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Abstract
Background and Aim: The COVID-19 pandemic has been an unprecedented global experience, with multiple 
consequences affecting various aspects of modern life. This study focuses on exploring the challenges faced by 
humanitarian aid workers operating in Greece during the pandemic and, subsequently, offering feasible solutions 
to mitigate these challenges.
Methods: We conducted a cross-sectional study in August and September 2022 to explore this topic. Data were 
collected through a comprehensive electronic questionnaire distributed via email to humanitarian organizations in 
Greece and disseminated through various social media platforms, such as Facebook and closed groups for humanitar-
ian workers. The questionnaire included 73 questions, three of which were open-ended. The open-ended questions 
were evaluated using thematic analysis.
Results: A total of 153 participants took part in the study, 115 (75.2%) of whom were women. The thematic analy-
sis revealed five main categories of challenges: i) communication, ii) accessibility, iii) funding, iv) education, and v) 
mental health. To address these challenges, participants suggested various actions, including continuing education, 
seeking support from various organizations, increasing resources and donations, establishing additional structures 
for psychological empowerment structures, and encouraging collaborations with researchers who can influence 
government policy through the dissemination of research findings. Most participants reported emotional exhaus-
tion, a condition that was exacerbated during the pandemic.
Conclusions: Our study has shed light on the considerable emotional exhaustion experienced by a significant num-
ber of humanitarian workers, exacerbated by the far-reaching impacts of the coronavirus. These challenges include
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economic hardships, communication barriers, and strained interpersonal relationships. To gain a deeper un-
derstanding of this complex issue, further research using qualitative methods, such as in-depth interviews, is 
warranted.
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and other migrants but also to host communities [5,6].
Numerous humanitarian workers have sacrificed 

their lives to assist and safeguard the communities they 
serve, which include millions of the world’s most vulner-
able women, children, and adolescents. The challenges 
confronting humanitarian workers are compounded 
by the unequal distribution of COVID-19 vaccines and 
the inherent difficulties in delivering health services in 
humanitarian contexts [7].

The following research questions guided our inves-
tigation: 1. Which difficulties did workers in humanitar-
ian aid organizations encounter in Greece during the 
COVID-19 pandemic? 2. In their perspective, how can 
these challenges be effectively addressed? 3. In what 
manner can researchers contribute to alleviating these 
challenges? By delving into these inquiries, our study 
endeavors to contribute valuable insights that can in-
form strategies to enhance the resilience and efficacy 
of humanitarian aid efforts during public health crises. 
Thus, our study aimed to identify the difficulties faced by 
employees in humanitarian aid organizations in Greece 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Employing a qualitative 
approach, we sought to identify these challenges and 
explore proposed solutions.

MAtERiAl And MEthodS
Participants

A total of 153 individuals, comprising 115 (75.2%) 
women and 38 (24.8%) men employed in humanitar-
ian aid organizations in Greece, answered an online 
survey between August to September 2022. The mean 
age was 39.3 years old (SD=10.6), 43.8 % (n=67) had 
one-five years’ experience in the humanitarian sector, 
49.6% (n=76) had more than six years of experience, and 
87.6% (n=134) had direct contact with the beneficiaries.

Participants were recruited from International Fed-
eration of Red Cross (IFRC) societies and various Inter-
national and National non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) in Greece, such as Solidarity Now, Greek Council 
for Refugees, AMURTEL (Amanda Marga Universal Relief 
Team Ladies) Greece, Lesvos Solidarity, KAST (Khora 

InTRODuCTIOn
Humanitarian Aid Organizations provide assistance 

and support to people affected by human-made disas-
ters, wars, natural disasters, or other crises. The services 
they provide include food, water, medical care, shelter, 
psychological support, education, and access to basic 
infrastructure. They aim to help people overcome dif-
ficulties and regain their dignity after crises and disasters. 
During COVID-19, these humanitarian organizations 
focused on providing medical supplies, and healthcare 
services, and disseminating information to help contain 
the spread of the virus.

Greece, like many other countries, faced unique 
challenges in coping with the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the lockdown policy which had a psychological 
impact on the population [1,2]. Migrants and refugees 
living in Greece, as in other countries, are particularly 
vulnerable to COVID-19 infection, with both clinical and 
socioeconomic consequences [3,4].

The vital importance of integrating refugees into 
pandemic readiness strategies is emphasized, consider-
ing their crowded living environments that can promote 
virus transmission. To address the challenges faced by 
refugees, conducting “site-specific epidemiological risk 
assessments” is proposed to gauge the potential for 
outbreaks within vulnerable communities [5,6]. Migrant 
workers also encounter significant difficulties, as many 
live near other migrants. The suspension or cessation of 
manual labor and informal jobs due to COVID-19 poses 
serious economic concerns for them. Furthermore, deci-
sions regarding their legal status in host countries are 
currently pending [5,6].

