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FEATURE
Life Saving Amidst Crisis
Managing Risk in Employee Crises: From Medical Emergencies To Kidnapping

Photo: Credit: U.S. Air Force photo by Staff Sgt. Ryan Whitney

W

ORKING in a fragile environment presents many risks for
any actor, whether delivering
food to a starving population, training police
forces, or building base camps. The stability
operations community is no stranger to the risk
of workplace injury, sudden illness, or even
attack or kidnapping. When crisis strikes,
organizations working in conflict, post conflict
and disaster relief environments must react
quickly. This feature explores the many facets
of life saving amidst crisis—preparation,
planning, and crisis response.
Medical services are an important piece of the
crisis response puzzle.
provides a valuable industry point of view in his

discussion of medical evacuation and
movement in austere environments. Drawing
from experience in Afghanistan, he covers a
wide scope of possible medical emergencies,
available responses and useful prevention tips.
It is easy to forget that medical crisis prevention
strategies are part of an overall risk management strategy.
tackles life
saving from a risk manager standpoint,
covering the major challenges from assessment
to medevac to planning. As in any life saving
effort, time is the most critical element and
proper risk preparation can mean the difference
between life and death.
Prevention and planning have become the

catchwords of medical services delivery in
unstable places.
provides the
“Medical Emergency Preparedness Checklist”
and highlights the importance of coordinating
with the right partners—be it insurance
providers, medevac specialists, or government
clients. The quality of care for staff is often only
as good as the partners the company works
with.
Employees don’t just face medical risk—
kidnapping is unfortunately all too common.
takes another crisis
perspective in discussing the elements of a
kidnapping crisis, and how a company can
prepare their employees and improve their
prevention capabilities in order to save lives.
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Anatomy of a Kidnapping
Helping companies and individuals understand
the process and aftermath of an incident
Whitney Grespin

Kidnapping Phases
Basic briefing and training programs are based
on conveying the body of knowledge
surrounding what actually happens before,
during, and after a kidnapping incident to give
potential victims the most comprehensive
situational awareness and preparation
possible. The following paragraphs outline the
phases and appropriate responses to be taken
by a victim in such circumstances.
Target selection/preoperational surveillance:
This pre-event surveillance can be discreet or
overt, mobile or static. This reconnaissance is
the initializing event, the first step of the
kidnapping. According to surveillance
detection specialists this is the only time one
would be able to realize that something is up.
This is the point at which the knowledge and
skills gained from formal education and training
about recognizing pre-incident indicators can
be game-changing.

W
Photo: Hands tied to a chair. Credit: Hannah/Flickr

HILE ISOA member companies have committed to the highest standard of
responsible conduct, all companies operating in complex or non-permissive
environments face unavoidable risks inherent to their mission setting. Unfortunately,
one of the most potentially damaging risks faced in these environments is that of employee
kidnapping.
Although victims of kidnapping are commonly categorized as hostages, there is an explicit
divergence in the nature of hostage taking versus kidnap incidents. Hostage taking is a crime that
may be secondary to the initial intent, whereas kidnapping is a business where the victim is a
specific, intended target. The trade of kidnapping has developed into an industry of its own as
organized criminal and terrorist networks have become increasingly sophisticated. However, the
important thing to keep in mind in business is not the motivation of the perpetrators, but determining
the most effective resolution of an incident.
In order to determine how to respond to an event, companies and NGOs must understand the
anatomy of an incident, and thereafter develop actionable plans to best prepare, train, and protect
themselves from kidnapping crimes.

Target acquisition/capture: At this stage in the
kidnapping event the wheels have already
been set in motion, and the options of the
individual are fight, flee, or surrender. If the
kidnappers are there to do harm they will do so
right away; however, if they are there to commit
a kidnapping, then they inherently have an
interest in negotiating safe release for their
captive as a means to their ends. During the
capture phase, potential victims have only a
split second to avoid capture before being
moved to a second location, at which point the
chances of successful recovery drop
dramatically. Once weapons are drawn and
pointed, the odds of escaping successfully
during the capture phase are against the
victim’s favor.
Transportation: If an initial escape attempt is
unsuccessful, then gaining as much situational
awareness as possible during transit to a
secondary or subsequent location is the most
important thing to which the victim should pay
attention. Individuals should think of survival
Continued on page 18

Whitney Grespin is an Operations Associate at Atlantean, LLC, a provider of specialized services to the U.S. government and private sector clients around the world.
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Continued from page 17

and note things like how long it takes to get to
the location, any visible route markers or
landmarks, the amount of time that it take to get
somewhere, and the number of people and
their apparent relationships or hierarchy.
Detention and negotiation: During this phase
experts advise that captives mentally, “Prepare
for a long stay and remember negotiation isn’t
up to you.” The first actionable item that should
be a victim’s priority is to develop rapport with
the guard or anyone involved in order to
establish a relationship based on the human
condition. One experienced special operations
HUMINT specialist counseled, “You need to
show them you are a fellow human being.” As
per the Army’s Code of Conduct for Survival,
Evasion, Resistance, and Escape: “Surviving in
some terrorist detentions may depend on
hostages conveying a personal dignity and
apparent sincerity to the captors. Hostages,
therefore, may discuss non substantive topics
such as sports, family, and clothing, to convey
to the terrorists the captive’s personal dignity
and human qualities... The purpose of this
dialogue is for the hostage to become a
“person” in the captor’s eyes, rather than a
mere symbol of his or her ideological hatred.
Such a dialogue also should strengthen the
hostage’s determination to survive and resist.”
Furthermore, the HUMINT specialist advised
that these types of interactions allow you to
learn information about them, with which you
may be able to manipulate the captor(s) in the
future.

