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• The Federation Reference Centre is pleased to present the second issue of the Psy
chological Support Programme Newsletter “Coping with Crisis”.

• We are pleased to be able to tell you that the Agreement concerning the Federa
tion Reference Centre for Psychological Support between the Danish Red Cross and 
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies has been 
renewed, and extended for a period of four years.

• During the past 6 months, the activities of the Federation Reference Centre have 
been numerous. However, the two top priorities have been the planning and hosting 
of the 2nd Copenhagen Conference on Psychological Support, and the collection of 
relevant information from all National Societies who completed our questionnaire 
last December. The questionnaires set out to catalogue how many National Societies 
have, or are in the process of developing, programmes for psychological support, 
and in what way. These two issues will be the main focus of this Newsletter.

• How is “Coping with Crisis” to be used? “Coping with Crisis” is 
meant to be a link between the Federation Reference Centre, the International Fed
eration in Geneva and National Societies. We hope that readers of the Newsletter 
will take the opportunity to send us contributions. In this way, we will be able to 
share information, experience and knowledge on a worldwide basis among National 
Societies, and spread up-to-date information about development within psychologi
cal support. Future issues will include a special entry named “ A Letter from the 
Field”. So please write to tell us about your work in the field. We are looking forward 
to receiving your contribution.

• Psychological support and training. The main target groups in need of 
psychological support are obviously, victims of wars, disasters and other stressful life 
events. In order to provide the necessary help on the spot, Red Cross and Red Cres
cent Societies must co-operate with each other to ensure that every National Society 
has the knowledge required to offer psychological support. This includes, of course, 
taking cultural and religious matters into consideration.

• It is therefore, important to focus on the training offered to staff, delegates and 
volunteers. The Psychological Support Programme must be looked upon as a tool to 
develop the offer of psychological support similar to the help already given by Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies.

• Information. The Federation Reference Centre is dependent on the informa
tion received from National Societies. Every local branch plays a key role in turning 
this into a growing success. All the information we get will help develop the pro
gramme. So please, do not hesitate to contact us in any way you like, whether it is a 
request for information on certain needs, or contributions to be registered or an 
entry to this Newsletter. :

• The Federation Reference Centre has employed me, in a full time position, to ful
fil the objectives of the Centre. I am, Mette Sonniks, Psychologist, I started March 1, 
1995 and am happy to be on board.

Mette Sonniks,
Psychologist at the Federation Reference Centre for Psychological Support.

Print:
Nor rebro Bogtryk



Psychological 
Briefing and 

Debriefing of 
Delegates

Dr. Jean Pierre Revel, 
Relief Health Advisor, 

With contributions from 
Ms Françoise Werner and

Ms Claire Colliard, 
Psychotherapists, Geneva 

(Switzerland).

e should 
always 
learn 

from our mistakes and try not 
to repeat them...”

This lesson could be the starting point 
of the “Federation Delegate Psycholo
gical Support Programme”. In July 
1992, the whole Federation Delegation 
in Kabul was evacuated after the out
break of violence which affected the 
Afghan capital city. The way this evac
uation was managed appeared inade
quate and therefore, the need to 
improve the support provided to dele
gates was obvious for the Federation’s 
Secretariat. In recent years, some 
National Societies have organized their 
own psychological support pro
grammes.

Debriefing
The first step was to establish a struc
ture providing delegates with the 
opportunity to debrief and release part 
of their stress. Contact has been made 
with a psychotherapist outside the Sec
retariat in order to protect the confi
dentiality of the delegate. An alterna
tive strategy would have been to pro
vide this service from “inside” the Sec
retariat with a recruited professional, 
who would be in charge of delivering a 
service fully in line with the culture of 
the organization. Initially, a one hour 
debriefing was organized for delegates 
returning from a stressful delegation 
(at that time former Yugoslavia, Cau
casus, Cambodia and, soon after that, 
Somalia) and recommendations were 
made to National Societies sending 
delegates to develop psychological sup
port programmes.

