, top leaders in the Profile Societies had com
pleted university or technical education and belong to economic, social or 
professional élites. In some cases they were previously in important govern
mental positions. They were considered both inside their organisations and by 
outside observers to be influential and generally close to the power structure in 
their countries. This was usually a great advantage for the Society as a whole, 
since it facilitated relations with the authorities and with other influential 
groups and individuals. It was remarked on several occasions in different 
countries, for example, that a Society’s leaders were able to obtain by a 
telephone call to someone in government what would require a more formal, 
time-consuming approach by leaders of another voluntary organisation.

At the same time, because they come from a fairly narrow group, Profile 
Society leaders were occasionally criticised by outsiders for not being suffi
ciently aware of the problems and needs of the whole population, or even of
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their own volunteers. And while undoubtedly qualified in their own profes
sional fields—medicine, law, business for the most part—it was felt in some 
countries that leaders did not sufficiently use their expertise to help to develop 
the Society. The quality of some health and welfare activities, of a Society’s 
general administration or financing methods, for example, could have been 
greatly improved had the leaders concerned shared their knowledge or skills 
with administrative staff and volunteers working in these services.

Recruitment Methods. Methods of recruitment account largely for the similar
ity found among the Profile Societies’ service volunteers and leaders. By far 
the most common recruitment method was person-to-person contact between 
someone already working in the Society and friends, working colleagues, and 
family members. The Red Cross Youth Programme normally recruited fairly 
systematically through the school system, which enables it more easily to reach 
larger numbers of people and consequently to be more broad-based.

The shortage of a sufficient number of volunteer workers was often cited 
as a problem in the development of the Profile Societies’ services, but many of 
them did not actively recruit volunteers as such. Some Societies with active 
public information programmes in their national headquarters made consi
derable efforts to recruit large numbers of contributing members but did not 
necessarily encourage them to become volunteers. A reason given for this was 
insufficient staff or financial resources to develop systematic programmes for 
recruiting, training and activating volunteers. But in some Profile Societies 
there was little expression of a real desire to increase the number of volunteers 
or to broaden the base of their representation.

Finances

Income and Expenditure. It was difficult to obtain a clear picture of the Profile 
Societies’ income and expenditure, partly because of the variety of accounting 
systems used, partly because information available was limited. Much of it was 
based on estimates provided by national leaders. Only three Societies were able 
to provide a complete financial picture covering every unit in the organisation.

Financially, the Profile Societies can be divided into three groups:
— very poor Societies, with few secure sources of income and consequently 

few activities;
— Societies with some secure sources of income which enabled them to carry 

on a variety of activities, although the shortage of money was an obstacle 
to their expansion;

— Societies which were financially well-situated and where money was not at 
present a problem.

The income range represented by the twenty-three Societies is vast—from 
Sw.frs. 42,000,000 per year at one extreme to approximately Sw.frs. 40,000 at 
the other. Figures are in no way comparable, however, because they give little 
real indication of the extent of services provided. A service which is costly to 
run in one Society, because salaried personnel must be paid and well-equipped 
facilities maintained, may cost much less in another Society where it is 
provided by volunteers with facilities given free of charge by the government.
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By way of example, a Profile Society with one of the smallest incomes in 1972- 
73 offered a wide variety of protection, assistance, health, welfare and youth 
services, nearly all of which were performed by volunteers. Even its national 
headquarters staff was mainly volunteer, receiving compensation only for 
expenses incurred in the course of their duties.

Despite an enormous amount of goodwill and services contributed by 
volunteers, however, the fact remains that a shortage of funds hindered a 
majority of Profile Societies in their work. More than half lacked enough 
money to cover general administrative costs for the most basic services at all 
levels. This related to salaries for national core staff, as well as to material, 
equipment and services for the development of regional and local operations. 
Others were prevented from expanding an activity or starting up new ones.

Major Sources of Finance. In order of importance, the major sources of finance 
in the Profile Societies were:
— income from government (which took various forms—non-earmarked 

contributions, payment for services contracted with the Society, or contri
butions towards specific projects) ;

— fund-raising among the public;
— fees for service (income obtained from services for which the Society makes 

a charge, such as clinical and hospital services, medical equipment rentals, 
training courses, etc.);

— foreign aid provided through the League, by the ICRC, or bilaterally by 
other National Societies;

— trading activities (income from investments, rentals, the sale of various 
items; in two Societies it also included lotteries, which were run as a 
business) ;

— endowments;
— membership fees.

Financial support from government and public fund raising were far and 
away the most important sources of income for over two-thirds of the Profile 
Societies in 1972-1973.

Just over a third of the Societies obtained fifty per cent or more of their 
finances from the government, either as contributions for certain programmes 
or in payment through the social security system for services provided in the 
Societies’ institutions. Government financial support to twenty-one Societies 
ranged between 0.10 per cent and ninety per cent of income. Another one-third 
of the Societies obtained fifty to ninety per cent of their funds from the general 
public. In other cases this represented between 2.5 per cent to forty per cent of 
total income. Fees received in payment for services were important in another 
one-third of the Societies, representing between twenty per cent and sixty per 
cent of total income.

Trading activities, endowments and membership fees were usually minor 
sources of income, although there was always at least one Society which 
obtained a significant part of its finances from one or another of these sources. 
Five Societies received between twenty per cent and seventy-five per cent of 
their income from foreign aid. In most cases the amount received was relatively 
small and consisted mainly of material help for one of the Societies’ activities.
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The information available indicates that the larger the government 
support, the less likely is the Society to receive or seek funds from the public.

Fund-raising. Although many Profile Societies pointed to the shortage of 
money as the most serious barrier to the expansion of their activities, their 
fund-raising efforts were sporadic and unsystematic. Most of them were not 
aware of all the sources of funds available in their countries.

Some government spokesmen, for example, indicated that their Societies 
could obtain much more money if they asked for it and accepted to act within 
some commonly agreed upon objectives. A frequent response to this suggestion 
was that too much government financial support would affect the Society’s 
ability to act impartially when the need arose. There are Societies, in different 
regions, where a high percentage of government finance had not in fact 
restricted their ability to fulfil statutory responsibilities. It was true, however, 
that they also obtained funds from other sources and would still be able to 
function were government subsidies withdrawn.

With the exception of the few Societies with fulltime public relations or 
fund-raising departments, fund-raising among the public was weak. A surpris
ingly large number of Societies still use such means as charity balls, tea parties 
and the like to obtain funds even though, in almost every case, other voluntary 
agencies in their countries were using much more sophisticated methods. At 
the same time, observers commented that some Societies had become so used 
to depending on government financial support or on their own trading activities 
and services for which they charge fees that they made little effort to tap the 
public for money.

Private foundations which contribute funds to voluntary organisations 
exist in many countries yet few of the Profile Societies were aware or made use 
of them. Societies could also obtain grants for certain programmes through 
their governments from various UN agencies, but again only a few of them 
were aware of this possibility.

