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Stress Management and Psychosocial Support for Emergency Responders and 
Other Staff who Respond to Mass Emergencies in: 

“Psychosocial Support in Situations of Mass Emergency”.1 

Here are the general principles to be applied in relation to the provision of support for both 

groups of staff, after an incident in both the short and long term.  These principles directly 

relate to identified needs based on professional consensus, previous experience of staff 

involved in MEs, and evidence from literature review. 

In some situations, usual coping skills will not be sufficient and responders may feel both 

emotionally and physically overwhelmed.  

There is professional consensus that mental health staff working therapeutically with trauma 

affected people should have access to appropriate clinical supervision. Pearlman and 

Saakvitne (as cited in Seynaeve, 2001:39) suggest there are specific aspects of trauma work 

that need to be considered in the context of what would be considered appropriate 

supervision: 

 A supervisor who has a theoretical grounding/understanding of trauma therapy and 

responses to trauma 

 Attention within supervision to the conscious and unconscious aspects of the 

therapeutic relationship and treatment process 

 Attention to countertransference and parallel process 

 Education and attention to vicarious traumatisation and other effects on therapists 

To succeed in a stress management project it is important that leaders at all levels support 

the programme.  Members of management and staff should receive training in stress 

management to be able to recognise these needs. 

After an Incident Short-Term 

 Practical support (transportation, food, safety) 

 Information 

 Defusing 

 Debriefing 

 Relatives and spouse support 

 Give recognition 

 Press management and protection 

 Mental health consultation 

After Incident Long Term 

 Evaluation 

 Update or change plans 

 Long-term follow for individuals and groups 

                                           
1 Seynaeve, G.J.R. (Ed) Psycho-Social Support in situations of mass emergency. A European Policy 

Paper concerning different aspects of psychological support and social accompaniment for people 

involved in major accidents and disasters.  Ministry of Public Health, Brussels, Belgium, 2001. ISBN: 
D/2001/9387/1 
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 Support research 

After an incident short and long term 

 If basic needs are not fulfilled, stress management will be less effective. 

 Some families of staff may need information and support in order for them to 

understand what their partner has been through 

 Managers should recognise the importance of giving recognition for the work 

 It is not wise to allow the press and media access to rescuers before they have been 

debriefed and had an opportunity to operationally and emotionally process what has 

happened 

 

It is recognised however, that even where good support systems are in place, some 

individuals may develop significant psychological problems and it is therefore very important 

for the organisation to be able to provide access to specialist professional treatment for 

those who need it.  

 

Operational group leaders 

 

Have a range of issues to consider in relation to training, education, operational assessment 

and leadership of the groups that they work with. 

 

After incident, short-term 

 

 Assessment 

 Active support for stress management techniques 

 Recognise stress symptoms for group and individuals 

 Encourage emotional ventilation 

 Include mental health experts when needed 

After incident long-term 

 Watch out for change in behaviour of groups and individuals 

 

After incident, short and long term 

 

Group leaders should encourage emotional ventilation after critical incidents.  This can be 

done in many ways: 

 

 Attending and being supportive of stress management activities 

 Encourage and schedule informal group meetings after the incident 

 Be alert to signs of negative coping strategies such as scapegoating and blaming 

 Have an awareness and acknowledgement that people have different ways of coping 

after incidents 

 Monitor how the group deals with the incident 

 Assess whether there are individuals who show significant change in their behaviour, 

i.e. irritability, sleep disturbance, inability to stop talking about the incident, or an 
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inability to talk about the incident, as these may indicate that the person is 

experiencing significant emotional disturbance 

 

General principles underlying the response for groups of staff 

Confident groups where the members feel safe to express their needs and opinions, both 

physically and emotionally, have a far greater potential to handle post-traumatic stress after 

difficult situations. 

After an incident, short-term some of the key issues for staff are: 

 Within group support 

 Accept individual differences in coping strategies 

 Participate in stress management work 

After incident long-term 

 Accept differences in time for managing trauma 

 Meet and support directly involved persons 

After incident short and long term 

 More experienced staff should act as role models for those with less experience 

 Encouraging attendance at debriefings and by being open about their own feelings 

and thoughts 

 This can lead the group towards a closing of the incident 

 Groups need to accept that individuals have different coping strategies 

 For some, emotional healing my take some considerable time 

 If the group can acknowledge, accept and manage these differences in a supportive 

and understanding way, the group can be of real help.  

 Negative group processes may lead to projections where one individual carries the 

trauma for the group – destructive and harmful to both the group and the individual 

General principles underlying the response of individuals 

Key issues: 

After incident, short-term 

 Accept reactions 

 Participate in stress management activities 

 Inform spouse and relatives 

After incident, long-term 

 Self-help relaxation methods 

 Accept help when needed 

After the incident, short and long term 
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 Individuals need to take responsibility for their own emotional responses 

 Individuals need to be able to share their emotional difficulties or physical reactions 

with other colleagues 

 Rescue workers should try to share information and their experience with partners 

and other family members (sparing the graphic detail) 

 Rescue workers need to acknowledge and be aware that emotional recovery 

sometimes takes time and will vary between individuals 

 There may be circumstances where it is appropriate to seek and accept professional 

help 