As always when it comes to some
thing with the”PSY” ahead, the
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delegates’ reactions were quite reluc
tant, they frequently perceive them
selves as kind of “Rambos” or “Cow
boys” unable to be emotionally affected 
by what they have witnessed. At the 
beginning, the feedback from the dele
gates was uneven and mixed positive 
and doubtful judgements but after a 
while, trends improved and more dele
gates were positive about this initiative. 
However, it very quickly appeared that 
this approach was too limited and was 
not providing the support when it was 
most needed: during mission. There
fore, there was a move towards increas
ing preparedness and providing ade
quate briefings.

Briefing and Preparedness
Each year potential delegates are 
trained through the Basic Training 
Course (BTC). During this course lim
ited time is spent on issues such as cul
tural awareness, security and stress 
management. However, although most 
of the delegates undertaking a mission 
for the Federation have done previous 
missions either within the Red Cross 
Movement (Federation, ICRC, or RC 
bilateral programmes), or with other 
organisations their knowledge of these 
matters needs to be refreshed. Usually 
experienced delegates are sent to the 
stressful delegations but situations 
such as the Rwanda crisis (particularly 
coming immediately after the Somalia 
one) exhaust the Field Personnel

Service’s rosters very quickly and there
fore, quite a lot of inexperienced dele
gates were sent abroad with limited 
preparation, if any.

The Rwanda crisis unfolded on a 
background of increasingly stressful 
situations. Somalia Relief Operation 
was still going on, as well as former 
Yugoslavia and Caucasus. For all of 
them, it appeared quite important to 
have a special briefing organized on 
some specific aspects of the stress dele
gates might face during a mission and 
a few ways to develop their coping 
mechanism. Although it increased the 
workload during briefing session 
(already heavily packed), this proved to 
be useful and was appreciated by the 
delegates.

Another step in building up psycho
logical support would be to provide it 
locally when needed. In Nairobi, a psy
chotherapist was hired to be able to 
defuse heavy stress at short notice but 
this did not work efficiently. A propo
sition to have trained professionals on 
roster, accessible to all sub-delegations 
in the Great Lakes Region, was not 
considered for whatever reason. Such a 
new approach would have been a real 
breakthrough, it would have helped to 
bring together the stressed delegates 
and the professional who could assist 
in defusing and debriefing when 
needed.

Regular discussions with the “Con
tact Group” of participating National
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2nd 
Copenhagen 

Conference on 
Psychological 

Support

Societies are of utmost importance to 
further enhance the quality of training 
provided through the BTC and other 
specialized courses. More than ever it is 
a question of exchanging experience 
and success that will improve the co
ping capacity of delegates in future.

Future Perspectives
Obviously, this programme is just 
beginning. The more we progress in 
this area, the more training is needed . 
Situations are changing; not only are 
disaster interventions becoming more 
complex, and being compounded 
security problems, but also delegates 
are increasingly recruited from coun
tries and regions where the problem of 
unemployment is a fact of reality. Del
egates might experience various types 
of stress while going on mission, they • 
have to know the difference between 
the “positive” stress which is very 
motivating and will help them to per
form at their best, and the “negative” 
stress which might result in “burnt 
out” delegates. Delegates must also be 
aware that they might go through the 
reverse stressful experience to “re
adjust” to their normal life when 
returning home. It is therefore, 
extremely important that they are pre
pared to cope with the various levels 
and types of stress that they might 
experience.

The preparedness training should be 
included into BTC and all opportu
nities for a refresher session must be 
grabbed. Final briefing session at the 
headquarters of the National Society, 
or at the Geneva based Secretariat of 
the Federation, should include precise 
and updated information on the 
delegate’s assignment when available. 
Specific aspects of the briefing should 
include issues such as the “cultural 
shock”, dealing with security problems, 
coping with the delegation “routine 
stress” and how to be prepared for a 
critical incident.