Clearly, as leaders in the Profile Societies repeatedly pointed out, many of 
them needed help at all levels of their organisations to improve their financing 
capacity.



V. Relations

National Societies do not operate in a vacuum, and they are seldom the 
sole organisation working in a given field. The relations they maintain with 
other agencies are often decisive factors in their effectiveness, This is parti
cularly true of their relationship with government.

The auxiliary relation with governments

At least in theory the Profile Societies enjoyed a privileged status with 
their governments because of their official recognition as auxiliaries. Legally 
and organisationally, it could make their position stronger than that of other 
voluntary bodies. When this was true, the authorities expected more of the 
Societies and in return gave them more support. On the whole, the Profile 
Societies had good relations with their governments but more than half did not 
take advantage of this privileged position. In a few, national leaders were 
unaware of the auxiliary relationship, and in others they feared that too close 
cooperation with the authorities would compromise their independence and 
neutrality. There were also instances where the Society had a long history of 
pre-eminence in the health field or in disaster relief, for example, and leaders 
either saw no reason for cooperation with the authorities or believed that it 
would result in a loss of that pre-eminence.

The Profile Societies’ relations with the authorities ranged between 
symbiosis, where Society and government work so closely together that it was 
sometimes difficult to distinguish between them, and isolation, where the 
government may have ignored the Society’s existence almost entirely. The 
majority fell somewhere between these two extremes, varying from solid 
working relationships in many fields, which can include mutual consultation 
about activities—though not necessarily mutual planning—to friendly but
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generally purposeless ones. Even in the latter, Profile Societies usually benefit- 
ted from some support from their governments, though it may have been 
limited to certain privileges granted for assistance programmes or the loan of 
an occasional training adviser or first aid examiner. Relations were best in the 
fields of health and assistance, and several Profile Societies had been made 
responsible by their governments for national health education or blood 
programmes, and for various aspects of assistance actions. Much less cooper
ation took place in social fields, as a general rule, and relations were weakest in 
protection. Some of the reasons for this have already been explained—leaders’ 
ignorance of the protection function, their hesitation to become active in this 
field because of limited resources, the very complexity of the subject. This was 
the field in which some Profile Societies found the auxiliary relationship the 
most difficult to reconcile with the principles of independence and neutrality. 
This was because they did not distinguish between their conflict or protection 
roles (which require an ability to act independently and impartially) and other 
roles where this is not necessary. As a result, some rejected auxiliarity and had 
few effective relations with their governments in any field.

A small group of Profile Societies had managed to resolve this question. 
They cooperated closely with their governments and still maintained autonomy 
for their protection activities. Some government representatives interviewed 
commented on the distinct advantage to them of having a neutral, independent 
national organisation which could perform these activities, both within the 
country and abroad. With a few exceptions, it was in the Profile Societies 
which had the strongest relationships with their government that this was true.

Efforts to influence government policy were also more effective when the 
Society’s relations with the authorities were strong. The Profile Societies’ 
leaders seldom spoke of “ pressure group action ”, not only because of its 
political overtones but also because they influenced their governments by quiet 
negotiation and discussion, or by demonstration, rather than through more 
overt types of action. Nonetheless, these Societies frequently exercised a great 
deal of influence, not least by means of the moral force which they could bring 
to bear.

The key factor would seem to be not so much a question of dependence or 
independence, but the quality of the Society’s leadership. When leaders were 
open, knowledgeable of their Societies’ purposes and able to interpret them to 
the government, relationships were most beneficial for both partners, and the 
Society’s independence was usually as carefully respected by the authorities as 
by the Societies themselves.

Relations with voluntary organisations
The Profile Societies are frequently the oldest and largest voluntary 

organisation in their countries. Some have been instrumental in creating other 
voluntary agencies or coordinating councils. On the whole, however, the 
majority of them worked much less with these organisations than with their 
governments. Relationships were in fact more often competitive than cooper
ative.

There were of course exceptions and about a third of the Profile Societies 
worked closely with both governments and a variety of voluntary agencies in 
many fields. For the remainder, what cooperation took place was usually of a 
rather simple nature. Many taught first aid or similar health courses to
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members of other voluntary bodies, often charging fees for this. They met 
other agencies occasionally in voluntary coordinating bodies and exchanged 
information on their activities. Certain civic groups—the Lions Club, Rotary, 
for example—financially supported institutions or recently started pro
grammes in some Profile Societies. Joint working projects with other voluntary 
agencies were rare, however, unless a Society had been forced into them 
because of pressure from the authorities or because of its own lack of 
resources.

The reasons for this attitude lay in a concern for keeping the Society’s 
identity separate. Many voluntary organisations carry on similar types of 
programmes and recruit the same types of members, and some Profile Societies 
believed that too close cooperation with them would result in a loss of identity 
as a National Red Cross Society. On the other hand, the experience of those 
Societies which did work with other agencies often demonstrated the contrary. 
There are no other voluntary bodies which have the same range of responsibil
ities and activities as the National Societies—in assistance, protection, health 
and welfare, and youth programmes. Consequently, there was little risk of 
losing their identity, unless—as had happened in some cases—the Society itself 
became so withdrawn that others ignored its existence. Those which did 
cooperate had often found that because of their recognised impartiality and 
their association with an international humanitarian movement, other agencies 
were almost as concerned with maintaining the Societies’ identity and freedom 
of action as they were themselves.

Relations with the International Red Cross

When the Profile Societies think of the International Red Cross, it is 
usually in terms of the League and ICRC as two separate branches of a 
Geneva organisation, with other National Societies as their own equivalents in 
other countries. Interest in the International Conference or the International 
Red Cross as a whole was fairly limited.

This emerged clearly from the views expressed about the International 
Red Cross during the Study. The majority of these came from national leaders 
and headquarters staff, and primarily from presidents and secretaries general 
who best knew the international organisation. Views varied considerably, 
depending on the experience the Society or its leaders had had of the 
international bodies. As concerns the League, this related very much to 
participation in its governing structure or to services received from its 
Secretariat. Individual personalities were often an important factor in how 
Societies related to or viewed the League. This was much less true in the case 
of the ICRC. Societies’ views were essentially based on their response to 
ICRC’s action in conflict, particularly in their own countries.

On the whole the Profile Societies tended to view the League much more 
critically than they did the ICRC, partly because they felt somewhat closer to 
it. Also, it comes naturally to most national organisations to criticise their 
international headquarters, as it does local units to criticise their national ones.

League
Governing Structure. Aside from attending meetings of the League’s Board 

of Governors, more than a third of the Profile group did not participate
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actively in its governing structure. That is, they were not members of any of its 
committees, commissions or working groups. Two were unable to afford 
sending representatives to Board meetings. This participation was seen to be 
important in enabling the Society to make contacts with other Societies and 
the Secretariat and consequently to obtain help for its development. Thus some 
of the poorer Societies felt that means should be found to help finance their 
participation.

