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(2)This working paper is a collective effort of a diverse group of professionals and volunteers to pull 
 together the most salient issues in care and support for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. The 
 hope is that the knowledge, thought leadership, practical tools, case examples and 
 recommendations collected here will contribute to supporting both crisis managers, policy 
 makers and practitioners to provide good care and support for spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers.  


The single most important point made in this working paper is that it is imperative that crisis 
 management fulfils its duty of care towards spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. What this looks 
 like in practice will differ significantly from one organization to another, from country to country 
 and from community to community. But the spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are always 
 there. The care and support they need must be there too. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


Communities have always come together to help each other out in times of crisis. But as crisis management has 
 become increasingly organized, professionalised and regulated, less room has been left for spontaneous 
 unaffiliated volunteers. Recent years have seen a shift in the way many people volunteer. They are less loyal to 
 established organizations and more driven by causes and events. As regards their affiliation, these spontaneous 
 unaffiliated volunteers are on the ground experiencing and reacting to a crisis. This represents challenges and 
 opportunities for crisis management organizations, which must address these new ways of volunteering. 


Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are often exposed to the same stressors as affiliated volunteers and 
 professional staff. But there are also stressors specifically related to not being affiliated with an organization: 


lack of training, not being familiar with command structures, not being part of an established team, unclear 
 expectations and roles to name but a few. 


Some guidelines on working with spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers in crisis management exist, but for the 
 most part they completely neglect the aspect of providing support and care to the spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers, or only do so in the most rudimentary way. 


This working paper is a collective effort of a diverse group of professionals and volunteers to pull together the 
 most salient issues in care and support for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. The hope is that the knowledge, 
 thought leadership, practical tools, case examples and recommendations collected here will contribute to 
 supporting both crisis managers, policy makers and practitioners to provide good care and support for 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers.  


The single most important point made in this working paper is that it is imperative that crisis management fulfils 
 its duty of care towards spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. What this looks like in practice will differ 


significantly from one organization to another, from country to country and from community to community. But 
 the spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are always there. The care and support they need is often not. 


This working paper suggests a common description of the spontaneous unaffiliated volunteer as well as a 
 framework along four dimensions to guide the development of local understandings and definitions of 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. 


It presents the key global policy and practice frameworks for support and care for volunteers and makes specific 
 recommendations for care and support for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers.  


Operational considerations for care and support for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are discussed and 
 concrete recommendations for supporting spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers before, during and after events 
 are presented. 


Digital volunteers and care and support for this new and growing group is explored in depth. The need for care 
 and support is high, and at the same time providing care and support is particularly challenging, both practically 
 and conceptually.  


In depth case examples, recommendations, suggestions for ways forward, practical tools and summaries of 
guidelines are presented throughout. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Volunteers play an important role in crisis management. Some volunteers are highly specialized and embedded 
 in a strong organizational structure with planned shifts and clear roles. Other volunteers are deployed less 
 frequently and may have a looser affiliation with the crisis management organization. Others again are 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. They show up spontaneously when a crisis occurs and offer their support 
 on the spot. 


Recent research points out that volunteer numbers are typically boosted when a disaster happens, by around 40 
 per cent (IFRC, 2018). A notable trend is that the number of people choosing to volunteer their time with an 
 organization on a regular basis has been on the decline. Analysis indicates that the global volunteer workforce is 
 at 109 million, with 70 per cent taking place informally (UNV, 2018). After Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans 
 in 2005, 8.000 such spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers registered within the first 24 hours. In 1995, 


approximately 1 million volunteers supported the rescue teams after a heavy earthquake hit the Japanese city 
 Kobe. Also, during and after man-made disasters such as war or terrorist attacks, spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers offer their help. A recent example is the support many people offered to the survivors of the terrorist 
 attacks in Sri Lanka in April 2019. 


Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers can be both a great resource and a challenge in crisis management. They 
 can provide much needed extra hands and skills, and sometimes they are the only helpers present at the scene. 


But the fact that they are not affiliated with an organization complicates matters such as assessing their skills, 
 backgrounds, organizing and training them, and providing appropriate support in return. 


Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are often exposed to the same stressors as affiliated volunteers and 
 professional staff. But there are also stressors which are specifically related to not being affiliated with an 
 organization: lack of training, not being familiar with command structures, not being part of an established 
 team, unclear expectations and roles to name but a few. 


Some guidelines on working with spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers in crisis management exist, but for the 
 most part they completely neglect the aspect of providing support and care to the spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers, or only do so in the most rudimentary way. 


The crisis management community is generally very aware of the needs for training, management, support and 
 care of the affiliated volunteers. At the same time, there is a lack of awareness of these matters when it comes 
 to spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. In this working paper, we identify some of the policy and organizational 
 gaps and present recommendations, tools and explore subjects to further improve understanding of this field.  



WHO IS THIS WORKING PAPER FOR? 


This working paper is for persons, organizations and governments that work with volunteers or who encounter 
 or are approached by volunteers in relation to crisis management. Specifically, it is for those who want to 
 understand how to engage with spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers for their care and support. In this respect, 
 this working paper is more for crisis management leaders, policy makers, researcher, staff responsible for 
 organizational development and thought leaders at all levels - and less for those searching for step-by-step 
 descriptions of specific activities to carry out to provide this care and support.  For the latter purpose, please 
 refer to IFRC Reference Centre for Psychosocial Support, which publishes all its resources online at 


www.pscentre.org/. 



HOW TO READ THIS WORKING PAPER 


Determining what constitutes spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers is currently being discussed in many circles. 


Therefore, most readers will benefit from reading the sections ‘Ways to describe and understand spontaneous 
 unaffiliated volunteers’ and ‘The challenges and benefits of caring, supporting and protecting spontaneous 
 unaffiliated volunteers.  


Beyond these first pages, the chapters in this working paper can be read independently. Thus, the middle 
chapter builds on the first chapters to expand on three main areas: designing policies, operational 
considerations and the specifics of digital volunteers. 



