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Chapter 1 – INTRODUCTION 

NATO HFM-081 started off in 2002 as a small exploratory team (ET-016) to study stress and psychological 
support in modern military operations. (S&PSiMMO) The group became very successful with representatives 
from 19 different NATO and PfP countries. Group members included military and civilian defence professionals 
from the field of military psychological support. These professionals represented a range of disciplines, such as 
psychology, psychiatry, social work and sociology. 

The main goal of the group was to provide Military Leaders with information and practical strategies for dealing 
with stress and the provision of psychological support to enhance unit effectiveness in modern military 
operations. 

Military Leaders at all levels have indeed a key role in sustaining the mental readiness of service members 
under their command. They also play an important part in maintaining morale on the home front for the 
families of service men and women.  

The information presented in the Military Leaders’ guide is the result of the group’s international collaboration 
and brings together information from two sources: national experts and Military Leaders.  

In the case of national experts, the representatives from the group joined together to outline the key areas of 
importance and agreement regarding psychological support on modern military operations. While there are 
gaps in the research literature and therefore a lack of science-based evidence to support some of the decisions 
about psychological support in modern military operations, the members of HFM-081 have made 
recommendations, in consultation with national colleagues, based upon what is considered to be current best 
practice. 

In the case of the Military Leaders, input was received from 172 leaders surveyed across 16 nations and from 
Military Leaders participating in the NATO Symposium HFM-134: “Dimensions in Military Operations: 
Military Leaders’ Strategies for Addressing Stress and Psychological Support”. The symposium was developed 
by HFM-081 and co-sponsored by the NATO Committee of the Chiefs of Military Medical Services 
(COMEDS) Military Psychiatry Working Group (MP-WG). 

The Leaders’ Guide is to be considered as the group’s real legacy. Therefore it was pre-released to make it 
immediately available to the NATO-PfP-MD community. As such, this technical report merely explains how 
the group achieved its objective.  

The team gathered twice a year. The executive summaries in Chapter 2, allow for a good understanding of the 
progress that was realized over the years. 

Some factors for success are listed in Chapter 3. Finally, Chapter 4 lists some weaknesses. 

In the process of their activities the team members have delivered: 

• An inventory of national concepts of psychological support in modern military operations; 

• The organisation of a meeting for psychologists working with Special Forces; 

• An Intermediate Report with recommendations for psychological support before, during and after 
missions; 
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• A Clinical Tools Inventory (CTI) (an inventory of clinical tools in use within the member countries in 
the context of stress and psychological support); 

• A Military Leaders survey (MLS) based on 172 NATO and PfP Military Leaders across 16 nations; 

• A ground-breaking NATO Symposium entitled “Human dimensions in Military operations. Military 
Leaders’ Strategies for addressing Stress and Psychological Support”; and 

• A Guide for Military Leaders containing information and practical guidelines on stress and 
psychological support across the deployment cycle. 

The team is continuing its activities through an RTO lecture series. It has the long term ambition to produce a 
NATO Allied Joint Publication (AJP) on stress and psychological support, as a follow on project with its 
partners. 
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Chapter 2 – SUMMARIES OF THE  
ET-016 AND HFM-081 MEETINGS 

2.1 BRUSSELS (BELGIUM) 24-26 APRIL 2002 – (ET-016) 

Fourteen psychological support professionals from nine different countries came together as exploratory team 
ET-016 to explore the feasibility of launching a research Task Group aiming at the following topics: 

• Assessing the risks for psychological stress in operations; 

• Preparing military personnel psychologically for operations; 

• Screening personnel before operations; 

• Psychological support during operations; 

• Psychological support after the operations; 

• Family care (before, during and after deployment); 

• Veterans’ care (after leaving the Military); 

• Organisation of psychological support (structure, procedures, role of professionals, …); 

• Enterprise culture towards stress and psychological support; 

• Psychological support for Special Forces (SF) and their families; and 

• War on terrorism. 

The members of ET-016 had different backgrounds mostly in psychology, sociology and medicine. They are 
active duty military personnel or civilians working for the Army, Navy, Air Force, Medical Service or joint 
agencies doing research or consulting, teaching, commanding, advising and managing teams.  

This diversity was definitely a major strength of the team. 

There was a lot of common ground in daily activities, concerns and preoccupations of team members.  
All were dealing with operational deployments and the impact on military personnel and their families.  
It is believed that the common ground could allow the team to prioritize the topics of interest currently being 
investigated.  

There was limited expertise present within the team in terms of dealing with terrorism and its effects. A major 
weakness was the absence of expertise in SF-matters. Team members were fully aware off this weakness and 
agreed to find ways to tackle this problem in preparation of the second meeting. 

