Preparing Heritage Responders for the Realities of Emergency Response

What responsibility do heritage organisations have when preparing responders to work in large-scale disasters or conflict-affected environments?
In heritage, we place significant emphasis on technical preparation. Teams may be trained in damage assessment, practical salvage, documentation, health and safety, and working with emergency services.
All of this is important. 
But the more demanding the circumstances, the more important the human dimension of preparedness becomes.
Responders may be working with incomplete information, prolonged uncertainty, damaged communities, emotionally significant losses, and difficult decisions. Stress may affect concentration, communication, and judgement. Responders may also be dealing with their own psychological reactions while continuing to make difficult professional judgements.
This is not only a matter of individual resilience. It is also a matter of organisational preparedness.
Recent heritage research has argued that behavioural and mental health considerations should be incorporated into collections emergency training and operations. At the same time, a 2023 review found no studies specifically examining the mental-health risks faced by cultural heritage first responders and called for further research in this area.
This suggests that technical training alone may not be enough to prepare responders for the realities they are likely to face.
Where heritage organisations send responders into highly demanding environments, I think they have a responsibility to prepare them not only for the work they will do, but also for the conditions they are likely to face.
That might include:
• understanding normal responses to sustained pressure;
• recognising when stress begins to influence communication and judgement;
• preparing teams to communicate effectively under uncertainty;
• setting realistic expectations around workload and rest; and
• providing appropriate support before, during, and after deployment.

Perhaps the question is no longer whether the human dimension of emergency preparedness deserves greater attention, but how organisations can better prepare responders for the realities of emergency response.
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