Only when such a programme is ful
ly integrated can we expect to achieve 
an adequate psychological support 
programme for our delegates, who 
remain above all the most important 
asset of an organization like ours.

By Mette Sontiiks, 
Psychologist, 

The Federation Reference 
Centre for Psychological 

Support, with contribution 
by Ulla Skriver Foldoy, 

Secretary, Danish Red Cross.

Conference 
Review

T
he 2nd Copenhagen Confer

ence on Psychological Support 
was held June 14-16, 1995.

There has been considerable progress 
in addressing psychological needs 

■created by disasters and other stressful 
life events since the First Copenhagen 
Consultation of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies, held in 1991.

Many of the basic concerns raised at 
the 1991 Copenhagen Consultation 
have been dealt with in one way or 
another, either by the Federation Refer
ence Centre and the Working Group or 
by National Sociefles. The 2nd Copen
hagen Conference on Psychological 
Support looked at the existing prob
lems in the implementation of psycho
logical support programmes.

Issues raised at the 
Conference
Training with the aim of improving 
the level of psychological support is 
still regarded as a high priority. How
ever, during the Conference a shift in 
focus occurred: National Society per

• ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
“It is important to take cultural differences into account 

in terms of psychological support”

sonnel should receive training, not only 
on how to provide psychological sup
port to victims, but also on how to 
ensure that they recognize and meet 
their own psychological needs. It is 
important to prepare the personnel for 
stressful events to avoid them becom
ing just as traumatized as the victims.

Furthermore, there was a call for 
better leadership training, especially 
regarding head of delegations. The par
ticipants at the Conference were of the 
opinion that head of delegations can 
play a significant role in recognizing 
signs of stress and other trauma in del
egates sent on mission. Stress manage
ment training was regarded as vital for 
the implementation of new training 
programmes. HIV/AIDS programme 
training was mentioned due to the 
enormous scale of this ever expanding 
health crisis, and it was suggested that 
National Societies should pay attention 
to this matter. A clear point was made 
about the importance of recognizing 
and acknowledging cultural differen
ces. In relation to this it was important 
for relief workers to acknowledge the 
need of the victims in the victims own 
terms. This was recognized as follows: 
Let the people in agony lead; support 
them on their travel. Let them be sub
jects instead of objects.
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The Promotion of the Psycho
logical Support Programme 
One of the key discussions of the Con
ference was how to promote the inten
tions of the International Federation 
and the visibility of the psychological, 
support programmes needed. It was 
decided that primarily the Federation 
Reference Centre and the Working 
Group should be responsible for advo
cating psychological support within 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment. The Federation Reference Centre 
will both actively exchange recent 
information and facilitate the commu
nication between National Societies.

Final Recommendations to 
the International Federation 
of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies
The participants felt that the need of 
psychological support often are over
looked and therefore agreed that men
tal health should be looked upon with 
equal importance as the material and 
physical need.

1 Psychological support must be a 
priority of the International Fed
eration and should be included 
on the agenda of any of its future 
conferences.

Psychological support needs to 
be integrated into all aspects of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent 
training. It was suggested that 
the following programmes 
include psychological support:
* First aid training.
* Delegate training.
* Leadership training.
* Stress management training.
* HIV/AIDS programme training.

2 This will accomplish two impor
tant goals:
* Improve the quality of care and 

assistance given to victims in cri
ses by ensuring that their mental 
health needs are recognized and 
addressed by Red Cross and Red 
Crescent workers.

* Provide a better way to deal with 
the psychological needs of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent staff, 
volunteers, and delegates.

3 Awareness of the necessity of psy
chological support needs to be 
increased.
* National Socfeties and the Inter

national Federation must be bet
ter aware of the crucial role that 
psychological support plays in 
any relief or rescue situation.