No Profile Societies questioned the value or existence of a governing 
body—the Board of Governors—on which all members are represented. 
Indeed, it was seen as the main channel through which they could influence 
League policy, if they were interested enough to do so. Some would like it to 
meet more frequently or for its discussions to be more practical or less 
political. Others thought it should meet only every four years, because, as one 
Society phrased it, it serves mainly to allow those participating in it to make 
personal contacts.

The Executive Committee and the Committee of Chairman and Vice- 
Chairmen (CCVC) elicited far greater interest, but also more contradictory 
views. A few Societies wanted to abolish the present Executive Committee and 
replace it with one similar to the present CCVC, but larger and more 
representative. Others, without going so far as to suggest abolishing the 
Executive Committee, still complained about the unrepresentative character of 
the CCVC. One group of Societies believed that one or the other body was too 
dominated by a few powerful and rich Societies, notably the Europeans. One 
suggestion made was that members of the CCVC should be National Societies 
and not individuals elected in a personal capacity.

Apart from the composition of the two bodies, their importance within 
the governing structure was also the subject of different views. These ranged 
from effective—an honour to be elected to them—to completely ineffective, 
with no clear pattern discernible. The CCVC was seen to be important as an 
informal decision-maker, but also it was thought that this Committee made 
too many decisions without the authority to do so.

Few views were expressed on other committees or commissions, but a 
number of Societies commented on the governing structure generally. It was 
felt by some to be archaic, lacking in dynamism, unable to elaborate policy 
adequately for all National Societies, and in need of renovation. Among 
suggestions made was that the chairmanship should be a full-time position, 
allowing the individual who holds it to have more regular contact with 
National Societies. Failing this, the position of the Secretary General should be 
strengthened.

Operating Structure. One theme which emerged from the Profile Societies’ 
views on their relations with the League Secretariat was the feeling of being 
neglected. Societies wanted not only more visits but better quality visits, at a 
higher level, for longer periods of time, and more regularly. They also wished 
for more effective liaison through the regional desk officers and one European 
Society suggested that a desk officer be appointed for this region. Besides this 
several Societies commented either on under-representation of their regions 
among the Secretariat staff, or more frequently, that there should be more 
National Society personnel working in the Secretariat. The gist of these 
remarks is that many Societies did not feel the Secretariat to be sufficiently 
familiar with their needs to be able to reply to them.
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Services. Generally very favourable comments were made on the Secreta
riat’s response to Societies’ appeals for disaster relief. No criticism at all was 
expressed by requesters of relief aid, although some thought the Secretariat 
should exercise more control over unwanted supplies. Favourable comments 
on the Relief Sector’s work were also made by donors. The few criticisms 
voiced concerned the slowness or inadequacy of information and feedback, 
which was not always seen to be the fault of the Secretariat. Some wished that 
assistance operations were better coordinated, but at the same time understood 
that this depended as much, if not more, on the National Societies themselves.

Few views were expressed on other individual offices in the Secretariat. 
Though a few Societies considered that the help they had received from it had 
been useful, over half the Profile group expressed dissatisfaction with services 
generally. Criticisms included such things as excessive bureaucracy, a lack of 
direction and imagination from programme offices, and an inability to provide 
adequate technical and information services. Much more, it was believed, 
should be done to help Societies develop, and the practice of selling devel
opment projects to donors was particularly criticised by one Society. Others 
expressed concern about the quality of technical delegates who had worked 
with them, and some thought that there should be much more control by the 
Secretariat over development aid and consequently less donor-initiated pro
jects. Not infrequently such projects had ied a Society to start a programme 
which it was unable to continue financing when donor support was discon
tinued. This had in some cases been almost catastrophic for the Society. A 
great proportion of development aid is given in the form of material. This is 
sometimes useful, but Societies more often need financial assistance, training 
and technical advice. The Secretariat’s training institutes were felt to have been 
useful, and their effects could be seen in some Societies.

Régionalisation. It was felt that one way to improve the Secretariat’s 
services to National Societies would be the creation of offices in the various 
regions. This was voiced in Asia and even more strongly in Latin America. It 
was reported in the latter region that a group of Societies had already 
discussed the creation of a Latin American “ League ”, a much more extreme 
form of régionalisation.

ICRC

The Profile Societies saw their relations with the ICRC from a different 
vantage point. Not all of them cooperated actively with it, or viewed it 
positively, but the feeling of neglect—expressed about the League—was absent 
because they did not expect of the ICRC what they do of their federation. 
Their views of the ICRC related primarily to its composition and character, its 
role and its relations with National Societies in the protection field.

ICRC Composition and Character. A third of the Profile Societies 
expressed views on the ICRC’s Swiss composition, most of which would like to 
see it internationalised in some way. Suggestions included appointing National 
Society representatives to the Assembly, creating a National Society advisory 
committee for the ICRC, and closer consultation with them in their own 
countries. Whatever the recommendation, the main concern was the present 
lack of any machinery for bringing National Society influence to bear on the
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ICRC. This was due to a feeling, noted by other Profile Societies as well, that 
the ICRC was too remote from them to understand their problems and that it 
did not work with them. Some of them criticised it for being partial, elitist and 
controlled by the West, while others felt that it was too secretive and 
paternalistic in its attitudes. A few Profile Societies questioned its neutrality. 
Despite these criticisms, however, there was amongst the Profile Societies a 
feeling of respect for the ICRC, as well as a belief that its personnel, and 
particularly regional delegates, were competent at their jobs.

ICRC Role. The great majority of Profile Societies—even those most 
critical of it—agreed that it plays an important role. Its efforts to develop 
international humanitarian law were considered generally effective, although 
some would like to see it take more initiative in this field. On the other hand, a 
few Societies also believed that these efforts were too European-oriented and 
did not take into account the special problems of their own countries.

ICRC action in conflict was highly respected on the whole, and its tracing 
services particularly appreciated. It was felt that its relief work could be 
improved, notably through better information on its operations and through 
more use of National Society staff in them. Some criticism was voiced about its 
reluctance in a given situation to work with the Society of a country involved 
in conflict, but other Profile Societies commented favourably that they had in 
fact cooperated closely with ICRC delegates in such situations.

With one exception the Profile Societies which had experience of ICRC 
protection services for political detainees in their countries expressed satis
faction with them and had worked to varying degrees to support the efforts of 
its delegates. At the same time, there were a few Profile Societies which did not 
believe that this was a proper field of action for the ICRC and that it was most 
effective when it concentrated on traditional activities.

Relations with National Societies in Protection. It was noted in Chapter 2 
that nearly half of the Profile group did not recognise a responsibility in either 
conflict assistance or protection. Those which did however were interested in 
much closer cooperation with the ICRC in these fields. Some believed that 
Societies could in many cases substitute for the ICRC, even for visits to 
political detainees. Most were of the opinion that they should be considered 
the ICRC’s liaison in their countries and that any contacts which the latter had 
with their governments should be channelled through them. Feeling was very 
strong on this point.