Lockdown measures in countries with large migrant 
and refugee populations have significantly impacted 
volunteer community services. For instance, the lack of 
linguistically accessible information about COVID-19 has 
led to confusion among migrants and refugees, hinder-
ing their understanding of the virus and appropriate 
safety measures. Refugees often face discrimination and 
may hesitate to seek medical assistance or disclose in-
formation, posing increased risks not only to themselves 
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Asylum Support Team), INTERSOS Hellas, Médecins Sans 
Frontières and other.

We used both convenience and snowball sampling 
methods. All participants provided informed consent 
at the beginning of the questionnaire, with explicit 
emphasis on anonymity and secure data handling, and 
the research conformed to the ethical guidelines of the 
Helsinki Declaration. 

data Collection
Data collection was carried out by means of a com-

prehensive electronic questionnaire that was distributed 
by email to humanitarian organizations in Greece. Ad-
ditionally, the survey was advertised via various social 
media platforms aimed exclusively at humanitarian 
aid workers. The questionnaire included 73 questions, 
three of which were open-ended. The answers to the 
open-ended questions were analyzed thematically.

data Analysis
Following the collection of data, the necessary 

preparations for the analysis were initiated. Specifi-
cally, the researcher transferred the files from Google 
Forms and assigned a unique number from 1 (for the 
first participant) to 153 (for the last participant) to each 
recording. The researcher then highlighted the most 
important elements, followed by systematic grouping 
to allow a comprehensive analysis and interpretation 
of participant responses. The process of data analysis 
consisted of three phases: data analysis, data display, 
and conclusion drawing, which allowed for a robust 
examination of patterns and themes that emerged from 
the participants’ contributions.

RESultS

difficulties faced by humanitarian workers
The responses of humanitarian aid workers revealed 

several salient themes that provided a nuanced under-
standing of the challenges faced during the COVID-19 
pandemic. These themes encompass a range of dif-
ficulties in different dimensions and mainly relate to 
communication, accessibility, funding, education, and 
mental health (Table 1).

In particular, cultural differences, perceptions and 
language barriers proved to be significant barriers to 
effective communication, which can lead to disputes 
and social inequalities. One participant recounted his 
experience: “When carrying out different activities, I often 

had difficulties communicating with beneficiaries due to 
cultural differences and different perceptions” (P.3/male/
age 36).

The switch to remote working during the pandemic 
brought logistical and interpersonal challenges. Some 
employees commented on the difficulties arising from 
the lack of face-to-face contact with beneficiaries and 
colleagues: “I could not have any interpersonal contact 
with my beneficiaries and colleagues” (P.83/female/age 
30), “Because we were working remotely, we had a lot of 
difficulties because the families in care did not have the 
necessary technical equipment and the internet” (P.129/
female/age 35) or “Working remotely cannot meet peo-
ple’s needs” (P.137/female/age 30). Additionally, remote 
working hindered support efforts and made accessing 
services a complex task as it was not possible to physi-
cally visit beneficiaries.

In terms of funding, the respondents highlighted 
a shortage of materials, infrastructure, donations and 
staff, as well as minimal government support: “...Lack of 
funding from the state, fear of anything different, sloppi-
ness and lack of planning in dealing with humanitarian 
issues” (P.22/male/age 69) or “The uncertainty about the 
continuation of the programs due to a lack of stable fund-
ing” (P.23/male/age 42).

The lack of knowledge and training, unclear respon-
sibilities and lack of supervision were also prevalent, as 
one participant said: “…There is a terrible ignorance of 
public health issues and health protocols...” (P.97/female/
age 39).

Mental health issues were a dominant theme among 
respondents, as feelings of insecurity, frustration and 
uncertainty seem to be prevalent in their working en-
vironment: “Facing the fear of others, but also your own 
fear of the coronavirus” (P.12/male/age 70), “To what 
extent can I give my beneficiaries the feeling of safety and 
security they need when I don’t feel that way myself” (P.55/
female/age 22) or “Burnout from colleagues, trauma and 
existential needs that cannot be met” (P.93/female/age 
35). Others also stated that there was “a lot of pressure, 
little reward, a lot of uncertainty” (P.119/female/age 29), 
or “…emotional exhaustion” (P.124/female/age 38), and 
“… the feeling of futility, that you cannot change the situ-
ation for the better” (P.144/female/age 26).

Notably, some respondents reported no difficulties 
at all in their work, while one person even expressed 
optimism: “So far everything is manageable” (P.109/
female/age 41).

These identified themes underscore the multifaceted 
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nature of challenges faced by humanitarian aid workers 
during the pandemic, shedding light on the complexi-
ties inherent in their work environment.