(9)The last sections present the most relevant tools and guidelines for care and support for spontaneous 


unaffiliated volunteers and may function as a source of inspiration or good point of departure for building the 
 knowledge, structures and processes that are necessary to provide good quality engagement and services. 



WHO IS BEHIND THIS WORKING PAPER? 


The Crisis Management Innovation Network Europe (CMINE) is a community of practice that fosters innovation 
 and enhances a shared understanding in the fields of crisis management and disaster risk reduction in Europe. 


CMINE is creating an umbrella network of stakeholders active in crisis management by linking existing projects, 
 networks and initiatives to improve European resilience.  In 2019, there were three thematic task groups in 
 CMINE: wildfire, flooding and volunteer management. This paper was written by the volunteer management 
 task group, which is chaired by the IFRC Reference Centre for Psychosocial Support. 


The task group members all have a strong track record in crisis management, volunteer management and/or 
 psychosocial support. The group is multi-disciplinary, with diverse, specialized but also complementary skills and 
 competencies. Thus, the group represents a mix of people with a research background, practitioners, crisis 
 managers and psychologists.  


Pease see the chapter ‘About the authors’ for more information about the individual members of the task group 
and visit www.cmine.eu/. 
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WAYS TO DESCRIBE AND UNDERSTAND SPONTANEOUS  UNAFFILIATED VOLUNTEERS 


“Spontaneous”, “bystander”, “emergent”, “episodic”, “unaffiliated” and “local”; there are many ways of 
 describing persons who volunteer in crisis without being part of the established crisis management set-up. For 
 the purposes of this paper, we will use the term “spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers” as an umbrella term and 
 use more specific terminology when appropriate.  


This working paper uses the following broad definition of spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers;  


“Individuals or groups who are motivated to contribute unpaid work during and following incidents but not 
 affiliated with an established crisis management organization.” 


However, in the practical world of crisis management, proposing one definition of spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers that works for all organizations is unhelpful. Which definition to use, is a decision to be made by the 
 individual organization or government. Different types of definitions include or exclude certain people and pay 
 attention to different connections between the volunteers and the professional crisis management. Thereby the 
 chosen definition in itself is a political decision that should be made by the people that have to navigate by the 
 definition.  


We distinguish volunteers by the following dimensions:  


Affiliation 


The degree to which a volunteer is affiliated with an emergency organization; how familiar 
 they are with the organization’s culture or what their membership status with the 


organization is (e.g. whether they are obliged to adhere to the chain of command). 


Time  The timeframe within the crisis management cycle (Lettieri et al., 2009) during which the 
 volunteer conducts his or her activities. 


Location  Where the volunteer conducts his/her supportive activity during the relief efforts. 


Structure 


The amount of pre-structuring which the volunteer is part of from the outset of the incident, 
 i.e., to which degree the organizational structure in which the volunteer participates had 
 been established before the crisis or disaster. 


Table 1 Distinguishing dimensions in volunteer activity 


These dimensions are chosen not for the sake of classifying all volunteers. Rather, they are meant to define and 
 distinguish  differences  with  the  general  term  “spontaneous  unaffiliated  volunteers”.  The  dimensions  are 
 particularly  relevant  for  organizations  and  governmental  bodies  who  are  used  to  the  traditional  form  of 
 volunteering,  which  typically  features  volunteers  that  are  firmly  embedded  within  the  boundaries  of  one 
 established organization, as opposed to spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers, who usually do not enjoy the same 
 legal and organizational benefits, such as insurance or professional care. Thus, to define such volunteers means 
 to designate a demographic that needs particular attention. 



AFFILIATION 


The differentiation of volunteers based on affiliation is effectively a differentiation based on their socialisation in 
 the formal response system: how much they are used to the rules, procedures and language used by established 
 emergency and relief organizations (Auferbauer et al., 2019). Based on the dimension of affiliation, we can 
 distinguish the following types of volunteers: 


•  Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteer is one of several umbrella terms used in literature when discussing 
volunteers. The term is used to refer to persons that contribute to relief efforts, but do so outside of any 



(11)established1, formal response organization (Barsky, et al., 2007). Other terms that are used to describe 
 approximately the same demographic include “spontaneous” (Zettl et al., 2017) and “informal” 


(Whittaker et al., 2015). Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are not part of the formal crisis 


management system or formalized procedures. The lack of affiliation and inclusion in procedures makes 
 it difficult to retain the contact needed to provide them with appropriate care and support.  


•  Pre-registered volunteers have signed up with a volunteer programme or platform that is run by an 
 established organization; as such, they are known to this organization and their contact data is on record. 


Pre-registered volunteers thus may be called upon if the need arises. Likewise, they can be contacted 
 after the conclusion of their deployment, to receive a debriefing and care, if necessary. Consequentially, 
 providing care for pre-registered volunteers becomes easier, compared to completely unaffiliated 
 volunteers. 


•  Affiliated volunteers are volunteers in the ‘traditional’ sense. They conduct their activity within the 
 boundaries of an established relief organization and benefit from the support structures provided 
 therein. They are formally recognized as members of said organization and are required to adhere to its 
 hierarchy (e.g. command structure in the case of command and control organizations). 


When considering the provision of care for, spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are most at risk of not being 
 given care, because there is little awareness of their activity. Both pre-registered and affiliated volunteers are 
 likely to be part of some form of presence tracking within their organization. For this reason (irrespective of 
 other dimensions discussed below), we will be focusing on spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers for the 
 remainder of this section. 



TIME 


Another relevant dimension for distinguishing volunteers, with regards to care, is time. Spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers can be active over all phases of the disaster management cycle. However, they are most likely to be 
 present during immediate response and the subsequent recovery phase, as this is when the need for 


contribution appears most urgent. When considering care and support, it is clear that support and care in the 
 response and early recovery phase is required, as this is when volunteers will be in contact with the direct 
 consequences and impact of the precipitating event. However, reactions to abnormal events are not linear, nor 
 are the time bound; many people feel the impact of an event most heavily long after it has passed. For this 
 reason, follow-up and long-term support systems are just as important. 



