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THE PRACTICES OF PSYCHOLOGICAL SUPPORT
FOR STATE EMERGENCY SERVICE PERSONNEL EXPERIENCING
AMBIGUOUS LOSS

The article is devoted to the analysis of the problem of the psychological support for the
State Emergency Service personnel experiencing ambiguous loss. The article analyzes the
phenomenon of the ambiguous loss and identifies a number of characteristic features that
significantly distinguish it from other types of loss (accompanied by a feeling of incompleteness,
which creates additional emotional stress on the individual; a situation of the ambiguous loss
causes the feeling of uncertainty, which hinders the adaptation process and causes a high level of
stress; emotional tension caused by uncertainty affects all aspects of a person life, in particular
their emotional well-being, interpersonal relationships and ability to make decisions). The paper
reveals two main types of ambiguous loss: physical and psychological (physical loss occurs
when a person or object is physically absent, but their emotional connection with those who are
experiencing the loss remains, psychological loss occurs when a person is physically present but,
due to certain circumstances, is emotionally or psychologically unavailable for interaction). The
consequences of experiencing the ambiguous loss of the individual are analyzed. The specifics of
psychological support of the staff of the State Emergency Service of Ukraine and family members
of missing people by the psychologists (mental tutors) are revealed. The psychological support
for the State Emergency Service staff experiencing the ambiguous loss is provided in accordance
with the unified protocols and “Mental Tutor” technology, which ensures increased psychological
effectiveness.

The psychological support for the State Emergency Service personnel, experiencing the
ambiguous loss, is provided in accordance with the standardized protocols and “Mental Tutor”
technology, which ensures more effective psychological assistance aimed at preserving and restoring
mental health. The basic principles of psychological support (empathic support, normalization of
reactions, strengthening of the internal resources, support for the adaptation process) are revealed.
The forms of assistance used in the process of psychological support for the State Emergency Service
personnel experiencing the ambiguous loss (individual counseling, group work, crisis intervention,
psychoeducation) are identified.

Key words: loss, physical loss, psychological loss, ambiguous loss, psychological support, State
Emergency Service personnel, mental tutor.
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Formulation of the problem. The full-scale
military invasion that has been ongoing in Ukraine
since 2022 has created extremely difficult conditions
for the functioning of the civil protection system.
The personnel of the State Emergency Service of
Ukraine, the vast majority of whom are rescuers
from operational units, perform their duties daily
in extreme conditions — working in the rubble of
destroyed buildings, dealing with the aftermath of
missile strikes, helping victims and evacuating people
from combat zones. Their work involves dangerous
conditions, such as the risk of repeated shelling
while performing their professional duties, prolonged
physical exertion, lack of security guarantees and risk
to their own lives and health.

In addition to physical dangers, rescuers also
experience the significant emotional stress: they
are confronted with the suffering, pain, and loss of
the people whose lives they save. Special attention
should be paid to the category of rescuers who, in
addition to the usual challenges of their profession,
experience the phenomenon of the ambiguous loss —
situations where loved ones disappear without a trace,
leaving behind emptiness, uncertainty and hope
that often has no end. These emotions significantly
complicate their psychological and emotional state,
affecting their ability to maintain the psychological
stability and perform their duties. The loss that has no
definitive confirmation is the most difficult from the
psychological point of view. The state of uncertainty
and anticipation can lead to the emotional and
psychological disorders such as anxiety, depression,
sleep disturbances and even the development of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

The Unified Register of Missing Persons
under Special Circumstances contains over
70,000 entries [1]. Among the personnel of the
State Emergency Service of Ukraine, one person
is officially considered missing, but the empirical
study assessing the number of the State Emergency
Service personnel (personnel from twenty-four State
Emergency Service departments in the regions and in
Kyiv, as well as the educational institutions of the State
Emergency Service system (Lviv State University of
Life Safety (LSULS), National University of Civil
Protection of Ukraine (NUCP), Higher Professional
School of Lviv State University of Life Safety (HPS
LSULS)) and the Mobile Rapid Response Rescue
Center of the State Emergency Service of Ukraine
(MRR RC SES), it can be concluded that among the
24,795 respondents surveyed, 3,224 people, or 13%,
have experienced the loss of a close friend or relative
who is considered missing [4].
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The ambiguous loss of the State Emergency
Service personnel has the specific character, since,
on the one hand, it is a direct consequence of a risky
profession and on the other hand, in the context of
a person going missing or the absence of official
confirmation of his/her fate, the lack of any definitive
information creates a situation that persists for a long
time in the conditions of psychological uncertainty.
This situation affects not only the relatives and
friends of the missing persons, but also their
colleagues, commanders and the whole organization.
The absence of the official data about the fate of the
missing employee leads to that fact that relatives and
colleagues are in a constant state of anticipation, stress
and anxiety, which complicates the process of normal
functioning at both the individual and collective
levels. In addition, in the situation of the ambiguous
loss, there is a certain emotional incompleteness of the
grieving process, since a person cannot fully accept
the loss without clear identification and confirmation
of the fact of death.