Proposals of employees
In response to the challenges identified, humanitar-

ian workers have made concrete proposals to address 
the complex problems they face. These suggestions 
include a range of strategies, such as continuing edu-
cation and skills development, training strategies, psy-
chological support, collaboration with local institutions, 
organizations and governmental agencies, and more 
donations, resources, materials and funds (Table 2).

In particular, many workers emphasized the need for 
continuous training and development under supervi-
sion and with a clear mandate. Furthermore, seminars, 
conferences, and organized programs would improve 
communication and technical skills: “continuing educa-
tion” (P.5/male/age 41), and “development of communi-
cation and technical skills (wherever/whoever needed)” 

(P.48/female/age 32).
Suggestions also included establishing more psy-

chological seeding, as psychological support plays an 
important role in providing help, resilience building and 
decompression/relaxation after challenging incidents: 
“support, resilience building” (P.12/male/age 70), “... De-
compression/relaxation measures ...” (P.23/male/age 42) 
or “… believe more in ourselves and our abilities” (P.118/
female/age 28). One participant state more specifically 
that: “... it would be good if the service provided a psycholo-
gist at least twice a month to get rid of the pressure and 
negative thoughts and doubts after a difficult incident” 
(P.49/female/age 32).

Collaboration and support were also highlighted, 
with staff suggesting collaboration with local agencies 
and organizations, and asking for support from state 
agencies. They also acknowledged the interdepend-
ence of these suggestions with the need for adequate 
funding through more donations, resources, materials 
and money

Table 1. Themes Emerging from Humanitarian Aid Workers’ Quotations.

Themes

Communication •	 Cultural differences and perceptions.

•	 Different languages lead to misunderstandings.

•	 Disagreements and conflicts arise from different points of view.

•	 Effects of teleworking on interpersonal relationships.

•	 The lack of personal contact promotes social inequalities.

•	 Cases of racism and the loss of human ties.

•	 Challenges arising from the spread of misinformation. 

Accessibility •	 Inability to provide effective support due to teleworking.

•	 Complications in accessibility of services due to pandemic-related measures. 

Financing and resources •	 Limited services and insufficient financial support.

•	 Lack of essential materials, infrastructure, and resources.

•	 Shortages of agencies, donations, staff, and contractual agreements.

Education and training •	 Insufficient knowledge and training opportunities.

•	 Lack of clear job descriptions and supervision.

Mental health and well-being •	 Emotional exhaustion, emotional strain, and fatigue.

•	 High pressure and stressful situations leading to burnout.

•	 Lack of adequate psychological support.

•	 Feelings of insecurity and uncertainty about the future.

•	 Diminished sense of creativity. 

•	 Feelings of alienation and lack of respect in the workplace.

•	 Perceived selfishness among colleagues.

•	 The emotional impact of confinement and fear.



Humanitarian challenges in Greece during the COVID-19-pandemic 71

ACHAIKI IATRIKI April - June 2024, Volume 43, Issue 2

Finally, one participant brought up a holistic per-
spective that encompasses everything mentioned 
by most: “Approaches need to be holistic, mind, spirit 
and body... Services need to be people-centered... In this 
way, the outcome for professionals will be affirming and 
rewarding. The information and the conferences where it 
was held are now much more important than how we can 
apply this knowledge in practice” (P.64/female/age 56).

These proposals underscore once more the multi-
faceted nature of the challenges faced by humanitarian 
aid workers. Their proposals provide a comprehensive 
framework for addressing and overcoming the difficul-
ties. Emphasis should be given on skill development, 
collaboration, resource enhancement, and well-being, 
in order to reflect a holistic approach in creating a more 
supportive and effective working environment for those 
engaged in humanitarian aid efforts.

Proposals of employees for researchers
The third open-ended question related to employees’ 

views on how researchers can contribute to overcom-
ing the identified challenges. In their response to this 
question, humanitarian aid workers expressed different 
perspectives on the potential role of researchers in 
mitigating the problems identified. They emphasized 
the crucial role of researchers in conducting meaningful 
studies and disseminating their findings, but also their 
role in providing practical advice through seminars, 
training programs and the development of crisis man-
agement handbooks (Table 3).

The publication of survey results was seen as an ef-
fective tool for communicating the challenges to the 
relevant authorities, as they can help to: “...put pressure on 
the state apparatuses to make improvements” (P.23/male/
age 42), “… Highlight the problems faced by employees” 

Table 2. Proposals of Employees to deal with the challenges.

Themes

Communication •	 Training in communication skills.

•	 Collaboration with psychologists who have undergone appropriate training.

•	 Joint actions between organizations and collaboration with local institutions.

Accessibility •	 Infrastructure improvement.

•	 Better living conditions for refugees.

•	 Help and guidance from the state to address living conditions and infrastructure 
challenges.

Financing and resources •	 More and better resources, donations, and basic materials.

•	 More funds to support humanitarian efforts.