LOCATION 


Location also constitutes a dimension from which we can distinguish the care that volunteers require. For the 
 most part, it may be sufficient to differentiate between ‘on-site’ and ‘off-site’ activity; however, sometimes it is 
 also relevant to distinguish between the two types of on-site volunteers: local (the one personally affected) and 
 non-local (the one coming from further away to help). On-site volunteers will generally come in contact with 
 affected population or damaged infrastructure. Often, spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers that are active on-
 site have themselves been affected by the event (Helsloot & Ruitenberg, 2004; Drabek & McEntire, 2003; Twigg 


& Mosel, 2017). Even those spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers, who are not directly affected by the events, are 
 at risk of burning themselves out by doing long shifts or taking on too many tasks without any organizational 
 structure to help them pace their efforts. As such, on site volunteers are especially prone to experiencing 
 psychological stress; however, the type of stress might be different depending on whether they are part of the 
 affected group or not. Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers that are working off-site (i.e. digital volunteers) are 
 similarly in danger of over-working themselves trying to support relief efforts (e.g. by compiling reports from 
 social media information). The content they encounter during this activity may also be disturbing and stressful.  


Thus, both on-site and off-site volunteers may require care. Both types of volunteers are difficult to approach 


1 In the sense of having been established before the onset of the event and having a dedicated role to play in 
formalised crisis and disaster response procedures; and in the sense that they are recognised formally in national or 
international planning for crisis and disaster management. 



(12)due to their unaffiliated nature. While the on-site spontaneous unaffiliated volunteer may be approached 
 physically, off-site digital volunteers are more elusive by nature. 


Unaffiliated spontaneous volunteers at Church of San Domenico, October 2010, Varazze, Italy. © Massimo Lanfranco.  



STRUCTURE 


Some spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers accept pre-existing organizational structures. This type of volunteer is 
 known as a convergent volunteer: a person who converges to where officials need help and accepts direction on 
 how to support the official response (Cone et al., 2003). 


Other spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers may over time choose to form a new organizational structure or 
 adapt existing structures to new crisis management purposes. These structures are of varying maturity and 
 complexity and evolve over the course of a group’s lifetime. The more mature an organization becomes, the 
 better their internal care and support structures are expected to be. For example, in the case study of VOST 
 Portugal in the Cyclone Idai response below, there is a description about how the organization has already 
 started to establish special care for its volunteers. More mature organizational structures also make it easier to 
 establish contact with an informal group. Thus, emerging volunteer organizations can be given guidance and 
 support to establish care for their members. Individual volunteers and loose groups of volunteers, on the other 
 hand, are more difficult to approach and retain contact with. In these cases, providing a framework within a 
 more established organization that offers care and support may be the better approach. 


All types of volunteers can be placed within these four dimensions. Established crisis management organizations 
 have the most experience and success with volunteers who have a high level of all four dimensions: fully 


affiliated with the organization, clearly embedded in its structure, over a significant period of time and at a 
 stable and planned location. On the other end of this continuum are the bystanders who have no affiliation, act 
 outside any type of structure, for a very short time in the location where they just happen to be at the moment 
 of the incident. 


The two examples above, clearly show that providing care and support to volunteers can be complicated and 
 challenging. It is the aim of this working paper to shed light on some of the considerations that crisis 


management organizations must do in order to fulfil their duty of care. 


In the section, ‘Designing policies that work for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers’, we focus on the 
 dimensions of affiliation and structure. 


In the section, ‘Operational considerations for care and support of spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers,’ we 
 focus on the dimension of location and time. 


In the section, ‘Digital volunteers’, all four dimensions come together in an exploration of a new and growing 
type of volunteers that has not yet been sufficiently described and addressed in crisis management. 
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THE CHALLENGES AND BENEFITS OF CARING, SUPPORTING AND  PROTECTING SPONTANEOUS UNAFFILIATED VOLUNTEERS 


The nature of volunteering is changing; communities are engaging with social, humanitarian and development 
 causes in new ways. People do not necessarily subscribe to the idea of life-long voluntary service for the same 
 organization but rather see themselves as agents of change in relation to concrete causes and social movement. 


Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers can offer their services to established crisis management organizations or 
 self-organize in ad hoc groupings with no or little organizational support. 


The lines between people affected by a crisis and the volunteers responding to a crisis are blurring. Volunteers 
 are often members of the affected community, and thus are likely to be personally affected by the crisis to 
 which they are responding to. In social work with vulnerable groups, people who belong – or have belonged – to 
 the vulnerable group are often recruited as volunteers. This is sensible because as peers they have a deep 
 understanding of the needs and culture of the affected people. But they may also themselves be more 
 vulnerable (Thormar et al., 2012). 


This affects the ways in which volunteers can and should be cared for; support systems should be flexible and 
 able to address the needs of the more fluid groups of volunteers. 


Volunteers, whether affiliated or unaffiliated, responding to a crisis are often in the first line of events. They 
 work under physically and mentally difficult - sometimes dangerous - circumstances. During their involvement, 
 volunteers regularly experience high levels of stress at work, which may cause an increase in sickness levels, risk-
 taking behaviour or security incidents because of impaired judgment. In contrast to unaffiliated volunteers, 
 affiliated volunteers can be pre-registered, receive training and in certain situations be invited to join a crisis that 
 they might have previous experience of. Furthermore, the deploying crisis management organizations have both 
 an organizational and a moral duty to care for their staff and affiliated volunteers, especially when they work in 
 high-risk situations that have the potential to lead to distress. 


While the issue is in focus in most organizations working with volunteers, both in the humanitarian and 


European civil protection sector for affiliated volunteers; there is very little evidence in the literature to suggest 
 that this is also the case for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. The following section presents a case with a 
 focus on the pressures especially spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are most likely to experience during their 
 involvement in a disaster or crisis. It further investigates some overall challenges and benefits which occur as a 
 result of working with spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers during a crisis. 