There were often requests for more guidance in disseminating the Geneva 
Conventions, and some Profile Societies asked particularly for simpler, more 
understandable materials and course outlines.

International Red Cross and the Conference. With a few exceptions, neither 
the International Red Cross nor the Conference aroused very strong interest 
among the Profile Societies. To some neither subject had any real meaning. 
Those which attended Conference meetings considered them useful means of 
keeping governments informed about Red Cross, for increasing their interest in 
it or for strengthening the Societies’ relations with government. Cooperation in 
preparing for the Conference varied from one Society to another. Just over a 
third of the group worked with its government, sometimes very closely prior to
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meetings. Opinions of Conference debates and decisions ranged from useful to 
irrelevant—only three of the Profile group indicated obtaining some benefit 
from the discussions at the last Conference in 1973—and Societies reported 
that they gave limited circulation to resolutions.

The International Red Cross as a whole made no strong impact on the 
Profile Societies. Some found its structure confusing and ineffective. A few 
Societies even doubted that it existed. Others were clearly critical of it and felt 
strongly a need for change, particularly in relations between the ICRC and the 
League. Such change, they believed, could only come from a re-structuring at 
the highest level. Ideas were ill-formed as to how this could be achieved, but 
with two exceptions it was the Societies outside Europe which expressed this 
view.



VI. Image

How are the Profile Societies regarded in their countries by the informed 
public (information people, academics, members of other voluntary organisa
tions)? By their governments? What is known about them, identified with 
them? *

A remark by one individual illustrates quite well what many persons 
interviewed during the Study felt about the National Societies and the Red 
Cross: “ Red Cross is the door one knocks on when all else has failed.”

Remarks of this nature reflect a widely-held view that the Societies are 
organisations one turns to in time of need. Only those who had worked closely 
with them had detailed knowledge of their various activities or how they were 
organised. But generally speaking the Profile Societies and the Red Cross were 
known and respected in most countries.

What was known. In some cases people confused an individual Society with the 
Red Cross organisation as a whole. Most frequently only one or two major 
activities were known about. These were usually assistance in conflict and 
natural disaster (in the great majority of countries) and some form of health 
activity. For half the Profile Societies assistance was the number one or sole 
source of identification, while health was the major or only one for another 
third. In the health field, first aid was by far the activity most commonly 
associated by the public at large with the Societies, but health education and 
blood programmes, or institutions, or nursing schools, were also known about

* As Others See Us: Views on Red Cross contains an analysis of opinions submitted to the 
Re-appraisal Secretariat by governments, international governmental agencies, National 
Societies and individuals. (Background Paper No. 4, Joint Committee for the Re-appraisal of 
the Role of the Red Cross, Geneva 1975)
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in some countries where the Societies operated them. Social programmes and 
Red Cross Youth were seldom known. Activities in these fields are less 
“ visible ” and the Societies made much less effort to talk about them. There 
may also be such a thing as an image stereotype—regardless of what they read 
or heard, people tended to associate Red Cross with emergencies.

Besides activities, many of those interviewed also knew that the Societies 
were members of an international organisation. Awareness of this was highest 
in Africa, Asia and Europe, and somewhat lower in Latin America.

How the Societies were seen. People interviewed associated a number of 
characteristics with the Profile Societies. Some of these related to questions of 
structure or organisation, others to qualities or weaknesses identified in them.

Organisational Characteristics. Two thirds of the Profile Societies were 
thought by many persons interviewed (except government representatives) to 
be governmental or quasi-gov emmental agencies. This identification was 
strongest in the case of those Profile Societies whose relations with the 
authorities have been described as symbiotic. But other factors also accounted 
for this—leaders may formerly have been civil servants or high government 
officials, or the Society may have operated a service originally provided by 
government. Not least among the reasons for this in some countries was the 
fact that government hospitals and ambulances often bear the Red Cross 
emblem.

Many Profile Societies were associated in the eyes of outside observers 
with the monarchy, the aristocracy or the upper classes in their countries and 
many were seen to be unrepresentative of all sectors of the population. Only 
four of the Profile group, in fact, were generally considered to be broad-based, 
with a membership drawn from all social classes or ethnic groups.

This was not always accompanied by criticism—it was accepted as a fact 
of life in some countries, or even viewed as a strength in others—but on the 
whole was seen to limit the Societies’ ability to reach those who might benefit 
most from their services.

The Profile Societies were seen to be powerful organisations. This related 
partly to the previous characteristic but was remarked on also in those 
Societies which were seen as broad-based. Three elements were identified under 
this characteristic: prestige, influence and wealth. Prestige or high status was 
the term most frequently mentioned in reference to the Profile Societies. 
Reasons given for this were quite different: the organisation was the oldest 
voluntary agency in its country and had always been present during times of 
crisis; activities or the ideals represented by the Society were seen to be 
important; finally, the organisation attracted persons of prestige to its leader
ship positions, and not infrequently people saw association with the Society as 
a means of advancing one’s own causes or career ambitions.

More than half of the Profile Societies were seen as influential. Their 
support of a project being launched by other voluntary agencies was often seen 
as being necessary to guarantee its success or a positive reaction from the 
government. Voluntary agencies in several countries remarked on this and 
sometimes criticised the Societies for not being more active in supporting their 
initiatives, especially in areas where the Societies had considerable experience 
and well-developed services.
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Some Profile Societies were seen to be rich organisations. This applied 
particularly to their comparatively sound financial situations but even in poor 
Societies membership in the international organisation was believed to be a 
channel to outside resources. In several cases, however, this was detrimental to 
their fund-raising efforts. The public was said to believe the Societies could 
obtain funds from abroad and therefore did not need support from within the 
country.

Other characteristics were associated with a few Societies. For example, 
several had a military image, because there were many retired military among 
their volunteers, or the Society was seen to be organised in a militaristic 
manner, or finally because they provided services to military personnel and 
their dependents.

In four countries, the Society was closely identified with religion or the 
church. This was because it had close links with the church hierarchy or leaders 
themselves interpreted the organisation’s principles and values in terms of the 
dominant faith in the country. The emblem, both cross and crescent, was also 
linked to religion. In one case where the emblem was different from the 
predominant faith in the country, this was seen to be a serious source of 
opposition to the Society.

Qualities and weaknesses. Positive qualities identified in the Profile Socie
ties included trustworthiness, dependability, dedication of leaders and mem
bers, competence and effectiveness. Trustworthiness refers essentially to their 
integrity and honesty and nearly all of the Societies had a high reputation for 
this. It was believed that they had never betrayed people’s confidence in them 
or misused funds, the latter an important factor in many people’s eyes. 
Unfavourable comments on this were made in only two countries, where the 
Societies had suffered from the reputation of individual leaders.

Dependability is related to trustworthiness, and it was generally felt that 
the Profile Societies—even those with the weakest resources—could always be 
counted on to help when need arose. In some cases help was seen to be both 
competent and effective, but these qualities were more frequently mentioned in 
relation to the European Societies and the larger ones in other regions.

