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Introduction 

1  �ARQ Centre of Expertise for the Impact of Disasters and Crises (2024). Guideline for psychosocial support  
within high-risk professions: Revision of the guideline for psychosocial support for uniformed professionals. 
Diemen: ARQ National Psychotrauma Centre.	

Workplace violence, emotional challenging events, or changed 
working conditions due to a pandemic or disaster: every healthcare 
professional can be troubled by so-called shocking events.  
Appropriate and timely psychosocial support is essential to  
prevent, identify, monitor, and address psychosocial symptoms  
or problems following shocking events. 

The Policy guideline psychosocial support for 
healthcare professionals (hereafter: guideline) 
provides guidance in shaping and executing 
policies for optimal psychosocial support for 
healthcare professionals, aiming to prevent 
stress-related mental health issues after 
shocking events (resulting in high numbers 
of absence and staff turnover). The guideline 
is written for the managers of healthcare 
organizations, for trainers and supervisors  
of healthcare professionals, for trade asso- 
ciations, and for professional associations of 
healthcare professionals. Healthcare profes- 
sionals (in training) can also learn from this 
guideline.

 

 
Method

The recommendations in this guideline were 
developed through the evidence-based 
guideline development (EBRO) methodology, 
merging scientific knowledge and practical 
knowledge through consensus. There was 
broad representation from the target group
‘healthcare professionals’ in a project group 
(including experiential expertise) and a 
steering group (with policy decision makers). 

This guideline is based on the Guideline for 
Psychosocial Support for Uniformed Profes-
sionals 1, which was developed in 2012 in 
collaboration with high-risk professions 
such as the police, fire brigade, defense, 
and ambulance workers. In early 2020, the 
Foundation for care after work in Corona 
care (Stichting ZWiC) commissioned the 
ARQ Centre for Expertise for the Impact  
of Disasters and Crises to develop a policy 
guideline for psychosocial support for 
healthcare professionals after shocking 
events.
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Being prepared for shocking events
 
Psychosocial support begins with creating 
working conditions that prepares the 
organization and healthcare professionals 
for dealing with shocking events. 

This guideline describes characteristics  
of a safe and healthy work environment  
and a supportive work culture, to mitigate 
the chance of developing stress-related 
complaints during impactful events. 
Important characteristics of a caring work 
environment are: 

• � Recognition of the mental impact of 
shocking events. The impact is not 
trivialized; sufficient attention and time  
is appropriated for psychosocial support 
of healthcare professionals and the team, 
despite the workload.

• � A low threshold for reporting a shocking 
event.

• � Both emotional and practical support are 
provided after a shocking event at work.

• � Information is provided on how one should 
act during or after a traumatic event at work. 

 
• � Social support is available at work.
• � There is clarity about the role that each 

person fulfills (teamwork), an efficient  
division of tasks, clear work procedures, 
and collaboration between different  
disciplines.

• � The team has a strong team identity 
(social cohesion) and there is a mix of 
qualities and experiences in the team.

• � All employees, including the managers, 
have a shared responsibility to create and 
maintain the caring work environment. 

• � There is recognition of the high work de- 
mands placed on healthcare professionals. 

• � Work enjoyment is valued.
• � The workplace has adequate facilities. 
• � A structurally healthy schedule is provided 

with sufficient breaks and recovery time  
in all shifts.

• � Possibilities are offered for a good 
work-life balance.

• � Career development is supported.

Vision on psychosocial care after shocking events
 
Recommendations in this policy guideline 
were written for the healthcare sector. 
Organizing psychosocial support – and its 
structure within the organization – varies 
and depends on the opportunities and 
working methods within an organization. 
This guideline serves as a starting point for 
(further) developing procedures and protocols 
for psychosocial support of healthcare 
professionals.

The Circles Model (see figure 1) is at the  
core of this policy guideline. It describes the 
roles and relevance of parties surrounding 
healthcare professionals. The healthcare 

professional is the central figure and is 
primarily responsible for his own health. 
After shocking events, support can be 
offered and sought in the nearest circles 
(family, friends, colleagues), gradually 
involving more (professional) care and 
support when necessary.

In the implementation of psychosocial  
support for shocking events, it is important 
not to be too passive and overlook health-
care workers with potential problems. And 
at the same time, it is essential not to offer 
or impose unnecessary or inappropriate 
help.

Specialized mental healthcare, such as 
psychiatrists, psychologists, and 
psychotherapists.

4

Professional healthcare, such as social workers, 
occupational health physicians, primary care 
psychologists, and general practitioners.

3

Key figures, such as managers, trainers,  
spiritual counselors, and ombudspersons.

2

Close relations, such as family, friends,  
neighbors, colleagues, and peers.

1

Organized peer support,
such as company support teams,  
peer supporters, and peer networkers.

Employee

3 Professional healthcare

2 Key figures

1 Close relations

4 Specialized mental health care

Organized peer support

Figure 1: Circles Model

“ �All employees, including the managers, 
have a shared responsibility to create and 
maintain the caring work environment. 
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In addition to ensuring a caring work 
environment, it is important that strategies 
are embedded in the organization to  
promote the mental resilience and well-being 
of healthcare professionals, so that the 
likelihood of negative consequences from 
shocking events is reduced.

Some evidence-based examples of strategies 
that can be applied to promote a safe and 
healthy work environment and prevent the 
development of stress-related issues during 
significant events include:
• � Information about the psychological 

impact of shocking events and the 
available support within the organization.

• � Training courses in stress reduction  
and resilience.

• � Promoting healthy behavior.
• � Regular peer-supervision and ethical 

reflection.
• � Regular monitoring of the well-being  

of healthcare professionals.
• � Working with protocols for dealing  

with specific shocking events, such as 
aggression or patient safety incidents.