CASE EXAMPLE: EMOTIONAL CHALLENGES FACED BY SPONTANEOUS UNAFFILIATED  VOLUNTEERS PROTECTING A STUDENT CLUB FROM FLOODS 


A case example from the floods in Dresden, Germany in 2013 shows the emotional challenges and pressures 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers faced there, who were trying to protect their student club from the floods 
 (Deutches Rotes Kreuz, 2014). 


•  Some of the spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers reacted very emotionally and angrily towards what they 
 called ‘flood-tourists’, i.e. people who just came to watch the water rising while they had been working 
 for 24 hours or longer, to protect their club. 


•  Others were very disappointed by the communication and the support offered by the city’s authorities, 
 who focused on the protection of e.g. historical buildings in the old part of town. 


•  A lack of appreciation of their work was felt as an affront by many of them. 


•  Other spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers in Dresden have been emotionally touched by the direct 
 contact with people who have been directly affected by the floods (e.g. losing their property). 


•  Many spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers in Dresden felt mentally exhausted and overloaded during and 
 after the response. 


This example shows a variety of emotional distress issues that spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers can 


experience when risking their health and even lives, in trying to protect and help others. The impact of many of 
 these stressors would be minimized by more information, training and experience that are protective in nature 
 that is provided for affiliated volunteers as well as for staff of disaster risk reduction and response organizations.  


Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers on the other hand are often unprotected due to lack of organizational 



(14)support and are thus in need of extra support. Therefore, it is not only a moral duty to take care of those helping 
 during disasters and emergencies, be they organized in established disaster response organizations or not. It is 
 also in the interests of governments and their respective disaster response systems to include spontaneous 
 unaffiliated volunteers not only in the existing response mechanisms, but also in the aftercare that is in place for 
 affiliated volunteers. Since it is a global trend that less and less people are willing to voluntarily engage in 
 humanitarian and emergency responding organizations, the integration of spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers 
 becomes more and more important. This is of course not only true during an acute crisis, but also in its 


aftermath. In this regard, unaffiliated volunteers should have the same rights as those who are part of the 
 established response system.  


The following section will highlight some of the benefits and challenges when involving spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers.   



BENEFITS OF INVOLVING SPONTANEOUS UNAFFILIATED VOLUNTEERS IN DISASTER  RESPONSE 


There are several good arguments for involving spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers during and after disasters; 


often spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are locals from the affected or neighbouring communities. This 
 implicates some helpful aspects for the response. People from the affected or nearby communities have 
 knowledge and understanding of local needs and traditions and are usually trusted by the affected local 
 population. They have insider knowledge, which responders from other parts of a country or even from abroad 
 often lack. Therefore, they usually enjoy more credibility among the local population, as opposed to helpers that 
 are flown in. Local people also know best about the infrastructure and existing resources, and often have the 
 best ideas about how to access the most vulnerable population in their communities. While rescue teams from 
 other locations and abroad first need to mobilize, coordinate and travel to remote areas, spontaneous 


unaffiliated volunteers are often the first ones on the scene and start with emergency measures without all the 
 logistical obstacles that people from further away face. This time factor is especially important after earthquakes 
 or during floods, when there is only a limited amount of time to rescue victims. 


For people belonging to disaster-affected communities, being active in the response during crisis and 


emergencies, being included in the rebuilding of their environment can have a positive impact and this active 
 involvement can support personal coping strategies. Research shows that a feeling of self-efficacy is an 
 important factor in recovery after crises (Hobfoll et al., 2007). Volunteering to help in the community is 
 empowering and not feeling completely dependent on help from others has a positive effect on people’s well-
 being. Being part of the response mechanism gives people the opportunity to move from being mere 


“beneficiaries” to being active members of their community. This can help to make survivors of disasters more 
 resilient in future catastrophes. 


As a result of being involved in disaster response, spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers from the affected 
 community gain important skills, which they can use in case of other emergencies in the future. Including 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers from the affected community will therefore increase the disaster 
 preparedness of societies, beyond the borders of existing response mechanisms. 


But also, spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers from the outside may be of importance. They may bring with them 
 special skills or knowledge that might be very useful for the affected population. Profits and risks faced by 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers may also be mitigated by motivation (Shaw et al. 2015). 


The increasing pervasiveness of contemporary information and communication technology in crises and 
 disasters first and foremost social media channels and platforms, means that information from within the 
 disaster area is disseminated faster and with larger outreach than at any other point in the past. This creates an 
 immense volume of data. Some of this data may be relevant and useful to crisis management organizations and 
 NGOs but requires a lot of resources to process into usable information. Involving digital volunteers presents a 
 specific subset of benefits. Digital volunteers can help with this task by collating and filtering data to provide 
 concise reports that are useful for decision makers. 


Currently, many organizations face the expectation that they must enter a two-way communication with the 
public: to provide information, answer questions or give guidance. Like the processing of data on social media, 
this form of engagement requires a large amount of resources, which are already stretched thin. Digital 



(15)volunteer groups could take over the active communication with members of the public to alleviate the resource 
 strain on other organizations. Involving digital volunteer organizations in direct communication with the public 
 requires a high level of trust and clear guidelines for how and what to communicate. 



CHALLENGES AND RISKS OF INVOLVING SPONTANEOUS UNAFFILIATED VOLUNTEERS  IN DISASTER RESPONSE 


The following extract highlighted several benefits for crisis management organizations to consider when working 
 with spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. This section will scrutinise some challenges and risks that crisis 
 management actors must take seriously and take into account when working with spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers.  


“So, we went out there to collect the wounded people and also the dead bodies. So, we went up to the scene. 


From there it was very hard for us, so me being the first time in the field. I was really weak while carrying out the 
 activities because I could see dead bodies here and another person crying there, and – okay, to give service, now, 
 I was feeling like I wanted to cry, so it was a challenge for me.” (Griffiths et al., 2018)  


A particular risk factor for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers is their inexperience. Some spontaneous 


unaffiliated volunteers are the first on the scene and therefore they often start helping without registration with 
 any formal organization (Imperiale & Vanclay, 2019). Without registration, established crisis management 
 organizations have very few ways of providing the necessary care and support. Even if an ‘unaffiliated volunteer 
 center’ is later established to offer access to care and psychosocial support, many local volunteers may not make 
 use of it. Yet, inexperienced volunteers who are first at the scene are actually in even greater need of support 
 after an emergency, as findings show that they “scored more highly on intrusive thoughts, inability to control 
 emotions, depression or anxiety scales than experienced workers” (Brooks et al., 2015).  