The Immediate Goals of the 
Federation Reference Centre

1 Heighten the profile of psycho
logical support through commu
nication with National Societies 
and the International Federation.
* It is the responsibility of the Fed

eration Reference Centre to serve 
as the primary advocate for the 
recommendations made by the 
2nd Copenhagen Conference on 
Psychological Support.

* Establish a closer relationship 
between the Working Group and 
National Societies.

2 Create within the International 
Federation a communications 
network focussing on the 
advancement of psychological 
support issues.
* Make available a database listing 

specific contact persons in each 
National Society.

- Facilitate the flow of informa
tion between the Federation 
Reference Centre and National 
Societies.

- Facilitate the exchange of 
information between different 
National Societies.

“As we have seen and I know you are aware, the task is immense. I can tell you, from 
where I stand, that these global problems are not going to recede soon. I would like 

therefore to urge you all to continue to develop this programme and act as advocates for 
the psychological support as an essential service of our Movement, within your National 

Societies and, of course, outside them.”

George Weber, Secretary General
Closing Address, 16.06.95
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3 Identify the level of existing psy
chological support programmes 
within National Societies.
* Analyze the diversity among 

National Societies in this regard.
- Identify the Societies that pos

sess psychological support ser
vices.

- Classify the extent of services 
in those National Societies 
with current psychological 
support programmes.

* Determine who can furnish 
resources to the Federation 
Reference Centre through writ
ten materials, ideas, and exper-. 
tise.

What the Federation Refer
ence Centre will ultimately 
achieve, in Cooperation with 
other Bodies of the Interna
tional Federation.

4 Implement psychological sup
port into pre-existing Red Cross 
and Red Crescent training pro
grammes, with special emphasis 
on international delegates.

To achieve all these recommenda
tions, the Federation Reference 
Centre will work in cooperation 
with National Societies and devel
op psychological support training 
programmes which fit the particu
lar needs of a given National Soci
ety.

To be able to achieve the above 
mentioned tasks and goals, it is of 
utmost importance that the 
National Societies share informa
tion and experiences with the Fed
eration Reference Centre. In this 
way we can keep all the informa
tion up-to-date.

1 Develop flexible guidelines for 
psychological support pro
grammes that can be tailored to 
the unique needs of each Nation
al Society.
* Evaluate the first-hand experi

ences of different National Soci
eties in the field, and other 
sources of knowledge and exper
tise.

* Examine the specific social, cul
tural, ethnic, and religious needs 
of individual National Societies.
- Perform research and gather 

information on specific geo
graphical regions.

- Ask for and obtain individual 
statements from National Soci
eties that describe the cultural 
environments existing in their 
countries.

* Using the needs defined earlier 
as a guide, formulate a general 
programme structure that can 
be modified to accommodate 
different situations and cultural 
considerations.

2 Encourage and help National 
Societies to develop their own 
psychological support pro
grammes.
* Compile a database of informa

tion concerning psychological 
support for the use of the Inter
national Federation and Nation
al Societies.
- Programmé guidelines.
- Training programmes.
- Reports and studies.
- Scientific literature.

* Facilitate access to the Working 
Group and to contact persons 
and expert advice within the 
Federation Reference Centre 
communications network.

3 Host regional workshops that are 
facilitated by trained, expert per
sonnel.
* These facilitators will possess 

previous experience within the 
region where the workshop is 
being held and thereby be able 
to help the National Societies.

The report from the 2nd Copen
hagen Conference on Psycholo
gical Support can be obtained 
from the Reference Centre in 
Copenhagen.
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The
Questionnaires

By Mette Sonniks, Psychologist 
with contributions from 

Leslie Wong, Medical Student, 
The University of Texas, 

Southwestern Medical School

—
North and 
Central TO 
America
Region

• U.S.A.
• Canada West Indies 

Region

• Belize
• Dominican

Republic
• Grenada
• Trinidad

Purpose

O
ne of the tasks of the 

Federation Reference 
Centre for Psychological 
Support is to disseminate information 

and helping implement programmes in 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
National Societies.