2.2 GOSPORT (UNITED KINGDOM) 11-13 SEPTEMBER 2002 – (ET-016) 

Fourteen psychological support professionals from 10 different countries came together for the second 
meeting of ET-016 to draft the Technical Activity Proposal (TAP), Terms of Reference (TOR) and Program 
of Work (POW) for a research Task Group.  

The goal of that Task Group was to provide Military Leaders by fall 2005 with information and practical 
guidelines on stress and psychological support to enhance effectiveness in modern military operations.  
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The team decided on the following deliverables:  

1) Inventory of national concepts of psychological support in modern military operations; 

2) Facilitating the organisation of a forum for psychologists working with Special Forces; 

3) Book for Military Leaders containing information and practical guidelines on stress and psychological 
support in modern military operations; 

4) Decision support tool on CD-ROM; and 

5) RTO Lecture series. 

2.3 PARIS (FRANCE) 28-30 APRIL 2003 

Twenty-five team members from 16 different countries participated in the first meeting of HFM-081 on 
‘Stress and Psychological Support in Modern Military Operations’.  

In view of the team objective to make an inventory of national concepts of psychological support in modern 
military operations, this meeting was mainly dedicated to presentations by national representatives followed 
by Q&A. A lot of attention went out to identify best practices.  

Two subgroups were formed.  

The first was to check the final proceedings of RSG-22 in order to identify the parts that are still valid for the 
specific goals of our team. (RSG-22 subgroup) 

The second was to group and compare the best practices on stress and psychological support used in member 
countries before, during and after deployment. (Best practices subgroup) 

Nations agreed to prepare: 

• A detailed presentation on tools and instruments being used in the context of stress and psychological 
support in modern military operations. 

• A forum for psychologists working with SF-units for fall 2003 by identifying and mobilizing their 
colleagues.  

It was decided for various reasons NOT to include the psychological support to SF in the WOT in the direct 
scope of the Task Group. The main reasons being firstly the limited number of team members with access to 
their national SF units and secondly the organizational implications of addressing SF matters (security).  
The group preferred to continue working on an UNCLAS basis while facilitating the first meeting of the 
colleagues working with SF.  

2.4 FÜRSTENFELDBRUCK (GERMANY) 17-19 SEPTEMBER 2003 

Twenty-two team members from 14 different countries participated in the second meeting of HFM-081 on 
‘Stress and Psychological Support in Modern Military Operations’.  

The entire team was briefed on the findings of the RSG-22 subgroup. RSG-22 represented the state of the art 
in the early nineties of last century. Its members focused mainly on symptoms and treatment during battlefield 
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military operations and less on the specific stressors associated with modern military operations including the 
war on terror. 

The RSG-22 report contained a long list of stress management techniques but these have not been developed 
to meet military situations or made subject to evaluation. Also, there was no focus in RSG-22 on prevention 
and training.  

It was also felt that some of the tasks of RSG-22, such as the evaluation of different methods of measuring 
psychological fitness, the development of basic recommendations for selecting stress-resistant personnel and 
the development of a NATO test for measuring psychological readiness, had yet to be achieved fully. 

Our team concluded that much of the specific content of RSG-22 would require radical updating based on the 
results and research of the last decade, if it would to be included in our work. 

The Best Practices subgroup reviewed the national concepts following a matrix structure based on a proposed 
template. It became clear that there were still a lot of blanks to be filled in and that the initially proposed 
template was not specific enough. Our group decided to develop a more detailed matrix.  

The team issued more specific guidance to make an inventory of:  

• Tools (clinical-individual level); 

• Instruments (surveys and questionnaires – organizational and group level); and 

• Stress research in the different countries in relation to stress and psychological support. 

A follow up was given on the organization of the forum for Psychologists working for SF units on  
21st October in Brussels. 

The team brainstormed on the concept of the final deliverable. All agreed to edit a book for Military Leaders 
based upon recommendations from our Task Group RTG and aiming at promoting a better understanding of 
S&PSiMMO, an enhanced cooperation with mental health professional and an increased involvement in 
PSiMMO 

The team agreed to deliver an intermediate report for Fall 2004. 

2.5 SPLIT (CROATIA) 21-23 APRIL 2004 

Twenty-eight team members from 17 different countries participated in the third meeting of HFM-081.  

The team agreed to the RTB proposal to organize a symposium in Belgium in spring 2006 on S&PSiMMO.  
This proposal requires an extension of the life cycle of the team with one year till fall 2006. 

Feedback was given on the first meeting for Psychologists working for SOF with a representation from the 
following countries: BEL, NLD, ROM, AUT, and DEU. 

It became clear that SFG in all nations were struggling with the same challenges.  