In the context of the State Emergency Service, this
situation is more exacerbated by the peculiarities of
the organization functioning, which is based on clear
structures of interaction and mutual support among
the employees, commanders, and subordinates. Each
member of the team plays an important role in the
common activities and the disappearance of one of
them can upset this balance, causing additional stress
and tension within the team. An additional aspect is
that in the conditions of uncertainty, State Emergency
Service specialists are often unable to openly discuss
their experiences due to the stereotypes regarding
professional resilience and internal requirements for
the performance of official duties. At the same time,
stress caused by the uncertainty can lead to emotional
exhaustion, disruption of normal team interaction and
a decline in the moral and psychological atmosphere
within the organization.

Analysis of recent research and publications.
The ambiguous loss is a specific phenomenon
characterized by the absence of a clear conclusion to
the event of loss, as well as the incomprehensibility
or uncertainty of the situation in which a person is.
This term “ambiguous loss” was introduced by the
American researcher Pauline Boss, who defined it
as a special type of loss that arises in circumstances
where the absence or presence of the object of loss
cannot be clearly determined [5].

The ambiguous loss has a number of characteristics
that significantly distinguish it from other types
of loss. First, it is accompanied by the feeling of
incompleteness, which creates additional emotional
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stress for the person. People often cannot fully accept
the loss because they do not have enough information
to comprehend it. Second, the situation of ambiguous
loss causes a feeling of uncertainty, which hinders the
adaptation process and causes high levels of stress.
This state is exacerbated by a lack of support from the
social environment, as those around them may also be
unaware of the complexity of the situation. Thirdly,
the emotional tension caused by the uncertainty,
affects all aspects of a person life, including their
emotional well-being, interpersonal relationships and
decision-making ability.

P. Boss concept emphasizes that the ambiguous
loss disturbs the basic adaptation processes and
creates additional challenges for people experiencing
such circumstances. The inability to complete the
“mourning process” due to the absence of clarity
hinders the acceptance of new living conditions. In
her researches, the author also emphasizes the need
to understand this phenomenon in order to develop
effective methods of the psychological assistance
and support that help reduce emotional tension and
restore the psychological stability.

The ambiguous loss is a multidimensional
phenomenon that can manifest itself in the various
forms depending on the circumstances in which it
occurs. Pauline Boss identified two main types of the
ambiguous loss: physical and psychological. Each of
these types has its own characteristics that determine
the emotional, cognitive and behavioral impact on a
person facing such a situation.

The physical loss occurs when a person or object
is physically absent, but their emotional connection
with those experiencing the loss remains. The most
common example of this type is when a person goes
missing without a trace. In such cases, the lack of
information about the fate of the missing person
causes a constant feeling of uncertainty, which hinders
the process of emotional recovery. Other examples of
physical loss include situations related to migration,
military action, natural disasters, or kidnapping.
A person experiencing such a loss often finds
themselves in a state of dual reality, simultaneously
hoping for the return of the missing person and trying
to adapt to the possibility of their permanent loss [5].

The psychological loss occurs when a person is
physically present but, due to certain circumstances,
is emotionally or psychologically unavailable for
interaction. This may be due to conditions such as
illness (e.g. dementia, coma, severe mental disorders),
trauma or emotional burnout. In such cases loved ones
experience a sense of loss, even though the person
physical presence creates the illusion of availability.

This duality causes a high level of emotional tension
and uncertainty, as the person cannot accept the loss
or process its emotional consequences. In addition to
the two main types, there are other specific examples
of ambiguous loss that are relevant in the context of
the research. For example, families of rescuers or
representatives of other high-risk professions often
experience a sense of uncertainty associated with long
business trips, danger while performing official duties
or unpredictable working conditions. In such cases,
the physical absence or emotional unavailability of a
loved one causes tension and conflict in families and
furthermore affects their psychological state.

The ambiguous loss has a complex impact on a
person, affecting emotional, social, and cognitive
spheres. These aspects are interrelated and can
reinforce each other, creating difficult conditions for
the psychological adaptation.

Task statement. The purpose of the article is
to analyze the phenomenon of ambiguous loss,
identify its main characteristics that distinguish
it from other types of loss and examine the
challenges of providingthe psychological support
for State Emergency Service personnel experiencing
ambiguous loss.

Outline of the main material of the study.
Experiencing the ambiguous loss is accompanied
by the significant emotional stress. A person may
experience anxiety (constant doubts, uncertainty
about the future, feelings of threat), depression
(decreased energy, loss of interest in usual activities,
feelings of hopelessness), stress (increased emotional
tension due to the inability to control the situation).
These emotions and feelings can last for years if
the situation remains uncertain and often require
professional help to overcome them.