Another risk factor is the degree of affectedness and involvement. Local people might get a more central role, as 
 they possess local knowledge. (UNDRO, 1982) It has also been shown that it is often spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers with strong local networks who get deeper involved in the response or recovery work (Roine & 


Kvarnlöf: in review). Consequently, they potentially have a higher risk of being put into situations that can lead 
 to distress and a further need for psychosocial support. This is often accompanied by loss of resources which 
 volunteers from the affected community have experienced. To volunteer during a crisis and emergencies can 
 have a negative impact on people and can challenge personal coping strategies. Local volunteers are often 
 personally affected by the crisis and emotionally closer to the incident. They know the place and the people 
 involved and may therefore experience greater difficulties and will require more support. 


Having the option to help is more important for local than for non-local volunteers. There is the possibility of   
 greater mental challenges manifesting for local people if they do not find ways to feel useful during an event. 


According to Thomar (Thormar et al., 2015), most spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers come from the disaster 
 affected community. 


However, the level of affectedness differs and can therefore be subdivided into three levels: 


•  Directly affected: these volunteers come from the community itself; some volunteers will 


have lost family members or friends, considerable resources, their livelihoods and even their social 
 networks. 


•  Indirectly affected: these volunteers may come from the affected community or also from 
 outside of it. They may have indirect ties to those affected e.g. by knowing someone close to 
 them who was affected. 


•  Non–affected: these volunteers come from outside of the community and have no ties to the 
 community at all and do not know any of the affected people. 


An additional risk factor is the lack of training. Not being trained (neither to perform the job, nor on safety) puts 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers and others at risk, especially when overestimating their skills and abilities. 


Such risky behaviour, even if carried out with good intentions, causes additional work for trained experts, who 
are needed to help other victims of a disaster.  



(16)Besides training, spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers also often lack adequate equipment which is needed to 
 work in emergency settings. Therefore, established organizations often have to equip spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers with e.gs. sandbags, pumps, shovels or protective gear. 


Another risk stems from lack of coordination. Since they are not part of established relief organizations and their 
 networks consist of other spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers, they often lack an efficient coordination 


mechanism. This opens up the risk of working outside/around established governmental structures or crisis 
 management structures, which can result in inadequate prioritization or causing more harm than good.  


Spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers who disagree with the priorities of established crisis management 


organizations or who feel poorly cared for or unwelcomed by these organizations may self-organize to carry out 
 emergency work in ways that are detrimental to the overall effort. 


Finally, having no social network can be a risk too. Non-local volunteers might not have anyone from their 
 personal network in the area and who would be able to understand what the unaffiliated volunteer is going 
 through. Therefore, they might not get the same informal debriefing as local people, when talking over the 
 event with friends and family. 


This is especially true for digital volunteers, who are spatially distributed. Digital volunteers have a high risk 
 participating in an ephemeral manner; they may participate in data gathering and filtering for a few days and 
 then vanish (digitally speaking), leaving no way to contact them afterwards. However, they may still require care, 
 as they may have come in contact with affected people and/or sensitive or disturbing media during their work. 


In 2017 forest fires saw 1,500 people forced to evacuate in Spain this weekend when blazes swept parts of Andalucia. In Portugal, 
hundreds of people now face the overwhelming challenge of coming to terms with what has happened and beginning to think 
about how to rebuild their lives. A total of 326 volunteers and staff, including 25 psychologists and five social workers from 39 
branches are involved in supporting the worst-hit communities to recover. ©IFRC  
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DESIGNING POLICIES THAT WORK FOR SPONTANEOUS  UNAFFILIATED VOLUNTEERS – OPPORTUNITIES AND  RECOMMENDATIONS  


People showing up at the scene of an emergency offering their help is not a new phenomenon. Communities 
 have always come together to help each other out in times of crisis. But as crisis management has become 
 increasingly organized, professionalized and regulated, less room has been left for spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers. In recent years, a shift has been seen in the way many people volunteer. They are less loyal to 
 established organizations and more driven by causes and events. For crisis management organizations, this 
 means that recruiting volunteers that are prepared to make a long-term commitment is more challenging; there 
 are increased numbers of more spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers becoming involved during crises, by offering 
 their services to the established organizations and by self-organizing in more or less coherent groupings.  


The decision whether to work with spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers in crisis management or not rests upon a 
 multitude of organizational, legal and practical factors and can only be made locally. The previous section has 
 highlighted benefits and certain risks connected to working with unaffiliated volunteers. It further highlighted 
 the various pressures especially experienced by spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers and the need to formalize 
 how to work with spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers on both an organizational and governmental level.  


This section aims at informing policy makers on different levels: local, national, regional and international, about 
 the importance of spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers and their current situation. It highlights the importance 
 of setting up support mechanisms that are readily available and accessible to spontaneous unaffiliated 


volunteers as emergency responders and presents key considerations and recommendations for action to be 
 implemented. 



CURRENT STATE OF PLAY: GLOBAL FRAMEWORKS FOR WORKING WITH  VOLUNTEERS IN CRISIS 


Global policy and practice are developing to promote the well-being of staff and volunteers. For example, UN 
 Resolution 70/129, Integrating volunteering into peace and development: the plan of action for the next decade 
 and beyond, recognizes the role that volunteers play in the implementation of the 2030 Sustainable 


Development Agenda (UN, 2015). As such, the resolution requests that Member States and the United Nations 
 system work together with volunteer-based organizations to enhance the protection, security and well-being of 
 volunteers.  


