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Editorial

Angela Carter

Never has a special issue been more relevant to the current context. Today, across the
world there are people at war, fleeing oppression, suffering from extraordinary natural
disasters, living and working in poverty and enduring inequality. This issue of InPractice
will speak to many of these issues illustrating how psychology is reaching out to these
areas, but also has so much more to do to broaden the lens of research and practice outside

the traditional form of ‘job’ and ‘organization’.

Key to the appreciation of this material is its projection forward to developing more
sustainable life and workstyles that are in tune with the environment rather than at
odds with it. A strong feature is building and maintaining connections across multiple
boundaries. While authors have worked independently you will see there are many
connections within their writing that will both inspire you and enable you to develop
your own practice and future research. We recommend that you read the issue as a
whole to gain the full appreciation of the impact of this work and its place within
Humanitarian Work Psychology.

Our issue begins with the first of our two interviews with outstanding scholars and
founders of Humanitarian Work Psychology. In a fascinating interview Virginia Schein
talks about her renown research on gender and leadership (in)equality (Think Manager
-Think Male) and its international replication. Then she moves on to discuss more recent
work exploring women who work in poverty and her activities with the United Nations.
Virginia describes the origins of Humanitarian Work Psychology and prompts us to

look at the narrow scope of work and organizational psychology that mainly focuses

on middle class job roles leaving experiences of the low-waged in precarious work

underexplored. The call to broaden the lens and scope of our research in this interview is clear.

Next, we have examples of well-being interventions that are taking place to support
workers at NATO headquarters in Brussels. Ingrid Covington in her paper Protecting the
well-being of NATO’s most powerful force: Its people, describes how a series of interventions
were planned, executed and evaluated during Covid-19 lockdown (and after) to support

an isolated workforce living many miles from their homes and families.
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This is followed by a paper introducing us to aid work; and the impact this work

and its organization brings to aid workers. In Occupational support for aid workers: Aid
Organizations’ Stress Prevention and Intervention (AOSPI): A model Christina Montaiuti offers
us a unique insight into aid working and the organizational challenges of supporting aid
worker well-being. Christina offers a model detailing the steps aid organizations can

take to minimise worker distress before, during and after deployment.

Our second interview is with Stuart Carr who describes how his interest in work
inequality began studying the dual salary gap between locals and expatriate aid workers
(also mentioned in Christina’s paper). He describes the expansion of the field of
Humanitarian Work Psychology and the need to work across traditional organizational
boundaries with multiple stakeholders and experts. He urges us to look more broadly at
the informal economy (and precarious working) leaving aside the traditional notion of
the ‘job’. Building on the notions of sustainability and minimising the environmental
impact of work Stu encourages us to look towards a more collaborative future exploring
work in its fullest extent from production to product delivery offering examples from
around the world. He sharpens our focus to the changes in work and living that are
urgently needed, encouraging us to see that our students are already active players in

these endeavours.

In our final paper Sakshi Bansal explores Environment, social & governance (ESG): A

new world for Work and Organizational Psychologists. Sakshi continues the focus on the
environmental and sustainability concerns of work and production. She opens up the
dialogue of ESG for work and organizational psychologists so that we can appreciate
the opportunities of being part of this strategic thinking. She focuses on a practice
perspective and further develops Stu’s commentary on collaboration, particularly with

those people with finance and risk management expertise.

I hope you enjoy this Special Issue and the content raises your awareness of Humanitarian
Work Psychology, and the exciting future directions work in this area can achieve.
Looking ahead, we are assembling the next issue of InPractice, to be presented in the
autumn. This could be your chance to publish with us. You could offer an empirical
paper, a case study, career path discussion, reflections on research or practice, or a
presentation of practice-oriented tools used in work and organizational psychology.

Please contact us (InPractice@eawop.org) with your ideas and a short plan of the paper

and we will be delighted to collaborate with you to bring this material into publication.
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Editorial

We look forward to meeting you at the 21 EAWOP Congress between 24 and 27 May
2023 in Katowice, Poland (see EAWOP - 21st European Association of Work and

Organizational Psychology Congress 2023, eawop2023.0rg). There is a strong Science +
Practice theme throughout the congress. Look out for SCIENCE AND PRACTICE FRIDAY

in the Guest Sessions (https://eawop2023.0rg/guest-sessions).
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belgin.okay-somerville@glasgow.ac.uk

DR. DIANA RUS, EDITOR
d.c.rus@rug.nl

PD DR. ROMAN SOUCEK, EDITOR
roman.soucek@fau.de

DR. COLIN ROTH, EDITOR
colin.roth@blackboxopen.com

EWOP in Practice, 2023, 17(1), 1-3
eawop.org 3


http://eawop.org
https://eawop2023.org/
https://eawop2023.org/
https://eawop2023.org/guest-sessions

INTERVIEW

Women, work, poverty and the UN:
Widening our research lens

Interview with Virginia E. Schein,
Professor Emerita of Management and Psychology, Gettysburg College, USA

veschein@gmail.com
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Introduction and about the interviewee

Today I have the pleasure of interviewing Virginia Schein a Work and Organizational
Psychologist (WOP) who as a scientist-practitioner has been transformational in our
field. In our interview we will visit her early work on gender and leadership, see her
transition into humanitarian work with women and poverty and move up to date with
her current work with the United Nations (UN).

Virginia received her undergraduate degree from Cornell University and PhD in
Industrial-Organizational (I-0) Psychology from New York University. Her early career
years were spent as an in-house I-0 psychologist for the American Management
Association and the Life Office Management Association (LOMA) and as Director of
Personnel Research for Metropolitan Life Insurance Company (MetLife), all in New
York City. It was at LOMA that she conducted the now well known “Think Manager-
Think Male” research, one of the first of its kind on gender stereotyping and requisite
management characteristics. This research has since been replicated over four
decades across five continents. At MetLife she conducted one of the first studies on
the relationship between flexible working hours and productivity. Based on her work,
MetLife put all its 50,000 employees on flextime, being the first company in New York
City to do so.

Virginia then moved into the academic world, holding professorial positions at Case
Western Reserve University, Yale University, The Wharton School of the University

of Pennsylvania, Baruch College of the City University of New York and Gettysburg
College. She has lectured worldwide on gender and leadership, including in the United
Kingdom (UK), France, Turkey, Poland and South Africa. She is the author of Working
from the Margins: Voices of Mothers in Poverty and co-author of Power and Organization

Development.

Virginia is a past President of the Metropolitan New York Association of Applied
Psychology (METRO) and of the Work and Organizational Psychology Division of the
International Association of Applied Psychology (IAAP). For over 50 years Virginia has
been a member of Division 14 of the American Psychological Association (APA) and the
Society of Industrial and Organizational Psychology (SIOP). She served as Workshop
Chair, then as an elected member to the Executive Committee of Division 14 and as an
elected member to the Council of the APA. Virginia is a Fellow of IAAP and SIOP.

Our conversation is described in three sections: a) Gender and leadership equality
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(Think Manager -Think Male); b) Women, work and poverty; and c) working with the UN.
Keywords: Gender equality in leadership, gender stereotyping, women in management,
women who work in poverty, Social Advocacy Research, development of Humanitarian

Work Psychology, Centre for Socio-Eco-Nomic Development

Gender and leadership equality
(Think Manager -Think Male)

Angela: Virginia thank you for giving InPractice your time. Can I begin by asking you how the

work on gender and leadership equality began?

Virginia: We need to go all the way back to the 1970s when I was a young manager
working in the insurance industry. Quite frankly I would look around, and in terms

of being a woman manager, there was just me. I started chatting informally with the
senior Vice-Presidents (VPs) and asked them, ‘How come there are no other women general
managers?’ I consistently got one of two answers. Either women did not want these
jobs; or women really aren't qualified to be managers. While everybody was very polite
in these conversations I'm thinking: No, there's a lot more going on here; and that's how it
started. There was no research on psychological barriers, such as gender stereotyping. I
was working at LOMA with contacts in all the life insurance companies in the US and had
the research background that gave me the skills to explore what were the psychological
barriers to women’s advancement into management. I wanted to prove those senior

managers wrong, as I knew there was a lot more to this than what they were saying.

I become interested in gender stereotyping, and I wanted to see if that truly was a barrier
to women's advancement. The research hypothesis was that successful middle managers
are perceived to possess those characteristics, attitudes and temperaments more
commonly ascribed to men in general than to women. As I had extremely good support
throughout the insurance industry, I was able to do a field study in thirteen companies

across the United States (US), with 300 male managers and 167 female managers.

It was a questionnaire study using three forms of a 92-item descriptive index. All three
forms contained the same descriptive terms and instructions, except that one form asked
for a description of women in general, one for a description of men in general and one for
a description of successful middle managers. Each person got only one of these forms of

the questionnaire, and they were not aware of the nature of the study. No one did gender
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studies in those days, so it wouldn't occur to them that this was what it was about.
Furthermore, in my capacity at LOMA I was involved with selection, research and test

development. It was fairly common for me to make requests like this.

The hypothesis was confirmed; for the males there was a strong relationship between
how they saw men in general, and how they saw successful middle managers. There

was an almost near zero relationship between how they saw women in general, and how
they saw successful middle managers. And then, similarly, but not quite, for the females
there was also a strong relationship between men and managers. There was a slight
relationship between how females saw women and how they saw managers, but it was
significantly less than that between men and managers. For both males and females the
hypothesis was confirmed; hence Think manager, Think male. This relationship continues
to be one of the psychological barriers to women’s advancement. Based upon the
research, all else being equal, if the decision-maker looks at a man and a woman, they're

going to see the man as more qualified than the woman for a managerial position.
Angela: What were the implications of this research for practice/organizational change?