Besides, experiencing the ambiguous loss has
serious psychological and emotional consequences
for both the relatives and colleagues of the missing
person. People who experience such a situation,
are often in a state of chronic anxiety, accompanied
by constant emotional tension. This state is caused
by constant psychological tension from the need to
hold two conflicting hypotheses: on the one hand,
there is hope for a positive outcome (that the missing
person may be alive), and on the other hand, there is
the reality of loss (that the person is probably dead).
This creates the situation in which individuals cannot
complete the natural grieving process because they
are constantly in a state of psychological uncertainty.

Among the emotions observed in victims, a wide
range of reactions can be identified, including anxiety,
depression, a sense of guilt, disappointment, fear and
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even emotional isolation. At the same time, people
may experience periods of deep depression, decreased
motivation and powerlessness, as the prolonged
uncertainty intensifies the feelings of helplessness
and lack of control over the situation. If a person does
not receive support or the opportunity to adapt to the
situation, this can lead to the development of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), that will negatively
affect his/her psycho-emotional state. The impact
of uncertainty on children who are experiencing the
loss of their parents is a particularly important issue.
For children, the lack of confirmed information
can be a source of prolonged emotional distress.
Children tend to have more difficulty understanding
or coping with the uncertain situation because their
emotional responses are much more dependent on
their social environment and adult behavior patterns.
In this regard, children may experience the emotional
disorganization, which affects their development,
ability to adapt and social interactions.

As for the State Emergency Service specialists —
they may experience symptoms of the professional
burnout caused by the constant stress from working
in hazardous conditions and the inability to come
to the terms with their losses. The high emotional
tension can lead to disruption of teamwork, which
significantly reduces the effectiveness of performing
the official duties, while feelings of guilt and
frustration can weaken the moral and psychological
climate within the unit.

The psychological support for the personnel
of the State Emergency Service of Ukraine and
family members of missing persons is an important
component of ensuring the psychological health and
emotional stability in the conditions of prolonged
stress and uncertainty. The principles on which
this process is based are focused on providing the
maximum support to victims and helping them adapt
to new conditions where losses are unresolved.

Toprovide the psychological supportand assistance
for rescuers in the State Emergency Service system,
a new concept and technology called “Mental Tutor”
was introduced in January 2024, which operates
in accordance with Order Ne 27 of the Ministry of
Internal Affairs dated January 15, 2024 “On the
approval of the Plan for the psychological support
providing of the servicemen of the National Guard of
Ukraine, the State Border Guard Service of Ukraine,
police officers and specialists of the civil protection
service, their family members during martial law
and the professional selection of psychologists
(mental tutors)”. It includes diagnosis, correction
and psychological assistance for the specialists of the
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State Emergency Service who have been wounded,
released from captivity, as well as to family members
of those who have been killed (died), are missing or
are in captivity.

A mental tutor is a specialist selected from the
staff of the psychologists and has the professional
training in the field of the psychological trauma and
acts as a mentor for the mental health support. His/
her activity is aimed at providing the psychological
assistance to affected specialists of the civil protection
service in order to preserve or restore their physical
and mental state, as well as to reduce the severity
of the consequences of stressful events they have
experienced.

The Mental Tutor program is implemented in
accordance with the standardized protocols for the
psychological work in the emotional support groups
for specialists of the Ministry of Internal Affairs [2].

Among the mental tutor tasks are the
psychological diagnosis, assistance in restoring
constructive relationships in the family and society,
restoring the adaptive capabilities of the psyche to
act in the conditions of increased danger and teaching
the techniques and methods of providing the first
psychological aid (self-help).

The empathetic support is the main principle of the
psychological support. It consists in creating a safe
space for expressing emotions without judgment or
evaluation. When experiencing grief, it is important
to allow people to express their feelings, doubts and
anxieties. This approach helps to relieve the emotional
tension and provides the opportunity to feel support
and understanding from others [5].

The normalization of reactions is the next
important principle, which involves the explaining to
victims that a wide range of emotional and behavioral
reactions in the conditions of uncertainty are natural
and expected. This helps to relieve feelings of guilt for
experiencing the strong emotions or having reactions
that may seem excessive. The normalization helps
people understand that such states are part of the
natural process of grieving and experiencing loss.

The strengthening of the internal resources
involves working on the development of stress
resistance, emotional regulation and self-help skills.
This fact allows victims to maintain control over their
emotions, reduce stress levels and gain confidence in
their ability to cope with the difficult situations.

It is important to develop the psychological
resilience, which enables people to adapt to changes
in their lives and give themselves time to recover.