Strongly identified as a major strength in a third of the Societies, the 
dedication of members and leaders was frequently mentioned in other Societies 
as well. This was attributed to members of voluntary organisations generally, 
but was recognised as particularly important in a humanitarian one such as 
Red Cross.

On the negative side, two main weaknesses were identified—the lack of 
innovation and dynamism and a general unwillingness to cooperate. The 
great majority of Profile Societies were criticised for their conservatism or 
traditionalism, their lack of innovative thinking or of openness to new ideas. If 
the Societies were often praised for pioneering efforts in the past, this was not 
seen to be one of their strengths today. Many persons—notably in other 
voluntary organisations—believed that some Societies were resting on their 
laurels, or at most concentrated on improving the technical quality of their 
present services rather than seeking new areas of endeavour. This applied to 
older Societies in particular. Related to their conservatism was the unwilling
ness to cooperate with others. The Profile Societies—and the Red Cross
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generally—have a reputation for not being cooperation-minded, or for cooper
ating essentially when they are forced to. The exceptions were those Societies 
which as a matter of policy carry out their services within the frame of 
government plans.

How the Profile Societies were compared with other voluntary organisations. 
They were generally seen as the strongest voluntary agency (even in some cases 
by other voluntary bodies) or at least equal to the others. They were 
considered the number one or among the top four or five in half of the 
countries concerned. Even when the Society was thought to be a weak 
organisation, it was still compared fairly well with others. This was partly due 
to its international ties.

The Profile Societies in Africa appeared to have problems in being 
identified as national (rather than foreign) organisations but this was a 
problem they shared with many other organisations. In some African coun
tries, they were in fact seen as the most “national” of all the foreign-born 
agencies, having taken root somewhat better than the others.

Organisational coverage of the country was seen to be the best of any 
voluntary body in many countries. In addition, the Profile Societies were 
believed to have the largest number of staff and volunteers in many places. 
These strengths were recognised fairly strongly in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America.

Two other factors often differentiated the Profile Societies from other 
private agencies in the eyes of many people. One was the strength which they 
drew from membership in the international organisation, and the other, their 
political and religious independence. The first factor also had its weak side, 
however, and some Societies were criticised for being too dependent on outside 
resources or influences, rather than seeking “ national solutions to national 
problems ”.

In the case of the second factor, the Profile Societies were fairly widely 
recognised as organisations which, unlike government and some other volun
tary bodies, “ had no strings attached ” to their services, and were completely 
free of any political or other ties. When they acted it was from purely altruistic 
motives, which contributed greatly to the confidence which people had in 
them.

How Profile Societies were seen by their governments.
If one classifies the Profile Societies in terms of their importance in the 

eyes of their governments, the great majority fall on the positive end of the 
scale. Only a few governments attributed little importance to or took practi
cally no interest in their Societies. When this was true it was due to a lack both 
of activity in the Society and of understanding by government of the role 
voluntary organisations could play.

For most governments, however, the importance they attributed to their 
Societies was relative. Societies were seen as useful, sometimes indispensable 
because of their services, but neither very stimulating nor innovative. Govern
ments tended to take them for granted as part of the national or international 
landscape, and rarely were excited about them. Moreover, many governments 
did not clearly conceive what their Societies could or should do, and thus had 
few precise expectations of them.
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Characteristics which governments identified in their National Societies. 
Most governments recognised their Societies as agencies which provided 
specialised, and often unique, services, usually in assistance and health but also 
sometimes in inculcation and protection. Many also identified the fact that 
their Societies belong to an international organisation as a major strength, 
enabling them to serve as important channels for international assistance and 
communications. Some believed that their Societies were more flexible than 
government, less bureaucratic, and thus able to experiment and to offer more 
personalised services. This was seen to be true of other voluntary bodies as well. 
Because of the Societies’ acceptability to most people, some governments also 
believed that their Societies could engage in a great variety of actions, and thus 
should be more active than they are. The ability to mobilise a strong volunteer 
force, to reach people and to bring them together were also viewed as strengths 
of some Societies, but again these apply equally to voluntary organisations on 
the whole. Where the Societies fall down, many felt, was on their inability or 
reluctance to open their ranks to more people and to get down to the level of 
those for whom they organised services.

Government expectations of the Profile Societies. In nearly two-thirds of 
the countries, various government representatives interviewed expressed some 
indication of what they would like their Societies to do or become. Ideas were 
often not very precise, nor did individual government members in the same 
country always have the same suggestions to make. Nevertheless, the ideas put 
forth can be classed in three groups.

In the first, government representatives wanted to see the Societies expand 
services in present fields, particularly in health and assistance, and occasionally 
in the social field, protection or inculcation. Without exception, the Societies 
concerned were already active and played major roles in these areas, but it was 
felt that they could improve their services or make them available to more 
people.

In the second group, composed of completely different countries, govern
ment representatives expressed a wish to see the Societies start new activities, 
the one most commonly suggested being health education, especially among 
rural groups. Government health services in these countries were not well- 
developed and it was felt that the Societies could contribute through health 
education programmes to improving the health level of the population.

The third group was composed of government representatives who would 
like their Societies to adopt a new philosophy, one more in keeping with 
community development. Instead of trying to cope with emergency situations 
on a short-term, gap-filling basis, it was felt that the Societies should be 
concerned with longer-termed programmes which fit within the frame of 
national priorities.

All three groups have in common that governments believed the Societies 
could be useful links between the authorities and local populations if they 
changed their attitudes about working more closely with other bodies and 
cooperated in the development of local and national plans.

Factors influencing image. A number of factors which influence the image 
projected by the Profile Societies have been described in the preceding 
paragraphs. Some relate to the Societies themselves—the quality of their
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services, the personalities of their leaders, their openness or closedness. Others 
are related to things sometimes independent of the Societies—the action of 
other Red Cross bodies inside or outside their country, or the identification of 
the emblem, widely used in some countries by government hospitals, ambu
lances, pharmacies and members of the medical profession.

An important factor is the Profile Societies’ own efforts to project an 
image through public information and public relations programmes. Infor
mation was not systematically collected on this, but only a third of the Profile 
group were said by outside observers—particularly information people inter
viewed—to have organised strong public information programmes or to 
attribute great importance to them. This depended to some extent on a 
Society’s resources, or at least resourcefulness, and those with limited financial 
capacity generally made few efforts in this field.

Perception of Image. Most Profile Societies were concerned about their image. 
Those which did the most about promoting it were ones which depended 
highly on the public for their finances, or which existed in competitive 
environments. Concern for image was lowest in Societies which were not much 
concerned about the public (a high degree of government support often 
accounted for this), had little threat from their environments, or were too weak 
or unmotivated to care.