Resolutions adopted by UN member states, signatory states to the Geneva Convention, the National Red Cross 
 and Red Crescent Societies, call for the creation of an environment that protects, safeguards and cares for 
 volunteers. These resolutions commit policy makers at all levels to take the necessary steps to better support 
 people voluntarily stepping forward during crises and emergencies to care for others:  


•  The UN Resolution70/129, Integrating volunteering into peace and development: the plan of action for 
 the next decade and beyond, requests Member States and the United Nations system “to work together 
 with volunteer-involving organizations to support efforts to enhance the protection, security and well-
 being of volunteers, calls upon States to create and maintain, in law and in practice, a safe and enabling 
 environment for volunteers, and encourages the adoption of good practices in the promotion, facilitation 
 and, where applicable, management of volunteerism”. (UN, 2015) 


•  International Resolution 5 of the 32nd International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent on the 
 safety and security of humanitarian volunteers calls on States “to promote the safest environment 
 feasible for humanitarian volunteers, bearing in mind the inherent risks in some of their activities, 
 including, in accordance with national practice, measures to promote public understanding and 
 acceptance of the role of humanitarian volunteers, the integration of measures to protect volunteer 
 safety and security in national laws, policies, plans and programmes for emergency management, and 
 measures to hold perpetrators of crimes against humanitarian volunteers accountable. The Resolution 
 also encourages States […] to develop and/or maintain national systems for the collection and 


dissemination of comprehensive data, including sex and age disaggregated data, relevant to the safety 



(18)and security of humanitarian volunteers in a manner consistent with applicable national law and calls for 
 international data collection efforts on humanitarian safety to also include information about 


volunteers”. (IFRC conference, 2015) 


•  In December 2019, the 33rd  International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent on adopted  the 
 resolution Addressing mental health and psychosocial needs of people affected by armed conflicts, 
 natural disasters and other emergencies which, encourages States “to work to strengthen the quality and 
 capacity of the workforce (mental health, health and social welfare staff and community health workers, 
 including trained volunteers) responding to the mental health and psychosocial needs of people affected 
 by armed conflicts, natural disasters and other emergencies in close cooperation with the components of 
 the Movement and calls upon States […] to take measures to protect and promote the mental health and 
 psychosocial wellbeing of staff and volunteers who are responding to humanitarian needs across all 
 sectors, equipping them with the necessary skills to cope with stressful situations and responding to their 
 specific mental health and psychosocial needs”. (IFRC council of delegates, 2019) 


This increasing recognition of the importance of ensuring the safety and well-being of volunteers on the global 
 level, however, does not always mean that there are good support systems in place on the ground, even for 
 affiliated volunteers. Barriers include limited understanding of the issue, lack of acknowledgement from 
 management and organizational and structural barriers.  


The next case illustrates how especially spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers were integrated into the crisis 
 management structure.  



CASE EXAMPLE OF GOOD INTEGRATION OF SPONTANEOUS UNAFFILIATED VOLUNTEERS IN  EMERGENCY RESPONSE STRUCTURES: THE COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA’S POLICY ON  SPONTANEOUS VOLUNTEERS 


Learning  from  the  experiences  of  several  natural  catastrophes  in  their  country,  e.g.  Cyclone  Larry  (2006),  the 
 Queensland floods (2010), the Canberra bushfires (2003), and the Victorian bushfires in 2009, the Government of 
 Australia recognized the importance of managing spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. This includes the different 
 levels of public administration, national, state or territory and municipal or local level, but also for volunteer and 
 emergency management organizations. Therefore, the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and 
 Indigenous  Affairs  funded  the  development  of  the Resource  Kit  on  Spontaneous  Volunteer  Management  kit; 


(Commonwealth of Australia, 2010). 


The resource kit is a guideline for managing spontaneous volunteers and includes recommendations on how state 
 actors can support spontaneous volunteers in different stages of an emergency. It “is designed to fit into current 
 state  and  territory  arrangements  and  is  flexible  and  able  to  be  adapted  to  meet  the  needs  of  jurisdictions, 
 municipalities and organizations” and therefore is a good example on how to improve care and support structures 
 for spontaneous volunteers. (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010)  


The  resource  kit  contains  examples  on  how  to  draft  a  framework,  a  communication  strategy  and  an 
 implementation plan: 


•  Framework: the draft framework aims to support community recovery by enabling an effective 
 management of spontaneous volunteers. It is designed to fit into Australian State and territory 
 arrangements and is flexible enough to be adapted to the needs of the jurisdiction, municipalities and 
 emergency responding organizations. The framework contains a very helpful overview of which activities 
 actors working on different levels (national, state or territory, municipal or local) can do in different 
 phases of an emergency, in order to support an efficient involvement of spontaneous volunteers.   


•  Communication strategy: media (including social media) play a crucial role when it comes to the 
recruitment and management of spontaneous volunteers. Therefore, it is important how official 
authorities communicate during emergencies. The strategy of the Australian Government for example, 
includes key and generic messages that should be used by different actors during an emergency. In 
addition, it suggests using e.g. pre-education messages to encourage the public to pre-register as 
spontaneous volunteers, to embed the media messaging in the state or territory public information 
management system, and to send post-emergency messages and appreciations to spontaneous 
volunteers. 



(19)•  Implementation plan: the document aims at helping official authorities and organizations to adapt the 
 draft framework and draft communication strategy for their local needs. For example, it gives examples 
 on possible roles national actors can play, provides advice on strategic and operational implementation 
 of the framework and it suggests how spontaneous volunteers can be managed successfully. Regarding 
 the management of spontaneous volunteers, several processes are suggested. For the post-deployment 
 phase, it is for instance recommended that “the spontaneous volunteer is advised where they can seek 
 help on occupational health and safety following the debrief, should they feel the need for further 
 assistance.” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010) 


The resource  kit  is  a  useful  document  when  it  comes  to  the  integration  of  and  the  support  for  spontaneous 
 volunteers during emergencies. It is recommended that other states develop similar documents and  ensure that 
 the recommendations are widely disseminated and implemented on all levels and from all actors involved in a 
 national response plan. For this purpose, in 2015 the Australian Government endorsed a national Spontaneous 
 Volunteer Strategy: Coordination of volunteer effort in the immediate post disaster stage. (Australian Government, 
 2015) The  strategy  includes  principles,  policy  considerations  and suggested  actions  for  managing  spontaneous 
 volunteers, which have been adapted from the 2010 resource kit.      