In order to do this, it is important to 
get information from National Soci
eties about their efforts within the field 
of psychological support. What has 
been achieved, and what needs to be 
developed? With this in mind, a ques
tionnaire was sent out to all National 
Societies. We had received 54 at the 
time of writing and we are still receiv
ing new ones now and then. All the 
information has been gathered on a 
database which can be consulted any 
time. The purpose of such a database is 
to help and advise National Societies 
on developing their own programmes. 
This advice can be based on the experi
ence gained from projects / ideas./ pro
grammes / etc, which are going on 
within National Societies.

South 
America 
Region

• Argentina
• Uruguay

Central 
Europe 
Region

• Austria
• Belgium
• Liechtenstein
• Luxembourg

Northern 
Europe 
Region

• France 
® Greece
• Italy
• Malta

Estonia

BulM 
Croatia

Republic
• Poland
• Slovak

Republic

Africa

• Republic of

Cubo Verde

• Ghana

• Ethiopia-

• Malawi

• Mozambk

• Namibia

• Swaziland

• Zimbabwe

—
East/North- 
ern Africa 
Region

• Bahrain
• Egypt
• Morocco
• Qatar

South Asia 
Region

List of National Societies 
who has 

returened 
the Questionnaire

—
Mainland and 
»outhea&I 
^sia Region

Questions addressed to 
National Societies
* Describe current sources and pro

grammes for psychological support 
and for whom these are targeted in 
your country?

* Is your National Society addressing 
the issue of psychological support ?

* Do you have experience, ideas, 
programmes or material you can 
share with other National Societies 
through the Federation Reference 
Centre ?

* Do you have mental health exper
tise within your National Society ?

* . How can the Federation Reference
Centre assist your National Society 
in establishing, or furthering, your 
efforts in these areas ?

Replies on the Questionnaire
In general, the replies reflected the tar
get groups for psychological support 
programmes within National Societies 
as:
* Victims of disaster.
* General public.
* Red Cross staff and volunteers - in 

terms of providing them with 
training programmes.

* Delegates - briefing and debriefing 
process.

Many of the National Societies listed 
programmes which did not directly 
include the dimension of psychological 
support, however, they showed interest 
in this. The need for such programmes 
was widely acknowledged.

The experience of National Societies 
in the process of implementing pro
grammes on psychological support 
naturally differs from one to another. 
This is due to the various structure and 
organizational differences between 
National Societies and, of course, to 
cultural issues. We have decided to 
divide the information received into 
regions to give a better picture of what 
kind of experiences the various 
National Societies had.

Regions of Africa and the 
Middle East.
In Africa and the Middle East, National 
Societies are, in general, interested in 
achieving knowledge and exchanging 
experience. They are especially good at 
implementing programmes concerning 
HIV/AIDS. Egypt is specialized in pro
grammes for victims of earthquakes, 
and Mozambique has focussed on chil
dren affected by war.

Unfortunately, these two regions 
have problems developing and imple
menting psychological support pro
grammes because of the lack of experts 
and financial resources.

Region of Asia and the Pacific.
In this region, a significant effort is 
shown in implementing psychological 
support. Some of the National Soci

eties have set up counselling pro
grammes for various target groups.

The Malaysian Red Cross has coun
selling programmes for drug abuse, 
child abuse, battered women and 
HIV/AIDS. Furthermore, they have 
developed a 24 hour tele-counselling 
service.

Thailand Red Cross has programmes 
for HIV/AIDS patients and their fami
lies. They also run two Red Cross hos
pitals from which they get mental 
health expertise.

In Australia and New Zealand, very 
little developing is taking place within 
the field of psychological support. 
However, a lot of effort is put into the 
implementation of this issue in existing 
programmes.