Escape/rescue/liberation: When solicited,
insights and comments on escape decision
points and tactics waivered. So many aspects

18
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Recovery: The phase after the event is not just
for the victim and/or their family, but also for the
company and how they deal with the aftermath.
This after action and the post-event treatment
of the victim has an overwhelming impact on
whether there is animosity between the
organization and the employee about the
company’s treatment of the incident, and the
level of risk of legal action against the company.

A more ready consensus involved direct advice
given by individuals with awareness of and
experience with the execution of recovery
missions, who agreed, “If you’re ever kidnapped
and you hear a bang [flash bang/stun grenade],
you get down as fast as possible, do nothing,
and stay where you are.” In the event of a
rescue trained recovery personnel will conduct
a thorough search of the premises and would
find remaining noncombatants, and attempted
intervention or assistance on behalf of the
captive may only hinder or complicate their
procedures. “Stay still,” instructs a professional,
“Don’t try to get a gun; don’t try to help.”

Lessons learned from kidnapping events are
rarely shared or publicized due to the sensitive
nature of both the event itself and the related
legal repercussions. That being said, every
single subject matter expert consulted for this
article individually stated that surveillance
detection is the single most important skill in
which at-risk individuals should be proficient.

The teams tasked with rescue missions vary in
quality from those with world class training from
western countries to ad hoc teams with little to
no training in third world countries. No matter
where it happens, if a rescue attempt occurs,
the best course of action is to stay on the
ground. Assistance to the rescue team comes
best after the operation through the sharing of
information witnessed during the capture and
holding phases of the event.

Common Mistakes

More generally, that critique translates to bad
situational awareness on behalf of the victim
and their failure to change patterns of life and
truly understand the surrounding environment.
One expert advises employees working outside
their normal comfort zone, “Don’t get
complacent; a lot of people get complacent
after having been there for a few weeks, a few
months, maybe a year or two and they start
thinking and behaving as locals. The problem
is that they will always be a foreigner to people
in the local population, including malicious
actors who are looking for easy targets.”
As one industry expert warned, “The days when
NGOs operated differently are over – they are
Photo: Kidnappers don't take credit cards. One of the most difficult
logistics obstacles for organizations is the acquisition of cash in
either USD or local currency. Credit: Arcis International

Private companies may hire the services of a
negotiator, but the US government adheres to a
strict policy of non-negotiation. It is the U.S
government’s policy to deny kidnappers the
benefits of ransom, reciprocal detainee/prisoner
release, policy changes, or any other act of
concession, and instead espouses the pursuit
of an investigation leading to the apprehension
and prosecution of kidnappers who illegally
capture and detain U.S. citizens.

that inform an escape decision are based on
situational context and personal capabilities, but
one professional commented, “[Escape
attempts have] gotta be all in – you can’t half
ass it.” Another countered that, “Professional
kidnappers have very tightly controlled areas
and one must consider the consequences of a
failed attempt: death, higher ransom, torture, or
if captured in a group, death to the remaining
members. Escape should be a last resort, and
only if your life is in imminent danger.”
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Although nobody wants to plan on an event like this occurring, there is no
worse circumstance than being unprepared to respond appropriately.
at risk as much as anybody else.” While many
NGOs have valid concerns that their impartiality
may be compromised by working openly with
the military, that should not preclude them from
providing comprehensive training and briefings
to their employees.
Preventive Measures

Companies should consult with their insurance
provider to discuss appropriate coverage
options and should also establish a baseline
working relationship with service providers who
specialize in incident response. Choosing a
company with clear past performance of such a
critical service is vital to successful resolution of
such an incident. Although nobody wants to
plan on an event like this occurring, there is no

worse circumstance than being unprepared to
respond appropriately.
A number of ISOA member companies provide
mitigation training and insurance advisory
services to help employers and deployed
personnel avoid or address such events.
For more information, please contact
isoa@stability-operations.org.

While there are many aspects of these
environments that companies can’t control,
there are steps that they can take to avoid
undue complications by providing training and
guidance to employees. Beyond, or complementary to, the training that civilians receive
through mandated CRC processing for
government funded deployments is a wide
ranging menu of training options that private
companies can provide to NGOs and their
peers.
Francisco Quinones, Managing Director of Arcis
International, has been involved in over 150
kidnap-for-ransom, extortion, and wrongful
detention cases. His advice is straightforward,
“If [a company is] sending people to an area
outside their normal comfort zone, everyone
should have a formal pre-incident briefing
requiring written acknowledgement for two
reasons; first, to reduce risks, and second, to
reduce company liability.” He also advises the
establishment of a comprehensive crisis
management plan that details a clear chain of
responsibility during the incident, as well as
standard procedures to follow the resolution of
an incident and mitigate after-action against the
company.
From PSD providers in Iraq to human terrain
advisors in Afghanistan to oil companies in
Nigeria, all companies need to have comprehensive emergency action plans as well as
sufficient legal safeguards in place to protect
both the individual worker and the company
itself.

JULY-AUGUST ‘12

19

