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At Uppsala University 
students prepare for international work 

• From all over the world

• From different 
disciplines

• More and more 
students plan for 
humanitarian work
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Background

Personal starting point
Experiences as:

• University teacher > 20 years

• Field nurse

• Programme officer

• Recruitment officer for NGO

• Consultant to Sida Photo: M Bjerneld
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Overall Aim

• To investigate 
– how humanitarian organisations, attract, recruit and prepare and

support western health professionals for field work 
– how theses professionals are utilized 

• To identify factors important for improvement of the 
system 
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A PhD project
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Study 1: Perceptions of work in humanitarian action

Aim: To describe returning aid workers perceived  experiences in the 
field and the preparation and support in connection with the 
assignment

Material:
• 20 experienced Swedish nurses and doctors
• Aged 25 – 55 years
• At least one experience during the last year in humanitarian action
• Recruited through Swedish NGOs

Method: Individual semi-structured interviews
Content analysis
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Findings from study 1
Multiple work areas

In hospitals In primary health care

WHO. Black WHO Marco Kokic



8

Findings from study 1
Different roles

Medical  work Supervision/training

WHO Marco KokicWFP Ann Poulsen
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Findings from study 1

Six themes:
1. Positive feelings about humanitarian assistance work

2. Frustration and stress

3. The work was different from what was expected

4. Perceptions about other ‘actors’- locals needed to be updated

5. Affecting success: professional competence, non–medical 
knowledge, personality

6. Roles of the recruiting organisation – often disappointment
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Study 2. Motivations, concerns, and expectations

Aim: To identify motivating factors and problems and concerns

Material:
• 19 doctors and nurses between 25 – 35 years of age
• No experience of international work
• Recruited from  courses at IMCH, Uppsala University

Method: 4 focus group discussions (2 with doctors, 2 with nurses)
Content analysis
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Findings from study 2

Eight themes: 
1. Wanting to contribute, heroism, altruism

2. Desire for more satisfying work

3. Professional competence

4. A search for new experiences – an adrenaline kick

5. Personal development and self-knowledge 

6. Recognition and self-esteem

7. Wanted to work together with like-minded

8. Security a problem 
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Study 3: Images of disaster work 
A study of letters from the field

Aim: Explore how humanitarian 
field  work has been presented 
through letters from the field

Material:
- 137 letters from the field from      

6 MSF European 
homepages 

- 129 attached photos

Methods:
Content analysis
Photo analysis
Discourse analysis
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Findings from study 3

The text 
• Both realistic and idealistic 

images 
• Team work positive
• Admired the beneficiaries 

Photo: Karel Prinsloo/AP
Southern Sudan 2003: 
Sandra in Vaccination -
campaign in Bararud

The photos
• Beneficiaries passive in 

photos – victimization 
• Local staff no names 
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Study 4: Human resources in humanitarian action

Aim: Explore

- how recruitment officers described the humanitarian aid work   
- what policies and recruitment models they used for 

recruitment, preparation, and retention 
- what concerns they had

Material: Recruitment officers in seven European organisations

Method: Interviews

Content analysis
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Findings from study 4

Themes:

• The Image – correspond to earlier research

• Policies for recruitment 
– Use standard model
– Socialize through short courses and briefings – few universities

• Concerns and wishes for the future 
– Lack of time - More people quicker
– Difficult to find leaders and trainers
– Team work often source for frustrations 
– Risk some persons stay too long time in humanitarian action
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Conclusions

• Missions are more complex and dangerous today

• Request more management and training skills today

• Request for both clinical and managerial work 

• Team work is problematic 

• Aid workers are self-actualized persons
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Theoretical framework
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

Self-
actualisation

Esteem incl. 
self-esteem

Social

Safety

Physiological
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Characteristics of the self- actualized person 
(Heylighen 1992)

• Eager to undergo new experiences
• Realistic 
• Is attracted towards the unknown 
• Creative
• Decisive
• Empathetic
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Conclusions cont.

• Part of motivation can be they want to test themselves

• Risk for some to stay too long

• Misunderstanding around how university courses can be 
used as preparation

• Lack of holistic approach to HRM
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Recommendations

1. More holistic approach to the process

2. More time with aid workers to brief, support and debrief 

3. Have the self- actualized person in mind in the recruitment process, 
preparation, back up in the field, and the debriefing – need 
confirmation and appreciation

4. Team work needs more attention 

5. Multidisciplinary approach important in preparatory training -
including management and training skills 

6. Universities have an important role