Virginia: I was able to bring these outcomes to corporate executives, showing them the
possible effects of gender stereotyping on selection and promotion. I did this both inside
the insurance industry and in other companies as well. I was in New York City and there

was easy access to groups of executives at meetings and seminars.

In these seminars I knew if I stood up to talk to these executives (all men) and delivered
an emotional appeal they would have tuned out almost instantly. But I had my research.
So when I presented, I would say - "Here’s what executives like you think about woman as
managers”. That got their attention; they sat up and listened. We were able to talk about
the negative effect of gender stereotyping on women’s advancement and how to improve
selection and promotion practices to reduce this effect. It was research done to bring

about change and get more women into management.

Angela: What did you notice happened after your presentations and discussions, were there any

signs of change?

Virginia: It didn’t produce immediate reactions. My first study was published in the
Journal of Applied Psychology in 1973, and there was a second publication in 1975; and we
were still not quite there yet. But by 1977 and 1978 slowly I could watch it build. People

were beginning to understand psychological barriers and read more. I was invited to
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give more talks, and so on. I was told that in the insurance industry, where I had the
most impact, they did see an effect in terms of women moving into management; so this
was an initiating kind of study. Women were moving into regular management levels,

although not senior management. Change was just starting, and then it never stopped.
Angela: Did you notice any changes between the US and elsewhere; say the UK?

Virginia: Yes; I think these conversations were further ahead in the US, at that point.
Actually, I can remember in the late 1970’s when I was doing talks in the UK, they
weren't quite as excited about the women in management issue. I gave two different
kinds of talks, one on women and equal opportunity, and one on power, totally unrelated
to gender. The power and management talk got more people talking! It had higher

attendance and was even written up in the Financial Times. Not so, for the women’s talk.
Angela: What were the international implications of this work?

Virginia: My research has been replicated in the US and twice in the UK, also in Canada,
Germany, Japan, China, New Zealand, Turkey, Sweden, South Africa, Egypt and Ireland,
and others, definitely across five continents. Think Manager-Think Male is a global
phenomenon. It's persistent. It's fascinating if you think about it that across all these
different cultures Think Manager -Think Male tends to hold, especially among males.

It's not always true for females in every country. But among the males, who tend to
still be the decision-makers, it holds. So the global phenomenon is one international

implication.

The second implication is the way this research can help to foster change in individual
countries. By using the same questionnaire about women in management and
stereotyping, the research can be easily replicated. If you want to generate interest in this
topic, collecting data in your own country on gender stereotyping and management is a
good way to do it. Then, as I did in the US, you can use the local research outcomes as a
basis for conversations about gender bias in management and start to bring about change.
This research shows the global nature of gender stereotyping, further encouraging

organizational and legal efforts for change.

Angela: This research gives a rational vehicle to promote change. It's not emotive. The range of

studies enable comparisons to other countries showing how persuasive the phenomena is.
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Virginia: There's an edited book coming out this year (2023) Organisational Psychology:
Revisiting the Classic Studies edited by Niklas Steffans, Floor Rink and Michelle Ryan. They
have included my study as one of the classics. The chapter about my study is written by
Madeleine Heilman and Francesca Manzi and it considers the impact and implications of

this research. This is really quite exciting!
Angela: When the authors contacted you about the book, how did that make you feel?

Virginia: I was extremely pleased and a little overwhelmed. But it did support my
thinking about research. I often will say to graduate students. What I did at the time was to
simply look at the world and say “Hmm, something's not right here.” I had an idea about what
needed to change. There was an issue at hand that I could explore via research. It's really
a tribute to our profession that I had the skills to be able to answer the question in a

meaningful way.

That is why they call the book Classic studies; they are big ideas that challenge current
thinking. So then the question becomes, “How do you do that?” I don't think you do it
consciously. Just wherever you are, it doesn't matter what the topic. You just consider:
what questions need to be asked here? What's important? What do people need to

understand? By asking clear, direct questions we can often get profound answers.
Angela: What was happening in your career at this time?

Virginia: Shortly after I did the research, I left LOMA and I went on to MetLife to head up
their Personnel Research Department. There I was able to really do something specific to
get more women into management. We implemented an early identification of women
in management programme. To kick it off, I made a presentation about the status of
women in the company and about my research to the Board of Directors. Then two of my
staff gave the same talk to all the Department Heads, so the information would trickle
down. Each department manager was then responsible for nominating women for future

management positions.

I remember giving the talk. I was young, about 30 years of age, and the Board members
were all men, older men, older white men. They just stared at me! Probably the only
other young women to ever be in the board room were those pouring their coffee. As I
remember, I'm presenting all this data on women, and they're doodling, looking at their
shoes and probably thinking “When will this woman stop talking?” At the time there were

Employment Opportunity Commission (EOC) cases with huge settlements. So I put up a
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slide showing how many millions were paid in EOC settlements. They all looked up, sort
of like puppets on a string, thinking Oh, yeah, we better pay attention! It was an effective
talk. I had the support of the senior management, and they were taking this seriously.
So, then the Department Heads had to take it seriously and nominate women for future
management roles. It was exciting to be able to be in one company and really make

change.

Angela: It’s interesting we are talking about promoting women managers in the 1970s. Do you feel

this trend has continued?

Virginia: While I agree we now have more women in management positions, we don’t
have many women in senior leadership level positions. While the data vary across
countries there is not really a change at senior levels. We still have a long way to go.
Currently in the US about 52% of all managers, and professionals are women. So that's
just where you would want to be. But if you look at senior level positions, only around
one-third (32%) of people on our boards of directors are women. You can see a move

forward; but we still need to get to the top!

Angela: So we're going to draw a line under our first section of discussion. Having made an impact

on women in management in corporate life you shifted your focus to women who work in poverty.

Women, work and poverty

Angela: How did your focus shift to women who work in poverty?

Virginia: In the late 1980s I moved from New York City to teach at Gettysburg College,
which is in a small town in rural Pennsylvania. Rather than continue corporate work,
which involved a lot of travel, I wanted to stay put and do something more local.

I became interested in the not-for-profit (or non-profit) sector. I started by interviewing
executive directors of various non-profit organizations in the area. These interviews,
quite unexpectedly, generated invitations to be on a few local boards of directors. First, I
was invited to be on the board of the Private Industry Council (PIC); an organization that
distributed government funds for job training for low-income people through local PICs.
I was also asked to be on the board of the local Battered Women's Shelter and I went on

to be Board President eventually.
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At this time in the US the attitude was hugely anti-welfare; particularly about women
on welfare. The press was castigating them. They were lazy. They didn't want to work. They
just had babies to get more welfare money. All very unpleasant. So here I am in Gettysburg
meeting with low-income women we were selecting for federally funded job training
programmes. I remember one woman. She had an eighth-grade education, was a single
mom with three children. She was working all day at a minimum wage job, making very
little money. At night she was studying for her high school diploma and juggling this

all by herself. I was struck by how difficult her life was. This was no lazy woman trying
to beat the system. I was meeting a lot of women like this, and I was very impressed
with them. At the same time, I would tour job training centres and see women from the
battered women's shelter, and they would often be scurrying out the back doors. I asked
the director “Why are they hiding. Why are they going out the back door?” She told me they
didn't want their abuser to see that they're trying to better themselves. I thought “There’s
a lot more to this poverty picture than is being addressed”, and that's how I got into studying

women, work and poverty.

There were huge differences in what people assumed (in this case lazy, no-good women,
seeking welfare) and what I was perceiving as the reality. I had a research background, I
wanted to find out the truth. What could I learn that might help us understand what was

really going on?
Angela: How did you go about doing this research?

Virginia: This research was very different from my earlier work, when I was a woman
manager studying women in management. Here I had very limited experience with
poverty issues. I decided I needed to do a study that focused on idea generation, opening
up the data gathering process to as much life history and current circumstances of the
women as possible. I called it compassion in context. I had to dive in; so I chose the
qualitative approach to find out what was going on, sort of learning as you go.

I did semi-structured interviews with 30 single women who were on public assistance.
They all had some work experience and were raising children alone. I went to the
women’s homes, sat at their kitchen tables, met their children, immersing myself in
who they were as best I could. It was an exciting experience. I remember in the rural
areas I would ask for directions and was told “You go down the lane. You make a right at the
dead tree, and then there's the trailer park” Or in the urban areas, the women would say “Be
careful, it is dangerous around here”. It was a moving and emotional experience for me.

Of course, I had to be calm during the interviewing, as I listened to their stories. But
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afterwards I would often go out and sit in my car and just cry.
Angela: It sounds like you had lots of data; how did you do the analyses and what did you find?

Virginia: The interviews were tape recorded so as to have access to the words of the
women and be able to present the outcomes through the words of the women. I wanted
to bring the realities of the woman’s experiences as close to the reader as possible. The
analysis drew on the phenomenological approach and borrowed from the thrust of Glaser
and Strauss’s (1967) grounded theory perspective. The analyses focused on category

development and the words of the women were used to illustrate these categories.