A proposition was made to explore the possibility for a WG with a NATO-SECRET classification covering 
the following research topics:  
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• Identify effective and efficient personnel selection processes for SOF; 

• Identify the risks for drop out during the selection and screening process; 

• Identify motivational techniques and PS for SOF-recruits during basic training; 

• Develop PS for SOF during advanced and specialist training; 

• Provide adequate PS for SOF and their families before a mission; 

• Provide adequate PS for SOF and their families during a mission; 

• Provide adequate PS for SOF and their families after a mission; and 

• Gain better understanding of dedication and commitment in SOF units. 

The team was presented a first analysis of ‘instruments/surveys’ in use within the nations focusing on 
characteristics of the various surveys, target respondents, target audience (i.e. results intended for whom?), 
conditions of administration (in what context, where, when, how?) and history of survey (e.g. how long it has 
been in use, etc.) in order to identify potential trends and gaps. 

The analysis revealed that data were ‘Army-centric’ meaning that the focus of efforts appears to be on land 
operations and Army units, that the trend in the use of surveys is discretionary and the decision to use them is 
mostly taken by the Commanding Officer or Chain of Command. 

The team concluded that there was a big gap in research on stress and psychological support: there is not a lot 
of evidence to support the choices that have been made regarding psychological support in modern military 
operations.  

On the other hand, Military Leaders expect sound advice from specialists.  

Team members agreed not to wait until results from thorough research become available within a couple of 
years from now, but to commit themselves today to make recommendations based upon what they consider to 
be good practices.  

A first draft of a series of recommendations for psychological support BEFORE, DURING and AFTER 
missions was made. These recommendations require fine-tuning.  

The Working Group agreed to finish an intermediate report by the end of the year.  

It will continue and intensify its work over the coming meetings with a long term view of setting up international 
R&D with the ambition of gathering evidence to prepare a NATO STANAG on stress and psychological 
support. 

2.6 BRATISLAVA (SLOVAKIA) 5-8 OCTOBER 2004 

Twenty-five team members from 16 different countries participated in the fourth meeting.  

The four subgroups (Surveys and Instruments, Clinical Tools, Psychological Education and Training and Best 
Practices) gave an update to the entire team. 
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Recommendations for psychological support BEFORE, DURING and AFTER missions were fine-tuned.  
This is an important step ahead, as this is the first time that specialists from so many countries reach an 
agreement on the topic.  

It was agreed that these recommendations will be delivered in an intermediate report. That report will boost 
international interest among professionals and Military Leaders for a symposium scheduled in April 2006 in 
Brussels. 

The group developed the first ideas for a concept for the symposium. An invitation towards the military 
psychiatry Working Group of COMEDS to work together for the symposium was accepted. The intent for 
further collaboration with COMEDS was well received as was the proposition to establish a standing liaison 
between both groups. 

A fifth subgroup (Military Leaders Survey subgroup) was launched with the objective of designing a study to 
be undertaken by individual member nations within the coming year to: 

• Elicit the opinions/attitudes of Military Leaders on how they conceive S&PS in their units during 
MMO in order to maintain operational readiness.  

• Ascertain what information ML would like to see in the book/commanders’ guide. 

2.7 QUEBEC CITY (CANADA) 12-15 APRIL 2005 

Twenty-five psychological support professionals from 15 different countries participated in this fifth meeting 
of HFM-081 during which several objectives were met: 

• Reaching a firm commitment of team members to boost international interest among psychological 
support professionals and Military Leaders for the HFM symposium in Brussels in April 2006 by 
using the intermediate report; 

• Given the completion of the work of 4 of the pre-existing subgroups, a complete reorganization into 
new subgroups based on the themes of our book; 

• An agreement on the structure of the Military Leaders guide; 

• An approval of the final version of the Military Leaders survey; and 

• An agreement on the title and the detailed structure of the symposium. 

The title of the symposium was agreed as: “Human Dimensions in Military Operations. Military Leaders’ 
Strategies for Addressing Stress and Psychological Support.” with the following objectives: 

• Establish a unique link between psychological support professionals and Military Leaders; 

• Establish a link between mental health and military capability; 

• Present a common view from COMEDS and HFM-081 RTG-020; 

• Strive at a 50-50 balance in presentations between psychological support professionals and Military 
Leaders; 

• Engage participants in a dialogue; 

• Present best practices and use the Military Leaders survey as a backbone; 
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• Have a specific track for junior leaders (have papers labeled for junior leaders); 

• Gather information for our Military Leaders guide; and 

• Structured around the following topics: 

1) Assessing, building and maintaining unit morale; 

2) Individual mission fitness; 

3) Psychological preparation for military operations; 

4) Families and operations; 

5) Incident handling/psychological first aid and early interventions; and 

6) Psychological contract (retention issues) with the MLS as a backbone. 