Only three Profile Societies had conducted opinion surveys to find out 
what image the public had of them. Generally, it was felt, they do not bother 
to ask much. This feeling was expressed by other voluntary organisations and 
sometimes by governments, which saw the Societies as inward-looking, not 
seeking the opinion of others and not liking criticism. Based on the subjective 
evaluations of Study members and of those interviewed in the Societies, it can 
be said that only a few of the Profile group have an adequate appreciation of 
the whole image which they project, especially to their governments and the 
informed public. As noted earlier, for example, the Profile Societies were 
criticised for their lack of innovation and cooperation. On the whole, they did 
not seem to be aware of these criticisms—or at least did not speak of them— 
and leaders often gave the impression that they thought others regarded them 
in the same way that they regard themselves.

Many Societies did not realise that others saw them quite differently, and 
not infrequently in a much better light and with far greater potential than the 
Societies themselves recognised.



VII. General Conclusions

The diversity of their activities, and of their political, cultural and social 
environments makes it difficult to generalise about these twenty-three National 
Societies. They can be grouped by activities, or structures or relations—as they 
have been in this report—but when seen in its entirety each Society is quite 
different from all the others. Nonetheless, there are several general conclusions 
that can be drawn. These relate to their nature, their programmes, their 
capacity, relationships and image.

Nature. The Profile Societies are volunteer organisations. Most have some 
salaried staff, but with a few exceptions they depend on volunteers to manage 
and carry out their activities. This has far-reaching implications for them.

Volunteers join the organisation for a variety of reasons. They may be 
attracted by its philosophy or principles, or by a particular activity which 
offers them an opportunity to help someone else. More simply, they may join 
because they like the people who work in it. Regardless of their reasons for 
joining, volunteers have other interests and commitments and usually have a 
limited amount of time which they can devote to their Society. Therefore many 
volunteers are needed to run an activity which requires the constant presence 
of personnel. The Society must consider not only the number of volunteers 
available, but also their interests and abilities, when defining its objectives and 
deciding how to meet them. Satisfying members’ personal needs can be almost 
as important as achieving external objectives, and is often a prerequisite for 
this. Relationships of authority and control are different in a voluntary 
organisation. Other lines and types of communications are necessary, more 
time-consuming and often less “ efficient ”. This explains partly the structural 
complexity found in many Profile Societies.
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Volunteers and members are recruited at the community level. It is here 
that the vast majority work and identify with Red Cross. It has already been 
remarked that many Profile Societies were little more than loose associations 
of local units. Thus, although members of a worldwide movement, the Profile 
Societies are first community and national organizations. They operate their 
programmes with at least the tacit approval of their governments, if not within 
the frame of national or local plans, as was the case in a few of them. The 
Societies are strongly influenced by their environments and as a rule closely 
reflected them in the choice of activities, their policies and methods of 
operation. These environmental influences are sometimes difficult to reconcile 
with the responsibilities of membership in the International Red Cross.

The Profile Societies were motivated by a philosophy or humanitarian 
concern for helping people in distress. This idea, or spirit, or ethic, as it has 
been variously called, was interpreted in different ways but was recognized as 
an important element by leaders and volunteers in most Profile Societies.

The manner in which the philosophy was interpreted influenced directly 
the way in which a Society operated its programmes, recruited its members and 
worked with other agencies. In many instances, the philosophy reflected a 
closed attitude which prevented the Societies from involving more people in 
their efforts, from being able to recognise the real needs of those for whom 
services were intended, or from drawing on the resources of other organisa
tions.

Meeting needs depends on an openness to people and on the recognition 
that they themselves are best suited to identify their problems and resolve 
them. In many Societies leaders and members came from urban areas and 
groups which, however well-meaning, were too remote socially and economi
cally to understand the problems and concerns of those who needed help. They 
acted on the basis of an out-dated notion of charity, and did not involve the 
people they helped in the planning and provision of services. In addition, many 
Societies did not attempt to involve their own members and volunteers—and 
notably their RCY members—in policy and decision-making, which was 
limited to a small group of people who were often unresponsive to the wishes 
of the membership at large.

This closed attitude affected the Societies in other ways. They did not 
make use of resources outside their organisations to improve their services. 
Some of them believed that they were “ special ”—older, more experienced, 
unique—and therefore had nothing to learn from others. They had proved 
their ability to act and did not feel the need to change or modify present 
operating methods.

Societies which were open in their attitudes drew their support from much 
broader groups of the population and involved more people in their work.

Programmes. The Profile Societies carry on a tremendous range of activities. As 
noted earlier, this was one of their most striking features. Many other 
voluntary agencies operate in assistance. Others provide health or social 
services. Still others work in one or another of these fields and also organise 
activities for young people. But no other voluntary agency operates at the same 
time in each of these areas as well as in protection. Teaching the Geneva 
Conventions, providing disaster relief, operating first aid posts, recruiting blood 
donors, visiting the aged and sick, working with the handicapped... the list of
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activities is endless. Yet despite this, the Profile Societies are primarily disaster 
relief and health organisations, and indeed most saw themselves as such. There 
is a trend in some towards community or social development but even here 
action was often concentrated in the health field. Many had not, however, 
recognised their conflict and protection roles, mainly because of the complexity 
of the subject or their limited resources.

Although the Profile Societies engaged in a wide variety of activities, many 
of these are sporadic and short-term in nature. The reason for this was that 
they were not planned or evaluated. The Societies had not identified the need for 
them, defined their objectives clearly, or discussed their effectiveness. Conse
quently these activities were not seen, in many cases, to meet the most 
important needs of people or to cover them adequately. The Societies which 
did plan and evaluate their services were said to have a much greater impact

Another factor which limited programme effectiveness in some Societies 
was the lack of a sense of common purpose, shared throughout the whole 
Society. Volunteers joined the Societies for different reasons, but mainly 
because they were interested in working in a certain activity. They were often 
not interested in the purpose of that activity or its relation to other purposes of 
the Society. They were thus unable to situate their efforts in a common 
endeavour. This was also found to be true of some leaders. This resulted in a 
lack of a sense of direction, poor coordination of activities, and the use of 
limited resources for unrelated efforts. When leaders and members throughout 
a Society knew and agreed on its purposes, the Society was a much stronger 
organisation. The action of each individual contributed to the total effective
ness of the Society’s efforts.

Capacity. In comparison with many other voluntary organisations, Profile 
Societies had fairly strong resources. Both the APHA and Profile Studies have 
shown that National Societies on the whole had a better income and more 
members than similar organisations. They usually had more local units and 
were able to provide services over a wider geographical area. They also had 
more staff. Some observers have pointed out that Societies could mobilise 
more people for certain types of activities, notably for emergencies.

The other side of the picture is that because they were multipurpose 
organisations with a broad range of activities, their resources were not always 
sufficient to enable them to carry out all activities adequately. Some had 
serious financial problems and many had not endeavoured to seek finances on 
a systematic basis. They lacked a sufficient number of administrative staff and 
could not provide all the support services needed to develop regional and local 
units.