One outcome I called was the ABCs of Poverty. All the women would start by saying that
they had always worked, and then they would describe the most menial of jobs that
didn't pay anything. What was clear was the Absence of any essential education and skills
that would enable them to get better work (A). Furthermore, there were a lot of instances
of abuse, domestic violence, addiction, partners who had disappeared, all reflecting
Betrayal by the mate (B). The C was Childhood, with most women having difficult
childhood years. When things got bad for them, they couldn't go home to Mom and Dad

because Mom and Dad didn't have any money, either.

I wrote up this research in a book Working from the Margins: Voices of Mothers in Poverty,
published by Cornell University Press in 1995. I do remember that when I got to the
last draft, I didn't want to let it, or the women go. The stories of the women had really

touched my heart.
Angela: What were the policy and practice implications of this research?

Virginia: In the book I describe a three-pronged approach to change, based on the
themes from the research, in their words. I call it a Framework for the Future. All these
women had jobs, but this was not enough, they needed better income opportunities. Most
of them were terribly isolated, so they also needed social support and linking systems. And
lastly, because of the abuse they received, they needed help and healing. Not only were
these women affected by the battering, but their children were also affected.

At the time welfare was still in the press so I wrote about the ABCs of Poverty using
editorial opinion (Op. Ed.) to explain the issues and causes of poverty. A lot of these Op.
Eds were picked up by syndicated newspapers and were carried in newspapers across the
country. I also did radio talk shows, speeches and lectures. There was one use I was really

proud of. At the time, John Edwards was running a major campaign for U.S. President,
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and poverty was one of his key issues. They used my book as evidence in their campaign.
Angela: Wow, so the focus became one of policy change?

Virginia: Yes. Eventually I called this Social Advocacy Research: doing research to bring
about change. I used the voices of the women to sway the minds of the policymakers.
There was an emotional appeal that only these voices could present, instead of dry
statistics. I wanted to influence the policymakers to use their power to change the
circumstances for these women (known as welfare mothers). The policy makers needed
to feel what life was like for those women. There were those who wanted to believe they
were lazy and were not working, but this research told them this was not true.

For example, I made a presentation for the United Auto Workers Union. In it I never used
the word welfare, although most of these women were on public assistance. I called them
impoverished, poor or low income. Several people came up to me afterwards and said,
“That was my grandmother”, or “Oh, this is how I grew up!” One person said, “Oh, thank you for
your presentation. These women are so courageous, not like those lousy welfare mothers.” I think
those kinds of presentations were effective in that I could help them understand the full

circumstances of these women.
Angela: How did you move your studies onto a more global perspective?

Virginia: Having done this research on women in poverty in the US, I was really
motivated to focus on global poverty. Trying to carry out global research is not easy, but I
was fortunate that Gettysburg College had a centre in Nicaragua, and it was through that

contact I was able to study women in work related groups.

This study was about 57 low-income women in Nicaragua, who were in eight work-
related groups. These groups were: a micro—enterprise development group encouraging
women to start their own businesses; two union groups; one being a union of sex
workers and another of domestic workers; two worker cooperatives (one in agriculture,
the other in weaving); a farm group and a community development group. And lastly,

I think the most heart wrenching of all of the groups were the women who worked in
the sweatshops, also unionised. I met the women at their work sites, except for the
sweatshop workers. We had to meet in secret. If the company had found out I was there,
and the women were talking to me, they would have been fired. So the women were very
brave.
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I used semi-structured interviews again, with each group, asking what it was like working
and being in a group. I had a translator who was brilliant. We got to be almost in sync. I
would ask the question in English; she would ask it in Spanish. The women would answer
in Spanish. Then she would translate the answer in English. It sounds convoluted, but it
wasn't. I felt like I was looking eyeball to eyeball with these women, and so we were. To
meet with the chicken and egg group (the farm group), I had to crawl under barbed wire
to get to them. We sat in a circle on the ground, with the pigs and chickens all around. It

was not your traditional research!

As before, I did thematic analysis using the women's words and assigning categories. I
wanted to look at the role of the groups for these women, to see how group participation
helped them. One outcome of the research was fascinating and unexpected. These were
women in a very male dominated society. No question about it, but in these small work-
related groups the women were able to speak for themselves and take leadership roles.
It was a first-time experience for the women. The group work was very empowering.
They were marginalised in the male dominated society they lived in where just getting
out of the house and being able to be with others was a major triumph. There were a

lot of positive outcomes to this. However, this research was less change oriented; it was
more about understanding what it was like to be a woman doing low-income work in a

developing country.
Angela: What did you take from this research?

Virginia: Mainly that research like this can be done. We are a global community; let’s
study the global community of workers. Not just the executives, the upper echelons, not
just the people in traditional organizations, but the marginalised people who also work.
They contribute to the economies of their country, and we so rarely study them; not
even in their own countries. So the major contribution was showing that you could study
marginalised communities, and learn more about these women, and how they are able to
develop self-esteem and other skills through work. I think the problem is that we look at

research through such a narrow lens. We need to widen our lens.

Angela: What impact did your research have on the development of humanitarian work

psychology?

Virginia: Both my research in the US and in Nicaragua contributed to the development
of the Global Organization for Humanitarian Work Psychology (GOHWP). In 2008 Walter

Reichman chaired a SIOP symposium entitled Organizational Psychologists and World
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Poverty: Our Roles and Obligation. My talk was on "Poor Women and Work in Developing
Countries: Research Opportunities for I/0 Psychologists.”" This symposium led to calls for the
establishment of a Global Task Force on Organizational Psychology for Development.

In 2011 my research on women, work and poverty in Nicaragua appeared in a special
issue of the Journal of Managerial Psychology, edited by Stu Carr, on poverty. In 2012, in a
book edited by Stu Carr and others, aptly titled Humanitarian Work Psychology I used my
poverty research in the US and in Nicaragua to illustrate Social Advocacy Research — using
research for change. In 2012 GOHWP was officially formed. In 2013 SIOP published Using
Industrial-Organizational Psychology for the Greater Good: Helping Those who Help Others. My
contribution was entitled Using I-0 Psychology to Improve the Plight of Women in Developing
Countries: A Research Agenda. My research on women, work and poverty issues, then,
helped to form the early base of research and practice in humanitarian work psychology

and demonstrated ways in which WOP psychologists can contribute to poverty alleviation.

Angela: Now we move onto our third section looking at your work with the UN.

Working with the United Nations

Angela: Please tell us about your work with the UN.

Virginia: I think my most significant involvement at the UN has been through my
presentations. I felt truly honoured to be an invited speaker at the twelfth Annual
Psychology Day at the United Nations in 2019. The theme was: The Time is Now:
Psychological Contributions to Global Gender Equ{al}ity. They have a different theme each year
and this was the first on gender. The psychology groups have representatives at the UN
(APA, SIOP, IAAP) who nominate speakers for Psychology Day. I was one of four invited
speakers, and the title of my talk was Women at the Top: From Gender Bias to Gender Balance.
In addition I have presented at two SIOP sponsored panels at the UN. In 2016 my talk
was: Work Psychology and the Women at the TOP International Conferences and in 2018 my talk
was: When Women Lead: Competency, Connectivity and Courage. These two panels were held
in conjunction with the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), which has been held
every year since 1947. CSW is the UN’s largest gathering on gender equality and women’s
rights. Over 4,000 women come to the UN headquarters in New York City for two weeks
with multiple sessions running from 8 am to 8 pm each day. It's a lot of people and an

extraordinary experience to link with women around the world on a whole host of topics.
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Another panel presentation was in 2017 at the UN’s Commission for Social Development.
The presentation was: Decent Work, Not Just a Job as a Pathway Out of Poverty: Voices of Low-

Income Women in Nicaragua.

Over the years I have also been a Non-Governmental Organization /UN representative

for IAAP and the Centre for Socio-Eco-Nomic Development (CSEND). I attend sessions
focused on the 17 UN Sustainable Goals, such: 1) Poverty alleviation; 5) Gender equality; 8)
Decent work; and 13) Climate change. For the past several years I have represented CSEND
at CSW, mainly in information gathering and networking roles. Networking is a critical
thing; to be able to sit next to someone from Nigeria, for example, who's interested in the
same topic and compare what you know, is an incredible opportunity! The information

you get from global networking is quite amazing.

Conclusions

Angela: What have you noticed changing for women in the world of work and what things are not
changing?

Virginia: Women are making significant progress in advancement into positions of power
and influence, although there is still work to be done. As I mentioned before in the US, we
now have women holding 52% of the professional and management positions, but we still
need to make progress at the senior levels. Looking at the data, there are only about 10%
women CEOs in Fortune 500 companies. So in terms of progress in management, I would

say we're levelling off; and the push is not as strong in the way it used to be.

I would like to see more of a focus on marginalised workers, women in low paying
positions who are still having difficulties. There is much less change happening here.
For example, it was the low-paid service workers (e.g., cashiers in grocery stores;
workers in health care and food processing; child care workers), who were hardest hit

in Covid-19. They were labelled the Essential Workers at that time; and now to me they've
gone back to being invisible. We need to pay more attention to the issues of low-paid
workers, especially women who are struggling with jobs with unpredictable hours, costly
child care, along with low wages. When I look back at the women in poverty research
that I did in the 90s I say now, there is no timestamp on poverty. What I found out then is

just as relevant today.
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I have an example of how to minimise, in a small way, the middle-class influence in
education. When I was teaching at Gettysburg, I designed a course called Women at the
Top and Women at the Bottom of Organizations. At the beginning of the course, I would
send the students out to interview women executives in the workplace. They would

be excited to go to New York and come back and talk about the interviews; as this was
familiar to them. In the second half of the course I would have them go out and interview
women in low-income jobs (I had access to various groups to connect them). Every
semester they would be surprised at what they learned about the women’s lives. These
were mainly middle-class students, and they would say, “I didn't know...” and “I didn't
understand...” The day-to-day details of the women’s struggles with the basics, such as
food, clothing and housing were new to them, and they were truly learning. I was always
delighted when they then choose to explore the issues of low-income workers for their
term papers. If we want more research and practice about marginalised workers, we need

to include it in our teaching.
Angela: How do you think WOPs can influence these inequality outcomes?