In addition to the 2010 resource kit and the 2015 national strategy, the Australian Government also published a 
 Disaster  Resilience  Handbook  Collection,  providing  guidance  on  national  principles  and  practices  for  disaster 
 resilience.  Another  handbook  was  published  in  2017, Communities  Responding  to  Disasters:  Planning  for 
 Spontaneous Volunteers. It helps communities to decide on a case by case level if the involvement of spontaneous 
 unaffiliated volunteers makes sense and contains further and quite specific guidance for communities on how to 
 involve spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers in disaster responses. (Australian Government, 2017) 


Such a comprehensive and well thought out- approach concerning the involvement of spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers is desirable for all countries. Such detailed planning and preparedness on all levels of disaster response 
 helps not only to guarantee an effective response mechanism, but also increases the likelihood that spontaneous 
 unaffiliated  volunteers  will  be  successfully  integrated  in  the  crisis  management  system  and  will  therefore 
 experience fewer challenges during and after their deployment.   



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 


This section presents recommendations on ways to improve the structural support for spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers as well as topics to explore and develop further. The recommendations are based on research 
 findings, experiences from the field and best practices from around the world. The bibliography at the end lists 
 useful articles and tools for policy makers, crisis managers and organizations working with spontaneous 
 unaffiliated volunteers.  


1.  Strengthen and update legislation related to care and support to volunteers. 


•  Volunteering legislation or other legislation such as disaster laws need to be updated, especially to 
 support the rights and responsibilities of spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers, including the right to 
 access psychosocial support and other forms of care.   


2.  Build and strengthen organizational structures and international standards and collaboration efforts to 
 support spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers 


•  Several organizations have standards in place for working with volunteers in crisis management. These 
 standards must be robustly tested and improved in as many contexts as possible in view of having a list of 
 minimum standards that apply to all volunteers, including spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers and the 
 particular requirements and needs of this group. 


•  States should exchange on an international level their experiences working with volunteers, in order to 
learn from each other and to improve the management of not only affiliated volunteers but also 
spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers and support mechanisms across borders. Armed conflicts, natural 
disaster and other emergencies often have cross-border impacts and therefore, international standards 
are needed.   



(20)•  Reports about natural and man-made disasters easily reach a big audience via internet, TV and social 
 media. This increases the number of people who get emotionally affected and who want to help. 


Therefore, emergency response planning and management should from the very beginning include a 
 national strategy on how to involve and manage spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers that move from 
 unaffected to affected areas. Experiences from past catastrophes can help design such inclusive 


emergency preparedness plans (for an example for successful management of spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers see Paciarotti et al., 2018). 


•  Ensure that mental health and psychosocial support for all affected persons as well as for all staff and 
 volunteers including spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers is an integral part of emergency response plans 
 at the national level. 


3.  Invest to prevent and respond to the mental health and psychosocial needs of populations 


•  Investments need to be made in local and community-based actions to prevent and respond to 


psychosocial needs of the population as well as those of the helpers. These investments can be directed 
 to trusted local organizations or groups working on the area of health at the community level. 


•  Invest in local structures (can be health facilities or organizations) to better support spontaneous 
 unaffiliated volunteers who may need MHPSS or similar. Local authorities and formal local volunteer 
 involving organizations should be supported by national authorities to set up those structures where 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers can go to if they need support. 


•  Invest to strengthen the capacity and quality of health care workers responding to psychosocial needs at 
 all levels. 


4.  Extend the research on topics related to care and support for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers 
 Only within the past few years have questions arisen relating to the involvement of spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers in humanitarian and emergency relief that have gained more and more attention by researchers from 
 different backgrounds. Therefore, many topics have not yet been sufficiently explored.  


•  Importantly, the psychological consequences for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers, and how to meet 
 their needs best during and after their involvement deserves serious attention. It is therefore 


recommended for state authorities and universities to invest in the exploration of the phenomenon, in 
 order to have valid research findings to build support structures on.     


•  Another relevant topic for future research is the effective management of spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers by crisis managers or formally recognized volunteer involving organizations.  


•  Furthermore, it would be helpful to conduct research on barriers to care for spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteers. What prevents them accessing care after the disaster and how can these barriers be 
 overcome? 


•  Finally, while quite some research exists on the effects of volunteering on individuals in general, it would 
be very helpful to explore if these positive effects are also true for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers, 
or in the alternative, it would also be useful to examine if, due to their non-affiliated status, that they are 
rather more at risk of facing negative effects. (Thormar et al., 2015) The loss of not properly capturing 
their experiences in research is also an issue of concern.  Related to this, more research is also needed to 
investigate under which circumstances spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers can safely be included as 
resources in crisis management and when they should be treated as affected people in need of mental 
health services. This in turn impacts how mental health care plans and models are drawn up. Here further 
research is also needed. 



(21)A group of around 20 young Syrian migrants has been volunteering side by side with the volunteers from the NGOs, including 
Hellenic Red Cross volunteers.  ©Thomas Andre Syvertsen/ Norwegian Red Cross
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OPERATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR CARE AND SUPPORT OF  SPONTANEOUS UNAFFILIATED VOLUNTEERS 


This section will discuss how to care for spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers in the field and discuss what kind of 
 practical planning, actions and decisions needed before, during and after an event to address the challenges and 
 reap the benefits presented above. 



DIFFERENT NEEDS FOR CARE AND SUPPORT FOR LOCAL AND NON-LOCAL  VOLUNTEERS 


In the field, spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers can be divided into two overall groups: local and non-local. In 
 any kind and dimension of event or disaster, someone will survive and take care of those in need, thereby 
 becoming spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers. The local volunteers are the people also affected by the event or 
 disaster. Their main motivation in helping may be to protect their own family, neighbours, property or 


community.  