It was agreed that symposium participants would divide into 6 separate tracks after the key note speeches and 
reconvening in plenum to share the conclusions in each track.  

The Working Group looks forward to deepen the existing collaboration with the Military Psychiatry Working 
Group within COMEDS and hopes to further extend it to other partners in the community of psychological 
support professionals. 

2.8 KAUNAS (LITHUANIA) 18-21 OCTOBER 2005 

Thirty-two psychological support professionals from 17 different countries participated in the sixth HFM-081 
meeting essentially geared towards finalizing the organization of the coming symposium in spring 2006.  

The team succeeded in deepening the existing collaboration with the Military Psychiatry Panel (MPP) of 
COMEDS. The chairman of the MPP was present at the meeting. It was decided to run the HFM-134 
symposium in Brussels in April 2006 as a joint initiative.  

By doing so, both groups respond to a desire from RTO and COMEDS to work together and they emphasize 
the importance of intense collaboration between all professionals in the field of stress and psychological 
support.  

Other objectives were met during the meeting: 

• Integrating a representative from Russia to the team; and 

• Reporting on the progress achieved within the nations on the Military Leaders Survey (MLS) 
regarded as the nucleus for launching future cooperative research initiatives to fill existing gaps in 
research on S&PSiMMO. 

The group was now primarily to focus on the preparation of the HFM-134 Symposium in the coming months 
while continuing the preparatory work for the redaction of the Military Leaders Guide.  

The team also confirmed its long-term ambition to propose with its partners a NATO Allied Joint Publication 
(AJP) or STANAG on stress and psychological support in modern military operations. 
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2.9 BRUSSELS (BELGIUM) – HFM-134 SYMPOSIUM 24-26 APRIL 2006  

A full report on this record breaking symposium in the history of the HFM panel is available on the RTO 
website: http://www.rta.nato.int/Pubs/RDP.asp?RDP=RTO-MP-HFM-134. 

2.10 TOULON (FRANCE) 18-22 SEPTEMBER 2006 

Twenty-seven psychological support professionals from 18 different countries participated in the final 
meeting of HFM-081/RTG.  

The Working Group reached a consensus on a draft for the Military Leaders’ guide. It was agreed that an 
editing committee would finalize this draft over the coming weeks.  

The Working Group clearly reiterated its ambition to produce a NATO Allied Joint Publication (AJP) on 
stress and psychological support as a follow on project with its partners, such as MP-WG COMEDS. 

http://www.rta.nato.int/Pubs/RDP.asp?RDP=RTO-MP-HFM-134
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Chapter 3 – SUCCESS FACTORS 

3.1 DIVERSITY 

Team members had different backgrounds mostly in psychology, psychiatry, social work, sociology and 
medicine. They were active duty military personnel or civilians working for the Army, Navy, Air Force, 
Medical Service or joint agencies engaged in research or consulting, teaching, commanding, advising and 
managing teams. This diversity was definitely a major strength for the team. 

3.2 STABILITY IN MEMBERSHIP 

A total of 55 individuals participated of the team between 2002 and 2006.  

Stability was mostly preserved because: 

• A lot of countries had multiple representatives who assured stability within their representation; 

• 7 members were present from the very beginning till the end; and 

• Members tended to stay for longer periods. 

3.3 STABILITY IN LEADERSHIP 

The chairman remained in position from the beginning till the end. The position of the co-chairman only 
switched once. The various subgroup leaders tended to take successive leadership positions within the team 
whenever the internal structure of the team changed due to new demands.  

3.4 FORMAT: MIX OF HARD WORK, SOCIALIZING AND SPORTS 

Meetings were well prepared in advance. During the meetings work started latest at 0830 hr and finished off 
somewhere between 1700 and 1800 hours.  

In the evenings socializing activities were planned and each meeting a run was organized by the International 
Military Mental Health Running Club (IMMHRC).  

3.5 CONDITIONS OF ENTRY 

The need was stressed for individuals: 

• With good language capabilities; 

• With wide access to national resources; 

• With excellent subject matter experience; and 

• Prepared to personally invest themselves in work in between meetings. 
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Chapter 4 – CONCLUSION 

HFM-081 has developed over time an excellent and streamlined structure of working remotely and through 
subgroups, with plenary group meetings being used to ratify and build on the work produced by individual 
groups.  

The group has proven to be efficient in delivering its products. 

Well regarded across RTO, this group has the potential and the ambition to continue its activities, together 
with the Military Psychiatry Working Group within COMEDS (MP-WG COMEDS), to make comprehensive 
joint proposals for a future NATO Allied Joint Publication (AJP) on stress and psychological support in 
modern military operations.  
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