Virginia: Volunteer at your local food bank, homeless shelter or clothing distribution
center. Try to get on the board or governing body. Consider pro bono consulting for
poverty related non-profits. Then you will have your own network. When you're ready
to do your project, they will help you get in touch with people. Maybe that's the subject
of a conference symposium: How do you contact low-income workers, such as cashiers,
hairdressers or cleaners? They have their own associations and unions. We don’t go to

these groups very often but that's where we should put a lot more of our attention.

I would like to end with a quote from one of the women I interviewed for my poverty
book, let’s call her LaVerne. She was thirty-four years of age, a single mother with one
child. She held a variety of jobs, mainly in factories, and when I interviewed her, she was

a part-time barber. She said:

“I don't know why life should be so hard... Seems like I get on a boat, and I get going, and
something happens, and then I fall back again. Then I have to start all over. Then I get back
in the boat and work hard, and then something happens, and I have to start all over again.
It seems like I never get anywhere, but I work really hard. The big question for me would be
to figure out how I could get somewhere and stay there and keep going. But [ don't know
how to do that.”
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She's asking a very good question: How can I move forward? When you are tottering on the
poverty line, any small thing that goes wrong can send you back to the bottom, as you
have no security. When the car breaks down it's a big, big problem,; it affects everything,
like a domino effect. As a field, we could use our arsenal of expertise and research
methodologies to improve the lives of people like LaVerne. By considering all those who
work, whether inside or outside of organizations, WOP research and its applications can

more readily address humanitarian and social issues.
So—1I will end on a humanitarian work psychology note!
Angela: Many thanks Virginia for giving us your time to explore the fascinating work you do.

Virginia: It's been delightful. Thank you so much for inviting me to this. It's been a

pleasure.
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Introduction

Covid-19 was life altering, indiscriminate and unprecedented. We were paralysed
by fear and the unknown, and the world ground to a halt. Acts such as handshakes,
hugging and kissing became unwanted demonstrations of affection. The fear of

infection overrode our need for affection and acceptance. Those living far away from
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home experienced homesickness as though for the first time. Yearning for days gone by
when they were surrounded by tradition, family gatherings, national celebrations and
the simple hospitality people would offer one another. Our innate need to connect with
others was hampered by the pandemic, leaving many of us to experience periods of
prolonged isolation and loneliness. Facing the unknown led to heightened fears, leaving

many of us to feel increasingly anxious and hopeless about the future.

This paper tells the story of the creation of the Staying Well Together Programme an
informal, volunteer, grass root, networked effort to strengthen individual and collective
resilience in the multi-national community of NATO’s Supreme Headquarters Allied
Powers, Europe (SHAPE) in Mons, Belgium.

Locked down, knocked down, but not out!

I will forever remember Friday 13 March 2020. It was the first day of lockdown in
response to the Covid-19 pandemic. I was at home with my two teenage daughters

and husband at SHAPE. This is the military headquarters of NATOQ’s Allied Command
Operations (ACO) that commands all NATO operations worldwide. Located in French
speaking Mons, Belgium, it is home to 16,000 people from 30 member nations and two
dozen partner nations. It is a culturally rich and dynamic community, with military
personnel and their families passing through every two to three years. Fostering a sense

of community and connection at SHAPE is part of supporting the mission for the Alliance.

Historically, SHAPE ran a varied and active social programme to celebrate the many
traditions and cultures of its member nations. It offered a Language Centre to equip
members with the language skills necessary to navigate an international community.
There were a variety of clubs and activities in and around the base, in addition to sports
facilities (e.g., tennis courts, running track, swimming pool, fitness centre and basketball
courts). But all this came to a grinding halt on that fateful day!

Finding connections in a disconnected pandemic world

As a chartered psychologist I was acutely aware of the need to cultivate meaningful
connections and a sense of community in the face of this pandemic to insulate the
mental and physical health of individuals from factors such as loneliness. Loneliness
and isolation can be experienced acutely by members of the military. According to

Diener and Seligman (2004) the well-being of a population or workforce impacts on
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health and social care expenditure as well as overall economic productivity of a nation
or organization. This was especially salient given that individuals were away from home
and far away from their trusted and familiar social support networks. Members of a
military community have unique risk factors, especially for depression and anxiety,
alcohol problems and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Inoue et al. 2022, for more

information see mentalhealth.org.uk). This is further compounded by lower-than-

average support seeking behaviours. Indeed, Sharp et al., (2015), suggest that up to 60%
of military personnel don’t seek help, mainly explained by the high levels of stigma that
exist around accessing mental health support. The importance of having human contact
and meaningful activities as well as access to appropriate services and support was never

more evident.

The Covid-19 lockdown was a period of deep uncertainty, causing doubts and worries
that were deeply distressing for many. Under these circumstances, time was of the
essence, and we immediately got to work and launched the Staying Well Together at SHAPE
programme. The mission of the programme was to build social capital throughout

the community by building awareness of, and opportunities for, how to remain and
sustain an individual and collective sense of well-being. Social capital is a concept in
social science that looks at the phenomenon of social networks and how individuals can
benefit from membership in them. Social capital revolves around three dimensions: a)
interconnected networks of relationships between individuals and groups (social ties

or social participation); b) levels of trust that characterises these ties; and c¢) resources
or benefits that are both gained and transferred by virtue of social ties and social

participation (Britannica.com). An underpinning belief is that measurable and tangible

psychological and protective benefits to individuals exist from being connected through

strong and supportive social ties, which formed the foundation of the programme.

Well-being at the center of all we do

The literature on well-being has been rapidly growing for the last two decades and has
accelerated even further in response to the pandemic. It is important to note that there
are many different types of well-being to include physical, mental and social aspects.
Interest from psychologists, sociologists, economists, business and policy makers in this
area are becoming increasingly focused on the role and impact of well-being on overall
life satisfaction and its relationship with key outcome measures. Indeed, several studies
have associated higher well-being with better health and longevity (Boehm & Kubzansky,
2012; Huppert, 2009; Park et al. ,2016; Shrestha et al., 2019; Seligman, 2008), better
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ability to cope with adversity, greater productivity and stronger social relationships
(Diener, 2000; Graham, 2009). Protecting the well-being of military personnel and their
families is especially important in the context of higher-than-average risk of PTSD,
depression and anxiety, sleep disruptions and suicidal ideation. In response to this, a
variety of programmes have been developed focused on counteracting stigma by building
strong peer support relationships designed to increase social support to encourage help
seeking behaviours (Greden et al., 2010).

The primary focus of our culturally sensitive programme (Staying Well Together) was on
helping people to build and strengthen their psychological well-being by developing
prompts and activities that encouraged an abundance of positive feelings and a reduction
of negative feelings. We used the well-researched Diener (2009) definition of Subjective
Well-Being (SWB), as it allows the individual to determine their own sense of well-
being in terms of happiness, life satisfaction, and positive affect, and is influenced by
health, social contact, activity and personality. It was built as a system with distinct
elements that were inter-connected, self-reinforcing and adaptable to individual and
group preferences and circumstances. It was evidence-based programme underpinned
by the holistic Five Ways to Well-being (Connect, Give, Take Notice, Keep Learning and Be
Active, Centre for Wellbeing at the New Economics Foundation, 2008) as a set of simple
daily practices for individuals to improve their well-being. The idea that individuals can
achieve a sense of well-being by developing specific building blocks is well documented
and supported by Seligman (2018) who hypothesised that PERMA (Positive Emotion,
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment) are the essential elements
of well-being. Evidence exists to support the association between individual practices and
well-being (Aked et al., 2008). Engaging in multiple practices is associated with higher
levels of well-being, with well-being increasing with each additional practice regardless
of the combination. The most important predictors of well-being are Keep Learning and
Take Notice, according to an extensive study undertaken with 10,012 adults throughout
Aotearoa, New Zealand (Mackay, 2019).

Importantly, the Five Ways to Well-being approach is outcome focused based on the five
key actions of social relationships, physical activity, awareness, learning, and giving, that
research indicates are important influencers of well-being. Evidence exists to show that
both well-being and ill-being are influenced by having secure social relationships, being
involved in learning and being physically active (Aked et al., 2008). Specifically, well-
being is shown to be influenced in a positive way through the processes of giving and

becoming more aware. The universality and simplicity of this approach was appealing
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given the complex and diverse needs of the international military context. The positive
and empowering focus on encouraging a healthy combination of these behaviours to
enhance individual well-being with the goal of reducing the number of people in the
community who develop mental health disorders in the longer term, was relevant and
appropriate given the context of stigma around seeking mental health support that

existed and the scarcity of resources available to deal with behavioural health challenges.