Relationships. The Societies’ auxiliary relationship to their governments is a 
strength that other voluntary organisations do not have. But while their 
relations with the authorities were good, many Profile Societies did not take 
advantage of this special position because they had difficulty in reconciling 
auxiliarity with the principles of independence and neutrality. They had not 
distinguished between their conflict and protection roles (which require an 
ability to act independently and impartially) and other roles where this is not 
necessary.
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Some governments looked to their Societies as important sources of relief 
assistance. They also pointed out areas where Societies could help to humanise 
public services and act as a channel of communication between local popula
tions and the authorities. In both cases, this required that the Societies work in 
partnership with their governments, which some were unprepared to do 
because of the conflict between independence and auxiliarity. This also affected 
their ability or willingness to work with other voluntary organisations.

Societies which had resolved this conflict worked closely with the author
ities and with other private bodies as well. They were able to influence 
government policy in assistance, health and social fields and still maintain the 
necessary autonomy to perform protection tasks.

To some extent, the same problem arose in the Societies’ relations with 
the international Red Cross. Despite the importance that governments and 
people outside the Societies attached to this, the Profile Societies themselves 
did not attribute much importance to the international movement. This was partly 
due to their experience or lack of it, and partly to poor resources. There was 
also found to be a general lack of understanding of the International Red 
Cross. [Some Societies in a position to participate more actively in it did 
not do so because the influences of their national environments were seen to 
conflict with their membership responsibilities. Some used the international 
association for their own purposes, rather than seeking to strengthen the 
movement as a whole.

Image. The Profile Societies generally had a good image in the eyes of their 
governments and the informed public.

They were seen to be powerful and affluent, with leaders who were 
influential in their countries and who often had easy access to government. 
Their link with an international organisation was seen as a strength which 
provided an opening to the rest of the world and to outside resources. People 
saw the Societies as reliable and trustworthy, with a concern for helping others 
in distress. There was nonetheless criticism of some of their operating methods 
and of what was sometimes recognised as an elitist character. On the whole, 
they were well-known, essentially for their health and assistance programmes. 
Knowledge was fragmented, however, and few people interviewed knew the 
whole range of their work. This was because many had not tried to inform the 
public of all their activities.

In some cases, the Societies had a much stronger image than they realised, 
one which would have enabled them to be much more influential than they 
were. It was felt that they had not fully developed their potential and were not 
as effective as their experiences, capacity, international associations and image 
led people to expect them to be. This is indeed the major overall conclusion of 
the Profile Study.
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The “ Blank Profile ”

The “ profile ” used as the basis for collecting information and views during 
the visits to the Profile Societies had two main parts. The first contained a series 
of questions which were used as a general guide by the Study teams for collecting 
factual information. The second was another series of questions, also used as a 
general guide, for asking the views of the Society’s leaders and members, and of 
outsiders, about a number of subjects. Both of these are reproduced here in a 
much shorter outline form.

Aside from these, the team members carried with them a third set of questions 
which they kept uppermost in their minds during their work. These are reproduced 
in Part III of this annex.

The “ blank profile ” will be improved and further elaborated as a result of 
the Profile Study so that it can be used by National Societies which wish to 
start a process of self-examination.

Part I: Factual Information

1. Programmes and activities

a) List of all Society activities

b) Identification of major programmes or fields of activity (see following page)

c) Assistance Programme 
— National level

— Preparedness 
— planning



DESCRIPTION OF MAJOR ACTIVITIES 

Name of Programme.........................................................................

1) Description of activities!services

2) Who does it? (volunteers/paid staff: characteristics and background of service 
providers; intensity and frequency of service; recruitment methods: training, etc.)

3) Resources
a) Finances:

— central budget:...............
— national expenditure: . .

b) number of active service
providers: .............................

c) number of staff : ..................
d) number of local units oper

ating the service :..................

% of total of NHQ budget : 
% of total NS expenditure:

% of total number in NS: 

% of total staff in NS:

% of total units in NS:

4) Structure (governing and operating): describe if different from normal pattern

5) Planning and budgeting process: How does it work? Who is involved in it?

6) Relations: With whom does Society cooperate in this activity? Description of 
relationship, including basis (law, statutes, contract, etc.), resources, organisa
tional network, influence/pressure involved, intensity.

7) Significance
a) what % of total national effort in this field does NS provide? ......................

— what % is covered by government ? ................................................................
— what % is covered by other voluntary agencies ?...........................................

b) If this activity were dropped, would it make a difference to the country, 
region, town, population served? What % of total need does it meet?

c) What is significance of this activity for the Society, as compared with 
other activities?

8) Evolution
What led to the choice of this activity: statutes, principles, policy, circum
stances? What influence have government, League, ICRC had in this process? 
Has the programme changed during the course of time? In what way?

9) Potential
What is potential for this activity, in country, in Society? What direction 
will/should it take?
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— relations with authorities, others
— responsibilities
— personnel
— training
— finances
— agreements
— reserves
— equipment 

— Operations
— last major operation
— effectiveness of planning
— evaluation of League/ICRC assistance/participation

— International level 
— Preparedness

— finances
— delegates
— reserves 

— Operations
— total value of international assistance in last 4 years
— contributions from government
— evaluation of League/ICRC action

d) Protection Programme

— Peacetime preparations
— planning
— development of law
— dissemination of Conventions
— cooperation with government
— evaluation of present role of Society, of government in protection
— cooperation Society/ICRC
— evaluation of ICRC work

— During hostilities
— action by Society for own nationals, for enemy nationals
— action during internal conflicts by Society
— cooperation with ICRC, government
— evaluation of ICRC work

e ) Inculcation

— What kind of message is the NS trying to inculcate or get across?
— What groups of the public is NS trying to reach?
— What methods are used for this purpose?
— What is the impact of these efforts ?
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f) Red Cross Youth
— purposes, activities, members, resources, relations with other youth 

organisations, with government
— position of youth programme in Society, participation of youth in 

governing bodies
— trends in youth programme

g) Description of new or experimental activities and of activities which have 
been discontinued

h) Description of evolution of programmes in Society

2. Purposes and Policies

— statutory purposes
— policies for initiation/discontinuation of programmes

3. Structure

— legal status of the Society; form and content of act of recognition by 
government; comparison of Society’s legal status with that of other volun
tary organisations in the country

— statutes:
— implications for structure
— process for changing
— statutory changes in last 5 to 10 years, and reasons for change
— submission of new statutes to Government, ICRC, League

— description of governing structure and decision-making
— description of operating structure :

— geographic coverage
— crisis management
— ability of operating structure to meet programme needs in terms of 

country coverage, facilities, salaried personnel, volunteers, communica
tions, etc.