The non-local volunteers come from outside the area and their main motivation may be to help other people or 
 the excitement of being present and helping during an emergency. When it comes to organizing care and 
 psychosocial support, those two groups might have different needs. 


Often the local volunteers are the ones in most need of care and support because they are also personally 
 affected by the crisis. Their worries and concerns related to relief work is not only connected to themselves, but 
 also to their own homes and/or communities. However, it is important not to overlook the non-local volunteers. 


They can be people deliberately travelling to the disaster area motivated by a desire to help, but they can also be 
 people being there by coincidence and are drawn into the relief work. This is especially the case for events 
 coming without warning, such as terror attacks or sudden onset natural disasters. In this instance, tourists often 
 become spontaneous volunteers.  


The deliberate and coincidental non-local volunteer will leave the area after the event. If they have not been 
 registered as spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers by a crisis management organization, they may never receive 
 any offer of support after the event and are left to organize their own mental health and psychosocial support. 


Local volunteers are surrounded by people with the same experiences as themselves. Being part of a group of 
 people who all had the same experience may be helpful if the group is able to support each other in beneficial 
 ways. Maybe the volunteers from the affected group have the chance to be part of a structured and safe formal 
 or informal debriefing together with other survivors. This will not be the case for the non-locals. Maybe they 
 have difficulties finding social contexts in which to talk about their experiences in a structured and safe way. In 
 this case, non-local volunteers can be compared to digital volunteers, with some of the same concerns and 
 attention requirements. See the chapter on digital volunteers below for further recommendations. 



CASES 


When it comes to identifying who needs care and psychosocial support after being a spontaneous unaffiliated 
 volunteer, is it not possible to rule anyone out (DEFRA, 2015). Therefore, the following cases present different 
 very situations illustrating the need to include these services in all crisis management planning.   



FLOOD RESPONSE IN JYLLINGE, DENMARK 


In December 2013, a storm surge hit the small coastal town of Jyllinge in Denmark. It was first time this area 
experienced a flooding event, where 268 houses were flooded, and people were evacuated. Local people tried 
to help, mostly consisting of people whose own houses were endangered. The situation was chaotic and took 
both the professional emergency management and the local homeowners completely by surprise. Over the 
course of the following year the damaged houses were refurbished or rebuilt.  In January 2015, a second storm 
surge threatened the same area. This time not only the locals whose houses were under threat, but also many 
other people turned up to help. In 2016, 2017 and 2019 the town was again hit by either small or large storm 
surges. Each time, cooperation between the professional emergency management and the spontaneous 
unaffiliated volunteers was improved. By late 2019, some of the local people had received training to be better 



(23)prepared to help in future flooding events. After the last flood in January 2019, a representative of the local 
 spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers was invited to be a part of the group of professionals coordinating the 
 response. 


This shows a process whereby the spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers have become integrated into a still more 
 well-organized part of the flood emergency management. The reasons for this are mostly practical, as the 
 professional emergency management organization do not have the resources for the necessary preparedness 
 and response work without help from the volunteers. However, there also exists an awareness of the 


psychosocial aspects of this. 


"When people are under pressure, simply being able to take part, whether it is holding a door, carrying a 
 sandbag or pouring a cup of coffee means that you have taken part, and this means that afterwards, when you 
 speak with your neighbours, you might get a little better feeling that ‘I did what I could"(Nielsen, 2019) 


During the first flood in 2013, everybody was taken by surprise, and no structure existed for either psychosocial 
 support or care for the affiliated or unaffiliated volunteers. This however improved during the following flood 
 events. Now the spontaneous unaffiliated volunteers are registered (as much as possible) and the local Red 
 Cross organization has also offered care and support.  


LESSONS 


•  Local people's frustration or feeling of being helpless are reduced when involved in meaningful volunteer 
 work: either in the front line (moving sandbags or putting up movable barriers) or in support work 
 (providing food, transport etc.). 


•  The non-affected volunteers become affected by contact with affected people. They often need help to 
 work through those experiences. 



TERROR INCIDENT IN TEL-AVIV, ISRAEL 


A few days after a terror incident took place in Tel Aviv, Israel, in 1994, that caused 22 fatalities and injured 
 several dozens of people, a woman came to donate blood in one of Magen David Adom’s ambulance stations. 


During the preparations for the donation process, she started to cry. When approached by a senior first aider 
 who was on duty that day, she explained that she lives near the terror incident location and that she went out to 
 provide first aid when she heard the explosion. She treated a few casualties, not all of whom survived. Since 
 then she had become very sad, having difficulties sleeping and she kept wondering if she could have treated the 
 survivors better. At the ambulance station, when she heard sirens again and saw the ambulances and the crews, 
 all the emotions and memories of that day came back to her. 


The first-aider asked her about the things she saw and did, and after a few minutes, he told her that from his 
 perspective it sounded like she did the best she could. The injuries she described were fatal, she had no medical 
 equipment and training, and even if an ambulance had been as there from the first minute, the casualties would 
 probably have died anyway, regardless of the level of care they might have received. The woman thanked him 
 and left. 


In this case, the first-aider provided support and used his professional medical background to convince the 
 woman that she did the best she could. Since he was a first-aider by profession and had a lot of experience, his 
 support was credible, and the woman heard what she needed to hear. If the first-aider was also trained in 
 providing psychosocial support, he would have been able to reassure her that her feelings and reactions were 
 perfectly normal reactions following a highly distressing situation and were indicative of what could be expected 
 in the near future and how she could get additional support. On the other hand, if she had been supported only 
 by a psychosocial professional, she wouldn’t have been able to receive feedback about the first-aid that she 
 provided and would probably remain with doubts. 


After an accident, a sudden disaster or armed attack the bystanders present at the scene are the first 
 responders. They call for help and provide first aid to the injured until the professional responders arrive.  


Bystanders who provide first aid in emergencies and disasters are a specifically vulnerable group, as they are 
very close to the incident location, and it normally takes a while for the formal responders to arrive. Thus, the 
bystanders are exposed to difficult situations, including seeing many casualties with severe injuries. Very rarely 
will a bystander have the experience, training or medical equipment to treat very severe injuries. Casualties with 
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