Thus, equipping individuals with the knowledge, skills and resources to achieve a sense
of well-being by offering concrete activity-based ideas on how to improve personal
well-being was highly desirable. By communicating these five simple ways to well-
being, individuals were being prompted into thinking about what is important to their
well-being and encouraging them to prioritise these simple activities into their everyday
routines. Individuals would likely already be involved in many of these activities, and

it was our goal to increase the time spent on the specific activities that were known to
enhance well-being. As many of the ways for people to enjoy these activities were shut
down due to the restrictions, the programme focused on redesigning these activities in

Covid-19 friendly and accessible ways.
Staying Well Together

The programme had a clear mission and was volunteer-led, so it was able to be
responsive, agile and adaptable to the ever-changing conditions and environment. It
grew and evolved in response to demands and feedback from the wider community.
Vulnerable groups were identified and prioritised. Those in danger of falling through the
cracks were offered a sense of belonging. The systemic nature of the programme helped
to simplify an over complex organization by making explicit the inter-connections and

relationships that needed to exist throughout the community to achieve the mission.

Due to the increased risks of isolation during the winter months and lockdown during
Christmas, we developed a targeted campaign, informing every member of SHAPE of the
Five Ways to Well-being, employing leaflets, a huge banner and content displayed on large

LED screens all around the compound (see Figure 1).

eawop.org 25


http://eawop.org

Protecting the well-being of NATO’s most powerful force: Its people

Figure 1
Banner display of Staying Well Together

We needed to identify the resources available in the community that could be mobilised

to help meet the needs of the community. To do this we developed a team made up of
international psychologists and psychiatrists. This was accomplished rapidly through
word of mouth and social media announcements. Team members were keen to have an
opportunity to use their skills in a timely and impactful way. Collectively we developed
a series of principles and activities that engaged all nations throughout the community,
and which responded sensitively to the unique circumstances that each nation faced.

Activities mapped onto the Five Ways to Well-being such as language buddies, photo
competitions, book clubs, cooking clubs, golf, Cross Fit, virtual Zumba and yoga and
hiking clubs were launched to create opportunities for Covid-19 safe shared interests
to be discovered and nurtured. They were designed to lessen isolation and increase
motivation and a sense of hope. By joining special interest activity groups individuals
were encouraged to develop social relationships and stay connected (Connect); as ‘Doing
good does you good’ (McCulloch, 2012). We organised community activities such

as healthcare appreciation lunches, that required volunteering and giving to others
(Give); yoga and meditation classes encouraged individuals to become aware of what
is happening in the moment by being more reflective and photo competitions helped
individuals to notice and appreciate the beauty that surrounded them (Take Notice).

EWOP in Practice, 2023, 17(1), 20-34
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The Language Buddy Programme helped to increase skills and improve self-esteem by
offering peer language support (Keep Learning); and the Walk and Talk programmes
(designed for specific communities) encouraged people to keep active throughout

the year, especially during winter, through a social walking programme designed to

strengthen the link between exercise and reduced depression and anxiety (Be Active).

Figure 2

Walk and Talk programme

Evaluation and outcomes of Staying Well Together

We conducted formative and summative evaluation through monitoring uptake numbers
(motivation), seeking feedback and reviewing the effectiveness of the activity. We also
used Facebook polling to monitor and track the mood (affect) of individuals by using

the mood questionnaire each week. For example “How have you felt in the past week?”
Please rate your mood by ticking the appropriate box” Rating: 1 = never, 6 = all the time in
the categories of Happy, At ease, Annoyed, Anxious, Calm, Motivated, Bored, Tired,
Active, Gloomy. We observed that moods were adversely impacted by poor weather

and quarantine (we introduced care packs and zoom counselling to counteract this)
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and positively impacted by factors such as fair weather and community campaigns,
for example, the photo competitions inviting people to take pictures of their favourite

quarantine activities.

Based on feedback and uptake numbers, the two most impactful activities were Walk

and Talk and Language Buddies. They each offered an opportunity for meaningful and
mutually trusting connections to be built around a common interest, activity or goal.
Friendships were made and confidence to connect amidst uncertainty offered a much-
needed cocoon of safety and comfort. We successfully encouraged social connections
throughout the pandemic by replacing the commonly used and severely limiting term
‘social distancing’ with ‘keep socially connected and physically distanced’. We worked
closely with the SHAPE Base Support Commander to ensure that we were operating safely

within the Belgium Covid regulations and sought formal approval for each activity.

Visibility of our activities impacted the community positively and spurred many
additional activities, including a Walk and Talk for the Italian spousal community, a
book club for the Polish community and a Virtual London Marathon hosted by the British
Military Community. Our programme principles inspired existing groups to understand
their purpose more holistically, positively impacting the community. For example, the
former president of the SHAPE International Toastmasters Club, thanked our programme
for motivating her to take her club on-line and to use the platform to connect former
members around the world with existing members, creating meaningful connections

throughout the community and a renewed sense of purpose.

We created an education and awareness campaign through a Facebook group (currently
with 874 members) and a monthly column in the SHAPE Community Life Magazine (for
an example see Figure 3), featuring mental health-focused articles and studies, events
and activities engaging all international members of the community. The many featured
topics are selected in response to feedback from the community, and have included how
to reduce and manage stress, how to build and sustain lasting friendships, how to build
a balanced and happy life and understanding the benefits of health psychology for well-
being. An article on ‘Sustaining a Happy Work: Life Balance’ resulted in our programme
being asked to deliver staff training to the American Armed Services personnel based in
Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg and ‘Finding Your Sense of Belonging When
Away from Home’ was turned into a workshop and delivered at an Americans Working

Across the Globe (AWAG) conference in Germany.
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Over time, connections across the community were made and members of the community
grew in strength and developed confidence in sharing articles and stories about resilience
and mental health, demonstrating a level of trust and compassion that continues to

grow. The primary goal of the campaign was to facilitate and create opportunities

for individuals to make meaningful connections with other members of SHAPE. By
strengthening the psychological safety and security of the community, we believed that

the resilience of the SHAPE community was being strengthened.

Figure 3
Example of a monthly column in the SHAPE Community Life Magazine

ith the uncertainty that we are experiencing

at present, it is reassuring to know that there

are some things that we can be certain about!
' One of those things is the power of friendships!

- [vrcana]

’

g in Fri

When was the last ime that you made a new friend
or connected with an old one? Think of friendships
as relationships that need to be nurtured and invested
in — think of them like a bank account. We will all
make withdrawals at some point, but the effects are
limited by the credits that we have built up. You can
make deposits by keeping promises, using kind words
and giving compliments, by remembering things
about them like their interests, sending an article that
made you think of them, by apologizing, including
the person in your activity and helping a person out
Withdrawals include breaking promises, saying unkind

Fri e n d S he I p yo u :‘c:rs:,'sr;;usmg to say sorry, by excluding and ignoring
s Did you know - People with strong social ties are

Ilve a Iong and 50% less likely to die early.
h a p py llfe! Did you know - A British study found that regular

contact with 10 or more friends significantly increas-
es happiness and lengthens life. The same study found
that people with fewer friends reported lower levels of
happiness all around

Did you know - A Harvard Business School study
showed that an everyday occurrence like a conversa-

n StayingWellTogetherAtSHAPE tion can often hold more meaning for us later than a

momentous event.

When you are feeling down -
call a friend

Call your positive friend for a quick chat and we
guarantee you'll feel better. It is a good idea to get into
a healthy habit of calling friends regularly ~ perhaps
choose a day of the week for ‘friends’ To foster a
friendship, skip the small talk and get to important
topics. Research shows we feel closer to friends when
we have meaningful conversations.
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The Staying Well Together programme acted as a bridge between the community, the
SHAPE Healthcare Centre and SHAPE. By way of example, the ‘Walk and Talk for Parents
with Newborns’ programme, identified vulnerable parents of newborns across all nations,
connected them with the various community healthcare services and designed an activity
to bring together these otherwise dispersed and isolated individuals into a purposeful and
active group. The Walk and Talk for Parents group met weekly come rain or shine and
friendships were formed and continued throughout and beyond the pandemic. It offered
a lifeline for many new mothers who found themselves struggling alone with a newborn
and away from their family and friends. Focus groups and interviews of participants

and professionals involved in the programme highlighted many powerful personal and

community benefits, some of which were anticipated and others that were not:

“As a midwife, the programme reminded me of the importance of social connections and
support for new mothers and taught me how to foster a sense of community and unity
amongst service users.” UK Midwife, SHAPE Healthcare Facility.

“As a new mom and someone new to the military, I was overwhelmed by having a newborn
in a foreign country during the pandemic. I have a history of mental ill health and was
fearful that I would slip into a deep depression. The Staying Well Together programme gave
me a reason to get dressed and out of the house. It helped me to make friends and to keep
active and most importantly offered me a sense of security that someone would notice if [

didn’t turn up and reach out to check in on me.” US spouse of US Armed Services Officer.

Themes from our evaluation were shared with the healthcare professionals at SHAPE to
further their understanding of the unique and universal needs of the community and the

evidenced based ways of meeting them.