— planning, budgeting and evaluation :
— systems, time period covered, procedures for programme evaluation

— expenditure and control in programme operation
— percent of budget controlled at central, regional, local levels
— percent of total expenditure 1972-1973 spent nationally, internationally

4. People

— members and leaders
— membership classifications and rights
— numbers
— socio-economic information
— recruitment policies, methods and channels
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— administrative staff
— numbers
— positions
— socio-economic information

5. Relations with other organisations

— organisations (government, voluntary, other)
— types of relationship, nature and intensity
— auxiliary role vis-à-vis government
— control exercised by public authorities over Society: statutes, governing 

bodies, appointments, finance, administration, other
— privileges accorded to Society by public authorities

Part II: Views

1. Views asked of Society leaders and members about Society concerned'.

— philosophy of Red Cross, of Society
— principles; concern for cause or effect in activities; pressure group role; 

peace, other concerns
— purposes, policies, programmes
— structure and capacity: assessment by leaders and members of ability of 

operating and governing structures to meet current and future responsi
bilities

— image: how is Society regarded in the country, by public authorities, 
by other voluntary organisations, the public generally

— relations with government and others: how to cooperate, when, why; 
potential for cooperation with authorities in future

— potential for future: expectations of government, public, others of Society 
and Red Cross; future role of voluntary organisations in country; outlook 
over next ten years, strengths to build on, obstacles to overcome

2. Views asked of Society leaders and members on International Red Cross:

— League: assistance requested by or of Society through Secretariat; assess
ment of Secretariat’s roles and services; Society’s expectations of Secre
tariat and Federation; perception of League membership responsibilities; 
opinions about League’s governing bodies; channels used by Society to 
influence decision-making in Federation

— ICRC: cooperation in activities; assessment of ICRC’s roles and services; 
Society’s expectations of ICRC; suggestions for strenghtening Society-ICRC 
relationships

— International Conference of the Red Cross: presence of and Society’s 
cooperation with government in the Conference; use of Conference resolu
tions; suggestions for improving the Conference

— International Red Cross: strengths and weaknesses of present structure; 
suggestions for improvement; assessment of role and composition of Standing 
Commission; possibilities for shaping more unified structure
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3. Views asked of persons outside the Societies about Red Cross and Society 
concerned:

— major purposes and activities; particular strengths and weaknesses; fields 
in which it functions best; suggestions for improvement; opinions on 
relationships with other organisations; comparison of strength and impor
tance with other voluntary organisations and public bodies engaged in 
similar work; understanding and acceptance by public of Red Cross and 
Society

— potential for future: role of voluntary organisations in country; fields for 
cooperative activity by government and private agencies; areas of future 
work by Society, Red Cross

— knowledge and experience of international Red Cross bodies; assessment 
of strengths and weaknesses; suggestions for improvement.

Part III: Overall Questions

I. Philosophy and Nature

1. Are the Red Cross principles and values useful to the NS* as a guide to 
policy-making and operations? If not, why not?
What principles are meaningful to the NS ?

2. Are Red Cross principles and values unique to the organisation? Do other 
voluntary organisations share the same or similar principles and values?

3. To what extent does NS reflect its country as revealed by its
— programmes
— policy and philosophy
— organisation (governing and operating)
— staffing
— attitudes
— membership and leadership ?

4. To what extent does NS attempt to influence governments and other 
agencies to change their views, priorities or programmes ?
In what field does this occur?

5. Does the NS provide any clues to the question of what is the “ glue ” in 
the Red Cross family?

6. Does the review of the NS provide any insight to the basic question of 
what is the Red Cross?

II. Purposes, Policies and Programmes

7. Why has NS chosen the existing programme “ mix ” ? What policies, principles 
or circumstances led to their particular activity choices?

8. Does the NS follow some conscious process in identifying new areas of 
humanitarian needs? Do they follow some established rules concerning what 
new activities will be undertaken?

NS = National Society
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9. How relevant are the NS programmes to the needs of the country ?

10. Does the NS regard voluntary service as a means or an end?

11. Are there any policy conflicts or policy inconsistencies apparent in the goals 
and operations of the NS?

12. What activities have been discontinued and why?

13. What influence have the following had on the NS policies and programmes?
— the League
— the ICRC
— International Red Cross Conference 
— Government

14. What problems has NS had in interpreting and/or applying the principles and 
values of the Red Cross?

15. How does the Society define the purposes of Red Cross, either explicitly 
(i.e. are stated in writing or can be defined by the leaders) or implicitly 
(i.e. on the basis of the review the purposes can be deducted) ?

16. Does it appear that the NS still meets the “ Conditions for Recognition ” 
by the ICRC?
— be constituted on the territory of an independent State where the Geneva 

Convention is in force
— be the only RC Society of the said State and be directed by a central 

body
— be duly recognised by its legal government
— be an institution whose autonomous status allows it to operate in con

formity with the 7 RC Principles
— use title and emblem of the RC in conformity with the Geneva Con

vention
— be so organised as to enable it to deal effectively with the tasks incum

bent upon it. Become prepared in time of peace for wartime activities
— not withhold membership from any of its nationals, whoever they may be, 

on grounds of race, sex, class, etc
— adhere to the statutes of the ICRC, share in the fellowship which unites 

its members and keep in close touch with them
— honour the fundamental principles of the RC

III. Structure and Capacity

17. What is the capacity of the NS to
— identify new humanitarian needs
— adapt to new, or changed, circumstances
— anticipate change
— evaluate its programme and operations
— plan new programmes
— finance and staff programmes
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18. What is the decision-making process in the NS operating structure? Who is 
involved in it (only S.G.; S.G. plus Programme Officer concerned; S.G. plus 
all Programme Officers)? Does it change in a crisis? If so, how?

19. Are the NS leadership, membership, governing and operating structures 
representative of the country as a whole?

20. How long, on an average, do leaders and members of governing bodies 
stay in office (is there regular turnover, or do people hold their positions 
for extended periods of time ?)
Is there a difference for different governing bodies ?

21. To which pole does the NS tend on the following scales?
— Strong/weak
— expanding/contracting
— outward looking/inward looking
— anticipating events/reacting to events
— representative/élitist
— alive/dead

22. Is the League’s policy-making structure understood by the NS ?

IV. Image and Relations

23. How is the NS (and Red Cross as a whole) regarded in the country in 
which it operates?

24. To what extent do the various publics of the country accept and support 
the ideals and programmes of the NS (and of Red Cross as a whole)?

25. How do these publics compare the strength and importance of the NS 
(and the Red Cross as a whole) with other voluntary organisations and 
public bodies engaged in similar activities?

26. What expectations do the various publics have concerning the future role of 
the NS (and of Red Cross as a whole) ?

27. To what extent does the NS (and the Red Cross as a whole) cooperate with 
other organisations in fulfilling the separate purposes of Red Cross?
What is the potential for cooperation in the future?

V. Potential for Future

28. If it continues on its present course what is the outlook for the National 
Society over the next ten years ?

29. Assuming that it will continue to exist, what are the main obstacles to be 
overcome by the National Society over the next ten years if it is to 
establish/maintain/further develop itself as a humanitarian, voluntary organisa
tion responsive to the needs of the population?

30. What new or expanding areas of need do the NS and others foresee in the 
next ten years which the Society will be likely to meet ?

31. What strengths should the NS build on in the next few years in order 
further to develop its potential for responding to the needs of its population ?
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