•	 Improvement of infrastructure and living conditions.

•	 Proposing a salary increase and advocating for more transparency at work.

Education and training •	 Seminars, organizational programs, and ongoing training.

•	 Need for supervision and clear lines of responsibility.

•	 Training programs for translators.

Mental Health and well-being •	 Importance of stress management.

•	 Participation in social events.

•	 Improved physical and mental safety measures.

•	 Additional days off to facilitate stress reduction.

•	 The importance of serenity and believing in one’s own abilities.

•	 Experiential workshops and self-care.

•	 Initiatives to strengthen self-determination.

•	 Strategies to strengthen resilience.

•	 Psychotherapy as a means of support.

•	 Decompression and relaxation measures.

•	 Incorporating therapeutic activities such as dance, theater, or art to enhance well-being.



72 Anna-Koralia Sakaretsanou, et al

ACHAIKI IATRIKI April - June 2024, Volume 43, Issue 2 

(P.25/male/age 30) or “...  raise awareness in society and 
put pressure on the state” (P.98/female/age 59).

Researchers were also seen as valuable contributors 
in the workplace providing practical advice through 
seminars, training programs and the development of a 
crisis management manual/guide. Therefore, collabora-
tion between researchers and staff was seen as essential 
to encourage open discussions, identify deficiencies, and 
implement solutions through counseling programs. One 
participant stated: “…it would be useful if some of your 
colleagues had experience in humanitarian organizations” 
(P.12/male/age 70).

Mental health issues continue to be a recurring 
problem as mentioned by most participants, who even 
suggested the introduction of a mental health officer. 

This person could offer support in the form of experi-
ential seminars and help staff manage stress and other 
related risks: “... knowing the attitude and psychological 
state of colleagues through research data certainly offers 
us the opportunity to observe and perhaps offer more for 
ourselves...” (P.55/female/age 22).

However, two participants acknowledged certain 
limitations, recognizing that some challenges may be 
beyond the direct control of researchers and attributing 
them to the responsibility of the state: “...this is purely 
a state issue” (P.18/male/age 40) and “… I don’t think 
anything can be done …” (P.31/male/age 44).

These various perspectives highlight the multi-
faceted ways in which researchers can contribute to 
addressing the challenges faced by humanitarian aid 
workers. However, the employees recognize the inher-
ent complexities and limitations in certain aspects of 
these challenges.

diSCuSSion
Our study aimed to explore the challenges faced by 

humanitarian aid workers in Greece during the COVID-19 
pandemic and to propose solutions to address these 
issues. The data for the present study came from 153 
humanitarian aid workers in Greece. The results showed 
a high prevalence of emotional exhaustion linked to the 
communication, accessibility, funding, education and 
mental health challenges amplified by the coronavirus. 

Similar findings have been identified in a pre-pan-
demic study, which highlighted the influence of socio-
cultural factors, language barriers and problems related 
to access and funding [8]. Above all, the state itself 
plays an important role, failing to invest in workforce, 
resources, and the accurate dissemination of informa-
tion. A prevailing sense of uncertainty and skepticism 
among Greeks regarding the effectiveness of existing 
political institutions further complicates the process of 
restructuring [9]. 

It is emphasized that the improvement of living 
conditions in these facilities is an immediate priority 
and that free, comprehensive and universal access to 
care without any discrimination must be guaranteed 
[3]. Addressing these fundamental aspects is crucial to 
mitigate the challenges faced by humanitarian work-
ers and promote a more resilient support system. To 
delve deeper into these complexities, future studies 
could utilize more comprehensive research methods, 
such as questionnaires or interviews. This would allow 
for a more comprehensive analysis of the complicated 

Table 3. Suggestions for Researchers.

Themes

Communication •	 Publication of results and proposals.

•	 Consultative identification of 
problems.

•	 Media and public perceptions.

•	 Mitigating public panic.

•	 Dissemination of information.

•	 Collaboration between researchers 
and workers.

Accessibility •	 Forwarding identified problems to 
the relevant authorities.

•	 Raising social awareness.

•	 Exerting pressure on state institutions 
and political figures.

Funding and 
resources

•	 Voluntary monitoring and 
psychological support structures.

•	 Establishment of voluntary 
supervision.

•	 Free benefits and mental health 
services accessible to all.

•	 Free weekly sessions.

Education and 
training

•	 Provision of seminars, training 
programs and special sessions.

•	 Practical advice.

•	 Development of a manual/guide for 
crises.

Mental Health 
and wellbeing

•	 Stress management strategies, risk 
reduction.

•	 Appointment of an emotional distress 
manager.



Humanitarian challenges in Greece during the COVID-19-pandemic 73

ACHAIKI IATRIKI April - June 2024, Volume 43, Issue 2

dynamics surrounding the experiences of humanitarian 
aid workers in the context of the pandemic.
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