Reflections on what it means to help
another’s well-being

As I reflect on the past two and a half years of Staying Well Together at SHAPE, I am
convinced that well-being of the individual or individual nations is at the heart of NATO.
The Covid-19 experience made more explicit our understanding that well-being is
underpinned by security in its many facets (health, economic, physical, psychological,

national, regional and global).
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The Washington Treaty was signed by 12 founding nations of NATO in Washington DC on
4 April 1949. While NATO’s common defense purpose and its famous Article 5 is generally
understood, the authors of the Washington Treaty also foresaw a critical mission for the

Alliance in the post-World War 2 period of reconstruction and challenge:

”The Parties to this Treaty reaffirm their faith in the purposes and principles of the Charter
of the United Nations and their desire to live in peace with all peoples and all governments.
They are determined to safequard the freedom, common heritage and civilization of their

peoples, founded on the principles of democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law.”

Notably, the Treaty (p1.) reads: “They seek to promote stability and well-being in the North
Atlantic area.” Yes, well-being is a mission for the Alliance, and one of its original
missions. It was this historical Treaty that sparked the start of a journey that would
result in the formation of the world’s longest and most successful alliance. For over
seven decades, NATO has largely silently and subtly protected the well-being and security

of over one billion citizens.

Over the decades of travel by the Alliance, well-being has been and continues to be
challenged in numerous ways, to include communism, military invasion, Cold War, fall
of the Berlin Wall, 9/11, Afghanistan and most recently the Ukraine crisis. These incidents
bring into sharp focus our understanding of common defense and freedom, and the

preservation of our well-being.

As a psychologist, and not a specialist on international relations or treaties, it is the
authors of this Treaty over 70 years ago who used these words and highlighted them.
These are words of the profession of psychology. These are the words we as psychologists
use in consultation. We have seldom heard these words before concerning NATO; that is
until the Covid-19 pandemic. Thus, the Covid-19 has changed how we see security, how
we see interactions and how we see well-being. Note the phrase ‘You Are Not Alone’!

We built a programme at SHAPE that would support individuals to feel physically safe
and socially connected. Yes - socially connected rather than socially distanced. The one
thing connecting us on this planet is the one thing that protects us - our humanity.

As humans we are instinctively connected and thrive through our being connected. I
understood that we needed to nurture and foster these connections as a community at
SHAPE and this is where the idea of the Staying Well Together programme was born.
Social Capital is best understood as an organizational asset that benefits all its members.
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Covid-19 has highlighted the value in moving beyond an individual model of well-being
towards a collective one. Individuals thrive in environments where psychological safety
and collective trust exist. A strong community in which individuals are able to leverage
collective knowledge and resources, strengthens the entire membership. This is where

the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts.

Our motto ‘You Are Not Alone’ could not have been simpler. We will always be stronger
together. Essentially, the principles of being an Ally that bound together the alliance back
in 1949, were the same ones that bind together the community at SHAPE. Stay connected
- take notice - keep learning - keep active - give to others. These were the pathways
guiding us back to our roots; back to a more fundamental understanding of security,
away from the complexity of policies or strategies or weapon capabilities — back to well-
being, our well-being, our collective well-being as a prerequisite for any other form of
security. And the well-being journey at SHAPE was designed to rebuild well-being and to
respond to these crises with new pathways, as we simultaneously redrew the emotional
maps of our lives to help us cope with the fear, unknown and isolation. We all redefined
what well-being is and what it means to each and every one of us, individually and

together.

The well-being journey at SHAPE led us to a place where we were reminded of the power
of the human touch - the power of being touched and the power of touching others.
Together we protect the well-being of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. This is a
mission the Treaty authors envisioned over seven decades ago and it is a mission that
remains central to each of us as individuals, as a community and as a community of
nations. This priority will never go away. It is here to stay, with or without a pandemic.
It is driven by need. And it is in the recognition of this universal need that we will all
find our path to security, our path to success and our path to making others feel secure

and safe.

As Work and Organization Psychologists, we can protect these cherished institutions.
We can impart our extensive knowledge and understanding to ensure that humanitarian
missions remain sustainable and achievable, through resilient and adaptable policies
and practices, through education and awareness and through guiding principles that
inspire future leaders to lead passionate and engaged followers in search of a safe,

fair and humane existence. The pandemic created a moment in history for billions of
people around the planet to contemplate the kind of world that they want. Thus, a

global ‘unfreezing’ (Kurt Lewin, 1951) has occurred. So now, let us come together as
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a profession and collectively create a future that is defined by a sense of psychological
security, agency and a commitment to a higher purpose. American Anthropologist

Margaret Mead summed this up well by staying:

“Never underestimate the power of a small group of committed people to change the world.

In fact, it is the only thing that ever has.” (Stover, 2005).
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Introduction

It is because of the survivors of natural disaster, war, homelessness, internal
displacement and/or famine that aid work exists, and it is implicitly worthwhile. In
comparison to the general population aid workers (AW) experience high levels of
burnout and traumatic stress (Connorton et al., 2012). Traditionally, AW have been

held responsible for their own well-being, as self-care is believed to be the primary
mode of protection against the stress of humanitarian work (Quimby, 2021). More
recently (Stringer, 2023), the psychological safety climate (Hall et al., 2013) of aid
organizations has been recognised as being fundamental for the welfare of AW (Jachens
et al., 2019). Therefore, aid organizations, whatever the capacity or role, have a pivotal
role in mediating the stress of AW (Strohmeier et al., 2019). But the psychosocial
support for AW can be a challenge for AO (Aldamman et al., 2019), as the work stress
that affects AW can be compounded by inefficient organizational structures and
leadership inadequacies (Strohmeier et al., 2019). To increase the psychological safety
climiate of AW it is therefore important to scrutinise what aid organizations can do to
improve upon existing AW support. This paper is written in the hope of creating cues
for formal or informal dialogues and exchanges about information, policies, resources
and programmes related to the protection of AW. This paper is shared to encourage
psychologists to research and embrace careers in the aid sector, as despite its challenges
the work can be rewarding. While not intending to be exhaustive of all facets of AW, the
discussion below illustrates some of the triumphs and struggles AW face. Here I propose
the Aid Organizations’ Stress Prevention and Intervention (AOSPI) model, which was forged by
gathering empirical evidence and existing best practice. The model provides a template
for understanding the complexity of supporting AW at all levels. The AOSPI model is
meant to be adapted, developed, changed and moved along the spectrum of needs across

diverse aid organizations.
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The work of aid workers

Since 2013 there has been a 40% increase in the number of AW, with more than 630,000
professionals estimated to be working in countries with humanitarian crises in 2020
(ANALP, 2022) as “The world faces worst humanitarian crisis since 1945, and 20 million people
will starve if the wealthier population does not help” (BBC, 11 March 2017). Overall, there are
over 13 million humanitarian volunteers or non-professional AW who respond to the

call to support people across the globe before, during or after crises (Hazeldine & Baille
Smith, 2015) helping 93 million beneficiaries. Humanitarian aid can be extended by
governments and by religious or secular non-governmental organizations (NGO) such as
the Bangladesh Rehabilitation Assistance Committee (BRAC), or by inter-governmental
organizations such as the United Nations (UN), or the International Federation of Red
Cross and the Red Crescent Societies (IFRC). Aid workers can be locally or internationally
recruited, seconded, volunteered or unpaid. Aid is usually funded by donors but can also
be profitable (Casey, 2012). Aid work can be linked to permanent health care, to temporary
provision in the aftermath of a disaster or political unrest, or to protracted refugee,

development, human rights, political or peacekeeping support.

Aid workers can be engaged in supporting beneficiaries during emergencies, extended
conflict, or economic development, and can specialise in anything from sanitation

to political and economic protection. Contractual agreements for AW span from sub-
contractor or volunteer to long-term employee. While the increase in professionalism of
AW has been welcome in the sector, the level of competence required for AW posts can
make aid work employment an exclusive choice for elite students who have access to
stable internet and education (Gloss et al., 2012), making aid work an elite profession in
many nations. Nationally recruited AW make up more than 90% of the official 632,000
emergency workforce. Yet, irrespective of expertise there is usually a power imbalance
between nationally and internationally recruited aid workers, as the most senior

professional positions are held by international aid workers (NALP, 2022).

Aid workers customarily have assigned duty stations, which can be from a field office
with limited infrastructure and financial resources such disaster sites or refugee camps
to headquarters (HQ). The International Civil Service Commission (2022) categorises
duty stations according to the level of danger and/or privation which increases from
H (HQ) to E (E being the most remote or dangerous, or both). Emergencies make aid

work impermanent, and most IAW spend the better part of their professional life in the
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field, moving from one posting to the next, some spending their working lives in D and

E duty stations. Upon re-entry from missions or life-long careers, AW often face social
(McCormack et al., 2009) and spiritual isolation (Wartenweiler & Eiroa-Orosa, 2016). To
my knowledge, the long-term effects of lives spent working in challenging and or isolated

geopolitical areas are under-studied.
The insecurity of aid work

Regardless of disposition, gender, posting, national origin, or contractual status AW

will experience challenges as the safety and security of AW has severely deteriorated.
Crime and danger have become inherent to aid work as exposure to critical incidents is
now routine, increasing the mandate to protect the well-being of AW (Stoddard et al.,
2022). From 2009 to 2016 the Aid Worker Security Database (AWSD, 2022) listed 2,139
security incidents involving 4,112 AW. In 2020, 484 AW were victims of violent attacks,
117 of whom died, making 2020 the worst year for humanitarian work losses after 2019.
From 1997 to 2018, 1830 AW died, 1365 were kidnapped and 1700 were wounded. While
being less reported, sexual violence against AW has increased (Mazurana & Donnelly,
2017; Nobert, 2017). With overall violent attacks totalling 459 in 2021; attacks against AW
were more deadly. Among those attacked, 141 AW were killed, 117 were kidnapped and 117
seriously injured (AWSD, 2022). In countries where violence and sexual assaults or threats
are common, and where AW are exposed to secondary security risks, AW live in a constant
state of alert (Houldey, 2021; Quimby, 2021).