Region of the Americas. 
In the Northern part of Americas, 
counting U.S.A, and Canada, various 
programmes exist covering the follow
ing target groups:
* Victims of disaster.
* Red Cross staff.
* Volunteers.
* Delegates.

These are well developed programmes, 
making great progress.

In the West Indies and South Ameri
ca, the existing programmes are not 
directly involved with psychological 
support. However, the need for psy
chological support has been identified 
and they are ready to implement such 
programmes.

In Argentina, the programmes are 
connected with street children,

6 7



HIV/AIDS, psycho-therapy groups for 
people stressed by everyday events and 
for Red Cross workers.

Region of Europe.
In Western Europe, most of the 
National Societies are addressing the 
issue, and have a variety of pro
grammes for many target groups.

Great Britain has many interesting 
and advanced programmes both 
domestic and international. In the Ice
landic Red Cross discussions regarding 
the inclusion of psychological support 
into disaster management'policy are 
going on. Sweden and Denmark also 
have a variety of programmes which 
include psychological support.

In Eastern Europe, the programmes 
reflect the situation in former Yugosla
via. Croatia in particular has pro
grammes for people affected by the 
war. This includes a large refugee and 
displaced person programme.

The Baltic Region has programmes 
for the general public. The Latvian Red 
Cross is not addressing the issue, due 
to a state run programme which is 
incorporated into many different 
organizations. In general, this region is 
interested in the issue, but has not yet 
the expertise nor resources to develop 
the programmes.

Obviously, Western Europe and 
Northern part of Americas have most 
experience in the implementation of 
programmes related to psychological 
support. However, their experience can 
be shared with other National Societies 
in spite of the cultural differences. Do 
not hesitate to contact the Federation 
Reference Centre to get the informa
tion you need for developing pro
grammes.

Conclusions so far
The main target group for Psychologi
cal Support Programmes seems to be 
for the general public. This is particu
larly for National Societies outside 
North America and Western Europe.

In general, all the replying National 
Societies showed an interest in Psycho
logical Support Programmes. Almost 
all requested that the Reference Centre 
provide :

* Exchange of information and expe
rience with National Societies shar
ing similar cultural backgrounds.

* Written materials.
* Help in developing guidelines for 

Psychological Support Pro
grammes.

* Expert knowledge.
* Funds, if available.
* Technical advice and support 

regarding programme develop
ment.

* Help setting up workshops and 
seminars.

* A network for sharing psychologi
cal support resources and know
ledge between National Societies.

* Training material aimed at volun
teers with limited educational 
background.

It is important to take into considera
tion the different kind of structures 
and cultural environment which exist 
among National Societies. However, 
methods and existing programmes 
from different National Societies could 
be shared widely and be of value when 
developing guidelines and specific pro
grammes.

All the replies from the question
naire are held at the Federation Refer
ence Centre for Psychological Support. 
The material is broad. Please do not 
hesitate to contact the Reference Cen
tre if you need some of this informa
tion. If your National Society has any 
material or information that could be 
of use, please forward it to the Federa
tion Reference Centre.

Manuscripts or contributions for 
future issues of “Coping with Cri
sis”; Please send on a disk in Word 
or WordPerfect (PC or MAC) to:

The Federation Reference Centre 
for Psychological Support 

Danish Red Cross, Postbox 2600 
DK- 2100 Copenhagen 0, 

Denmark

March 17-20,1996, there will be a 

European Conference on Trau

matic Stress in Emergency Servi

ces, Peacekeeping Operations and 

Humanitarian Aid Organisations. 

The Conference will take place in 

Sheffield, England. It is arranged 

by Trent Regional Health Author

ity, Fulwood House, Old Fulwood 

Road, Sheffield S10 3TH, England. 

Attendances at the conference by 

delegates from Eastern Europe 

may be funded by ICODO. Dele

gates should contact Joop Lam- 

boo, Deputy Managing Director, 

ICODO Foundation, Maliebaan 

83,3581 Utrecht, The Nether

lands.