• � Working with protocols for handling social 
safety incidents within teams or colleagues.

• � Delivering organized peer support. 
• � Providing professional support when needed.

Roles and responsibilities
 
Peer supporters are colleagues working in 
healthcare – often employed in the same 
organization or department and in the same 
profession – who have been trained to 
conduct supportive conversations with an 
employee who has experienced a shocking 
event. People within an organization take  
on different roles and responsibilities within 
psychosocial support after shocking events 
at work. Good cooperation among all 
parties involved is essential.

The employee has a personal responsibility 
to be able to continue working. To this end, 
employees should develop and maintain 
knowledge and professional skills, but also 
by monitoring their own health and mental 
well-being.  

The employer is responsible for:
• � Ensuring compliance with policies  

for optimal psychosocial support after 
shocking events. 

• � Creating a caring work environment. 
• � Facilitating prevention and organizational 

strategies for dealing with shocking 
events.

• � Making prevention and organizational 
strategies known to healthcare profes- 
sionals and managers, in a way that they 
are easily and quickly accessible.

• � Offering information and facilitating 
training in the field of psychosocial 
support at all levels of the organization.

• � Coordinating and evaluating collegial 
support activities.

“ �It is important that strategies  
are embedded in the organization  
to promote the well-being of  
healthcare professionals, to reduce 
the likelihood of negative  
consequences from shocking events.  
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Peer support should be offered in 4 steps:

 
1.	�	� Timely recognize the necessity of peer support. Peer support is offered in case  

of a shocking event, when the healthcare professional indicates or a (peer support) 
coordinator, supervisor, trainer, or colleague notices that a colleague needs support. 
What is meant by ‘shocking event’ is subjective. The organization should therefore  
have a list of events that are followed up by offering peer support.

 

2.	�	� Proactively offer peer support to the healthcare professional.

 
3.	�	� Deliver peer support to healthcare professionals by:
		  a.	 Providing practical help.
		  b.	� Encouraging healthy recovery (promoting self-reliance) without actively asking  

to express emotions.
		  c.	� Early detection of stress-related symptoms and timely referral to professional help.
		  d.	� Helping recovery after a shocking event.
		  e.	� Involving the social network of the employer in monitoring mental health.
		  f.	� Considering and addressing any negative reactions from the environment. 
		  g.	� Providing a maximum of 3 conversations. 

 
4.	�	� If the colleague shows increasing or severe stress reactions, refer the colleague  

to professional healthcare providers. 
 

Peer supporters have good conversational skills, basic knowledge of psychotrauma, 
traumatic events and their consequences, and can recognize difficulties in trauma recovery. 

It is recommended to evaluate peer support for quality improvement while safeguarding 
privacy of the people involved.

 

The manager or team leader is  
responsible for:
• � Serving as a role model when it comes  

to creating a caring work environment.
• � Monitoring the mental health of employees 

and regularly making clear how support 
can be accessed.

Peer support
 
Organized peer support requires  
the following:
• � A coordinator for the peer support team.
• � Managing and facilitating the work  

of peer supporters.
• � Supervision of and responsibility  

for the quality of peer support.
• � Coaching the peer supporters.
• � Supporting the recruitment of peer 

supporters.
• � Coordination and maintenance  

of contacts with relevant partners  
(for example mental health care  
professionals).

• � Organizing the training of peer  
supporters.

• � Guaranteeing the accessibility  
of peer support.

• � Periodic monitoring and evaluation  
of peer support.

• � Periodic reporting on the above  
within the organization.

• � Clear agreements between the  
coordinator and management to  
achieve the above.

“ �The manager,  
(peer support)  
coordinator and  
colleagues play  
an important  
monitoring role.
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Professional help 
 
Identifying stress-related complaints after 
major events comes down to keeping an eye 
on the healthcare professional: regularly ask 
how they are doing. The manager, (peer 
support) coordinator and colleagues play an 
important monitoring role. Identification of 
stress-related symptoms does not only occur 
after shocking events but is embedded in the 
daily routine. Collegial social support takes 
place, for example, by conducting check-in 
and check-out conversations during shift 
changes and can be part of work meetings 
or annual conversations with the manager  
or coordinator. It is also possible to pair 
colleagues who get more acquainted with 
each other and regularly check on each 
other (buddies).

Indications for advising a referral to profes-
sional help can be recurrent disturbing 
memories of, or dreams about the event; 
physical stress reactions; sleep disturbance; 
absenteeism; sleep problems; increased 
irritability or aggression regulation problems 
(short temper); feelings of insecurity and/or 

fear; mood changes; bad mood; concentration 
problems; increased alcohol and/or 
substance use; functioning problems (work 
and private life); feeling of guilt and shame.

The organization should have a protocol 
regarding the referral of healthcare profes-
sionals to professional mental health experts. 
The organized peer support, coordinators, 
managers, and trainers should be aware of 
this. The organization should proactively 
involve the occupational physican in 
decision-making about effective care for 
stress-related symptoms after shocking 
events. Occupational healthcare providers 
should follow the most recent guidelines for 
professional support in work-related mental 
health issues.

Clear information should be available to 
healthcare professionals about what 
professional mental help entails. Professional 
mental health can be provided both/either 
within and/or outside the organization. 
There should be contracts with professional 
healthcare providers. Healthcare professio-
nals should know how to access this help.

“ �The organization 
should have a  
protocol regarding  
the referral of  
healthcare  
professionals to  
professional mental 
health experts. 
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This document contains an English summary of the Policy guideline psychosocial support 
for healthcare professionals; A practical guide in case of shocking events. 

The Dutch-language guideline including appendices and source references is digitally 
available via arq.org or impact@arq.org.

ARQ National Psychotrauma Centre
Nienoord 5
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