The aid sector is unpredictable because it often requires immediate responses to disasters
and conflicts which by nature are overwhelming. Immediate emergency responses require
emergency funding, lifesaving rescues and supplies and readily available AW (UNICEEF,
2023). Therefore, while employed professional national and international aid workers
have the potential to earn good money, and many AW called upon to answer humanitarian
emergencies have weak or short contractual agreements based on need. This lack of job
security can add to existing family burdens for AW (Asgary & Lawrence, 2014). I have
spoken to many AW providing shelter in emergency refugee camps who sleep little for
weeks if not months, as the urgency of need of desperate people trump personal needs.
While it is understood that the nature of emergency interventions requires sacrifices,
working under such conditions for long periods will affect resilience reserves (Brooks et
al,, 2015). Add to the situational urgency organizational structures that are unprepared
for supporting AW; the burden on AW can easily lead to long-term stress consequences.

The recovery phase of emergency operations may find AW who have already reached
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burnout (Jachens et al., 2019). Regardless of contractual status, the exigences of service
for many AW often include exposure to extreme human suffering, lack of social support,
and dissatisfying work (Quimby, 2021). Given common organizational stressors can
extend everyday work stress, some stressors particularly related to aid organizations are
illustrated below.

Working with aid workers

Specific stressors articulated by AW are internal (agency or team) conflict, lowered
productivity (Dahlgren et al., 2009), high staff rotation, cliques, indiscriminate blaming
or scapegoating, apathy, and excessive sick leave (United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees, UNHCR, 2001). Aid workers occupational stressors can also involve chaotic
programmes, local settings, and conflict over available resources (Wenar, 2009). Failing
leadership and poor team support negatively affect AW teams (Young et al., 2022).
While 40% of the 600,000 humanitarian workers who provide forefront aid are women,
most IAW with families at home are men. Women international aid workers who are
professionally compelled to serve beneficiaries across continents are more likely to

be unmarried / uncoupled, and less likely to be in leadership positions (Black et al.,
2017). Women, and especially non-White AW are more vulnerable to discrimination
(WeciE, 2023), sexual harassment and assault (EISF, 2018). Pervasive sexist attitudes are
aggravating stress factors for women AW who often ignore sexual harassment to survive
in aid work (Mazurana & Donnelly, 2017; Wagener, 2017).

While AO are often criticised for resource and financial waste (Asgary & Lawrence, 2014),
the scarcity of internal resources (Strohmeier et al., 2019) can itself create additional
stress. Conservation of Resource theory (Holmgreen et al., 2017) helps explain how the
scarcity or loss of resources can bring significant distress for AW in field offices where
even primary assets such as food and other essentials are severely restricted (Comoretto
et al., 2015). When comforts are few and far between, the psychological stress can be
intensified by AW competing for assets. For an example, of a seemingly minor issue,

if the mission has a total of four cars for more than 20 AW, and three of the cars are
taken by senior AW to meet with officials to obtain permission to establish emergency
supply chains (think for example the Covid19 vaccine), the car rotation schedule (to

get supplies for personal use or to beneficiaries) is challenged. The hierarchical use of
limited resources and conflicting needs creates competition and distress. Other resource
struggles or distress can stem from ease of access to basic needs such as running water,

sanitation, internet, reasonably comfortable accommodation or means of comfort. Senior
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AW with greater access to resources and increased freedom of movement will most likely
experience less distress or conflict because of easier access to necessities and/or freedom

of movement.

While acceptable levels of stress can facilitate cognitive function, exposure to intense
stress can impair performance on complex tasks (Sandi, 2013); particularly those
concerned with teamworking where transactive memory, a form of shared cognition across
the team is needed to code, store and retrieve information (Blanchet & Michinov, 2014).
To safeguard energy under stress, the brain’s focus narrows to short-term goals and
needs. Such focus affects complex thinking behaviour, hampering planning and decision-
making abilities and weakening restraint and prosocial behaviour (Forbes et al., 2022).
Thus, because of the need to preserve cognitive energy (Bogdanov et al., 2021) AW facing
high or prolonged stress may default to a position of least cognitive effort. For example,

I have witnessed AW preserving their cognitive energy avoiding speaking in a second

or third language and gathering with colleagues from the same national background,

producing what appeared as ‘us vs them’ splits across teams.

Many are the demands for flexibility and for adapting to new environments for AW, and
accepting dispositional and perceived cultural encumbrances can also be experienced

as hurdles (Putnam et al., 2009). Cultural stressors include nationally recruited aid
workers who must adjust to incoming IAW recruited managers on rotation who may or
may not acknowledge existing local expertise. National aid workers may also be forced

to work with ethnic or minority groups that may be culturally different, or if the country
is experiencing a civil war, may work under members of opposing factions (McFarlane,
2004). For international aid workers, after moving home and countries, adapting to a new
office environment means learning local customs and new offices rules. For example, a
conservative IAW assigned to a liberal country may find it demanding to be confronted
with more liberal values regarding dress and social behaviour or may not have a choice of
diet. Similarly, AW may be required to acclimate to local culture by adopting behaviours
or clothing they may perceive as constrictive. Regardless of internal variances, in general
AW identify strongly with the fundamental participatory humanitarian principles of:
Humanity, Impartiality, Neutrality and Independence. As such the politicisation of aid

is generally incongruous with AW beliefs (Jachens et al., 2019), and can undermine AW
motivation (Dany et al., 2013), therefore a brief mention of the politicisation of aid work is

central in understanding its effect on AW.
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The politics of aid work

The power and financial disparities created by history and by the costs of aid across the
globe remain influential in aid policies and actions (Belloni, 2007). Much has been written
about the influence of aid, as politicians at all levels use aid for their own gain whether

to grab or keep power, to legitimise financial interests, or to enforce political strategies
(Escalante Block, 2021). For example, in 2022, 35 countries abstained, five voted against,
and 12 did not vote in supporting a UN resolution against Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
(Mills, 4 March 2022). Russia, as a permanent member of the UN security council has
veto rights. Faced with moral distress related to challenges to the core humanitarian
principles (Nilsson et al., 2011) the frustration for well-meaning AW can also mount
because of oppressive bureaucracies and political tugs (Lopes Cardozo et al., 2012).

Strains can stem from value systems dictated by aid donors via, for example, corruption
clauses that limit resources reaching beneficiaries (IASC, 2016). For example, the food
insecurity in Afghanistan has protracted for decades (Atmar, 2001) because of reluctance
in helping existing regimes, or the Taliban government that has now banned women from
working in the humanitarian sector (Naqui, 2022). Or supplies have had a difficult time
reaching the victims of the latest earthquake in February 2023 in Syria because of political
tensions and interests. To that effect, AW voice how efforts to implement programmes are
frustrated by donors’ political demands, or how priority is given to donor political reports
over recommended changes in resource allocation by field staff in the know (Quimby,
2022). The tendency to evaluate aid’s effectiveness via reductionist approaches (based

on statistics and numbers, the predisposition to translate behaviours and needs into
numbers that can be counted/monetised) and to present the needs of entire nations based
on figures alone frustrates aid workers and diminishes the meaning found in aid work
(Quimby, 2022). According to the AW themselves, effectiveness of aid interventions may
be better served by inductive participatory studies that considers the nuances in persons
and behaviours through human experiences informed by beneficiaries and AW in the field
(Houldey, 2021).

Because sense of coherence and meaningfulness are strong predictors of better health
outcomes for AW (De Jong et al., 2022), the personal effect of the politicisation of
humanitarian aid can challenge the resilience of AW. Aid organizations may create
hostile environments by their mere presence, raising the security profile of AW (Fee et
al., 2019). Consequently, AW can be confronted by challenges when exposure to the host
country’s and/or to colleagues’ hostility toward aid takes away from the sense that the

sacrifices they are making are worthwhile or recognised (Putnam et al., 2009). Working
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under raised physical protection strategies, for example high security barb-wired gated
compounds, convoy travel, helmets and flat jackets that create divisions between AW
and beneficiaries can demoralise AW who tend to be idealistic (Asgary & Lawrence, 2014)
and favour softer security approaches (Fee et al., 2019). For security reasons AW may
have to work side-by-side with security or armed forces, knowing the work will not
appear neutral, nor impartial, but instead is perceived as top-down and from a position
of power, as it is often that. Perhaps the issue is best illustrated by the recent experience
of an international AW who had just returned home after working for an international
non-governmental organization in the Horn of Africa. The AW expressed frustration at
not being able to help the hungry because the local government and rebels were stopping
the supply chain so that the opposition would starve. The AW was living without running
water or internet for several months at a time without breaks, and felt their sacrifice no
longer had purpose. The AW’s inability to help on the ground was wearing on their sense of
coherence (Thomas, 2016) gathered from providing life sustaining supplies for desperate
beneficiaries.

