BASIC STRESS MANAGEMENT FOR DIFFICULT ASSIGNMENTS:

Notes for Staff Assigned to Emergencies3
When starting a challenging work assignment such as a refugee emergency, it is important to be aware that stress will be present at all stages of the work. Disasters expose everyone involved to traumatic, distressing sights, sounds and situations. The spectacle of massive death and destruction, the suffering of survivors, and the intense pressure surrounding the rescue effort takes its toll. 

Experienced humanitarian workers offer the following suggestions to ease passage through the assignment experience.

Brief Yourself

· ask for information on the situation and what is most difficult, dangerous and disturbing about the work and living conditions

· determine the amount of self sufficiency necessary so you can obtain equipment and supplies to maintain yourself

· find an experienced mentor for the settling in period

· obtain a country and location-specific-security briefing

Use Reliable Strategies to Cope in Difficult Circumstances

· compartmentalize; focus on the task at hand

· adopt a small tasks, small goals “one day (or hour) at a time” approach

· monitor inner “self talk”, avoid negative comments to yourself, use self encouragement

· work in pairs with a “buddy agreement” to keep an eye on each other

· adhere to regular shifts and breaks for water, food and rest

· know your personal signs of stress and exhaustion

· agree to periodic leave away from work site

Remember Stress Survival Skills

· use portable forms of exercise, i.e. calisthenics, jump rope

· practice simple relaxation techniques; deep breathing, stretching

· pay attention to nutrition; take care with  alcohol, caffeine, sugar

· get sufficient sleep to avoid overdraft in your “sleep bank account”

· develop and use a repertoire of comforting time-out activities that change your focus (books, music,  games)

What you may experience

· a periodic feeling of unreality, events seeming dream-like

· heightened response to loud noises, reminders of the event scene, or any other surprise

· discomfort at being alone

· discomfort being in a group

· difficulty concentrating on what to do next

· difficulty making decisions and thinking creatively

· difficulty relating to those who were not part of the event

· difficulty resting and sleeping, fear of nightmares

· increase or decrease in appetite

· discomfort being in places that seem unsafe to you

· feeling vulnerable, afraid of  loosing control

· feeling frightened, sad, angry, irritable, confused

· feeling and being exhausted

3 Community and Family Services International (CFSI), Manila, Philippines, 1999