Sense of coherence is a determinant for well-being, and a key component for sense

of coherence is meaningfulness (De Jong et al., 2022). For support AW lacking contact
with beneficiaries, the absence of recognition and direct contact with aid recipients
undermines sense of coherence (Thomas, 2016), individual motivation (Friesen, 2022),
and meaning of work (Montaiuti, 2013); all factors that psychologically can aggravate
existing strain. In political or peacekeeping UN missions assisting governments or peace
and security operations (United Nations, 2023), the direct contact with aid recipients by
AW may be limited by security or by narrow mandates agreed with governments and/or
international entities as the African Union, the Arab League according to the UN Charter.
Such substantive operations are usually in active conflict and/or remote areas (for example
Somalia or Libya), and aid efforts are often political or directly related to paradoxical
peacekeeping military engagements, which seem intangible to AW (Montaiuti, 2013). In
such operations, work sense of coherence may be found for substantive AW who may be
leave the compound to meet political actors; support AW (HR, logistics, security, finance,
and others) however may never need to leave isolated compounds and working behind the
scenes can create additional psychological pressure. While essential to keeping substantive
aid work going on the front lines, generally donors (and politicians) are not keen on the
costs of administration (IASC, 2016). Aid organization culture may derive from similar
attitudes where support AW can be resented for taking resources that could otherwise help
more substantive aims, which in turn devalue support AW moving them to feel diminished
(Montaiuti, 2013).
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The role of aid organizations before, during and
after deployment

Whatever the service aid agencies offer, the responsibility for the well-being of AW
rests solidly on the shoulders of aid organizations to research and implement effective
solutions to best assist AW in delivering services to beneficiaries (Dunkley, 2018;
Stringer, 2023). Some aid organizations such as the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR, 2021) have plans in place for the welfare of AW which inform
best practice. However, despite of the importance of the role of aid organizations in

the prevention of AW stress, the level of commitment to prevention and intervention
policies varies (Connorton et al., 2012). To avoid the tendency of aid organizations to
bolster mental health care only after critical incidents (Quimby, 2021), I propose a Model
for Aid Organizations’ Stress Prevention and Interventions (AOSPI) in Figure 1. The AOSPI model
illustrates a multi-modal approach to enhance the psychological safety climate. The aim
is to forge robust prevention and intervention policies as protective factors for AW. As
illustrated in detail below, the greatest burden rests on aid organizations to establish

stress prevention measures and psychological safety climate.

Aid Organizations’ Stress Prevention and Intervention
(AOSPI): A model

The main premise for the AOSPI model, is the establishment of an organizational plan
for psychological safety climate which includes the role of the aid organizations and of
individual AW in prevention, intervention, crisis service-delivery and follow up. The
model was assembled by combining Fee et al.’s (2013) HR model for expatriates with

an intervention model for critical incident response (Miczaica & Montaiuti, 2019) and by
integrating existing evidence and best practice. Within the context of aid organizations’
policies and procedures, the AOSPI model contains three interchangeable phases of

(A) before, (B), during and (C) after deployment and/or critical incident. Within each
phase are four broad categories of Human Resources (HR), Training, Mental Health
Interventions (MHI) and HR-MHI (HR policies and procedures addressing burnout and
MI). Suggestions refer to national aid workers and international aid workers regardless of
employment status unless otherwise specified. Section D further details opportunities for
self-care and well-being services offering recommendations for HR and individual AW

interventions to increase ipersonal well-being regardless of existing psychological safety
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climate or disposition. For each overall theme recommended policies and procedures are written

in italics.

Figure 1
Aid Organizations’ Stress Prevention and Intervention (AOSPI): A model

/

A. PREVENTION PHASE (Before deployment)

A. The overriding goal is to increase protective factors and Pyschological Safety Climate across AO,
by equipping AQ, HR and AW at all levels with the knowledge and skills to operate in stressful environments.

Al Streamline recruitement & career evaluation/re-training

A2 HR: Leadership, team and supervisory effectiveness

A3 Training: Leadership models positive coping

A4 HR: Monitoring PSC

A5 HR-MHI: Organization-wide policies for AW wellbeing

A6 HR-MHI: Support home ties and personal emergencies

A7 Address individual barriers to psychosocial support (HR-MHI)
A8 HR: Address organizational barriers to psychosocial support
A9 Training: Pre-deployment and critical incident (Cl) briefings
A10  Training: Stress management (SMT) and screening

A11  Training: Intercultural programmes

A12  Training: Security awareness and bias

A13  Training: Individual/group technical/clinical supervision

D. HR-MHI: Opportunities
for self-care

HR: Well-being services

HR Establishes P&P for PSC

HR Addresses leadership barriers to support
HR Increase access to exercise and
recreation opportunities

HR Increase access to appropriate
nutritious opportunities

HR Increase access to spiritual support
HR Ensure available self assessment
and supervision at HQ and in the field
HR Provides post assignement tools
HR Establishes recognition of service

MH: Individual well-being

Avail self to literature and websites
resources and telehealth

Engage exercise and recreation
Engage nutrition

Engage sleep hygene

Secure spiritual support

Approach psychosocial support
Address barriers to support

Access post-assignment support
Access screening tools

Access self monitoring tools

Engage in supervision

Actively engage in assignment support
(prepartain, during Cl, post Cl, and end

of employment support)

Secure career & MH counselling »

/
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B. INTERVENTION PHASE (During deployment and
or in the event of a critical incident)

B HR: Crisis (CI) preparation **HR Management plan for psychological
safety and for crisis (CI) response with a Crisis Management Team (CMT)

HR increasese opportunities for self-care within the mission
during deployment as a matter of routine.

B1 HR: Critical incident (CI) response

B2 HR-MHI: Critical Incident (Cl) MHI interventions

B3 Training-MHI: Psychosocial support tools

B4 HR-MH: Opportunities for self-care/well-being services
B5 MHI: Well-being and stress mechanism indicators

B6 MHI: Work engagement

B7 MHI: Recognition for service

S

C. FOLLOW-UP PHASE (After deployment)

C HR: Compliance HR continues to survey compliance with existing policies
and change or adapt policies to new ‘realities’, updating and reviewing
according to the changing needs of the organization and the community

at large (Fee et. al., 2013).

C1 HR-MHI: End of assignment(s) support
Cc2 HR-MHI: Post Cl and mission support
C3 HR-MHI: Returning AW service recognition
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A. Prevention phases (before deployment)

A. HR: Overriding policies and procedures

Aid worker stress can be minimised by better organizational practices acting as protective
barriers against the inherent stress of aid work (Cockcroft-McKay & Eiroa-Orosa, 2020),
and the overriding goal of AOSPI is to help equip aid organizations at all levels with the
knowledge and skills to operate in stressful environments. Because preparedness and
training (Connorton et al., 2012) are more effective than assessment and pre-screening
(Opie et al. 2022), before aid operations or critical incident interventions can take place,
an overview of existing policies and procedures is necessary. Tailoring the aid agency’s
management plan for psychological safety climate follows.

Regardless of the aid organization’s mandate, the management plan for psychological
safety climate includes a review of the organization’s role in prevention and intervention
and crisis service-delivery (Fee et al., 2013), and critical incident follow-up policies and
procedures (Miczaica & Montaiuti, 2022) designed to support AW mental and physical
health and professional goals. In addition to existing evidence, policies based on
participatory approaches help AW feel valued and benefit HR decisions at HQ (Curling &
Simmons, 2010). Organizational wide policies and procedures that implicate AW’s well-being are
reviewed, established and implemented according to empirical and grass-root evidence obtained
from AW (Asgary & Lawrence, 2014).

A.1 HR: Streamline recruitment and career evaluations

Stable work environments with clear roles and matched competency positively impact
transactive memory increasing team efficiency and reducing stress (Blanchet &
Michinov, 2014; Josam et al., 2022). In aid organization team changes are frequent, and
it is important that HR practices match levels of expertise with previous incumbents

to increase team cohesion, communication and knowledge sharing (Blanchet &
Michinov, 2014). Instead, inadequate HR services in the aid sector can lead to promoting
a disproportionate number of technical AW with seniority to occupy management
position without proper management or leadership training or expertise outside

their own technical proficiency (Houldey, 2021). Moreover, for legal reasons letters of
recommendations are not required by some aid organizations. Therefore, AW who may
have been fired (something that happens rarely for again, legal reasons) can be hired
by another organization without being vetted (Quimby, 2021); instead, rumours can
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serve as recommendations. Creating recruiting practices, evaluation and compensation
strategies that are efficient and transparent by way of bias-free feedback mechanisms
and accountable procedures unburden AW from toxic leadership or colleagues (Houldey,
2021). HR helps harmonise skills and personal preferences with assignments (Asgary &
Lawrence, 2014) by lowering procedural burdens and bureaucratic requirements (Ghodsi et al.,
2022) and enhancing transparency in training before promotions. Providing new skills and
knowledge and fair employee evaluation processes to AW regardless of contractual status
improves peoples’ sense of worth; especially if such skills help improve continuity and
team stability. These improved HR practices in turn help aid organizations respond to
increasing aid needs (Hoffman & Weiss, 2007). AW need training and support in transition to
leadership and should be supported. HR provides confidential and systematic career counselling
and or training and re-training to all AW regardless of contractual status to improve services across

aid needs. Objective performance/key performance indicators (KPI) are monitored.

A.2 HR: Leadership, team and supervisory effectiveness

Aid worker stress is mediated by improving supervisory and team relationships and
perceived organisational support (Young et al., 2022). Team cohesiveness can improve
with insights into cultural nuances of newly assigned offices. Therefore, addressing
cohesiveness through leadership effectiveness and creating cultural 