The adaptation process support is helping to
form new life goals and adapt to a changed reality.
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Experiencing the ambiguous loss inevitably leads
to a change in life goals. The psychologist task is
to support the victims in creation of a new concept
of life that corresponds to their real circumstances.
It includes assisting in the search of new goals,
incentives and directions to the development.

The interdisciplinary = approach  involves
coordinating the actions ofthe psychologists with other
specialists, such as chaplains, social workers, medical
specialists and unit commanders. Such interaction
allows for the creation of comprehensive support for
victims and their families, including psychological,
social, and medical assistance. This ensures the
integrity and effectiveness of the assistance provided.

In the process of the psychological support,
various forms of assistance can be used to provide
support, reduce stress and alleviate the experiences
associated with the ambiguous loss.

In particular, the following forms are important:

Individual counseling is a form that provides
in-depth processing of personal experiences.
It involves the creation of the safe therapeutic alliance
where the client can openly talk about his/her feelings,
thoughts and emotions. Individual work allows to
form a personalized approach to each person and
takes into account his/her unique experiences.

Group work involves the creating of support
groups where relatives and colleagues can share
experiences, work through emotional difficulties
together and reduce feelings of isolation. The support
groups create a community of people who are in
similar situations, which helps reduce emotional
stress and create an atmosphere of mutual support.

The crisis intervention is emergency assistance
provided during the exacerbation of the psycho-
emotional state of victims. The crisis intervention
involves responding quickly to emotional outbursts,
providing first psychological aid and stabilizing the
mental state of the person.

The psychoeducation is the process of learning
the emotional self-regulation skills, recognizing
symptoms of distress, and familiarizing oneself

with the characteristics of experiencing uncertain
loss. The psychoeducation helps reduce anxiety
levels, promotes the formation of adequate stress
management strategies and supports resilience in the
crisis situations.

The multimodal approaches use a variety of
therapeutic techniques, such as art therapy, body-
oriented methods and narrative therapy. They allow
you to work with loss through the symbolic and
metaphorical images without directly focusing on the
loss itself.

Conclusions. The psychological support for
State Emergency Service personnel experiencing the
ambiguous loss is provided in accordance with the
standardized protocols and “Mental Tutor” technology,
which ensures more effective psychological assistance
aimed at preserving and restoring the mental health.
In conditions of prolonged stress associated with the
ambiguous loss, this technology helps to reduce the
severity of the psychological trauma consequences.
The State Emergency Service psychologist is an
important specialist in providing the psychological
support to personnel and families of missing persons.

The main tasks of such specialists are to identify
individuals who need the psychological assistance
in a timely manner, create the emotionally safe
environment for processing experiences, support
commanders in establishing effective communication
with subordinates and families, and prevent the
professional burnout among the specialists. The
psychologists should pay particular attention to
cases involving families where the search process is
ongoing and requires long-term, systematic support.

We see the prospects for further research on this
issue in conducting the empirical assessment of
the psychological consequences of experiencing
the ambiguous loss by the personnel of the State
Emergency Service of Ukraine and developing
the psychological assistance program to overcome
the psychological consequences of experiencing
the ambiguous loss by the personnel of the State
Emergency Service.
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Moxuap JLL, sukoBa O.M., Boek H.II., Pynenko .M., Yepuenko O.M. IIPAKTUKA
ICUXOJIOITYHOI'O CYIIPOBOJY MEPCOHAJIY JICHC, IKU MEPEXKHUBAE
HEBU3HAYEHY BTPATY

Cmammio npucesaueHo anaunizy npoodremu NCUXON02IYHO20 CYNpo800y nepcorary llepicasroi cuysicou
Yrpainu 3 naozsuuatinux cumyayii (J{CHC), saxuii nepesicusace nesusnauerny empamy. Y pobomi npoananizosamno
¢henomen Hesuznauenoi empamu, UHAYEHO PO XAPAKMEPHUX PUC, KL CYMMEBO GIOPI3HAIOMb ii 610 IHUIUX
8Udi6 empam (CynpoBoONCYEMbC GIOUYMMAM — He3A8ePUIeHOCI, WO CMEOPIOE Q00AMKO8e eMoyilite
HABAHMAJICEHHS. HA 0CODY;,  Ccumyayisi HesUHAYeHOl empamu  GUKIUKAE BGIOYYMMs HeGIOOMOCH, sKe
nepewkoodcae npoyecy adanmayii ma CHpPUYUHAE BUCOKUL PIBEHb CIpecy;, eMOYiliHa Hanpyad, CnpudUHeHa
HEeBU3HAYEHICMIO, GNIUBAE HA 6CI ACNEKMU JICUMMS JIOOUHU, 30Kpemd Ha il emoyitine  O1a2onony4uys,
MIdHCOCOOUCICHT CMOCYHKU A 30AMHICHb YX8AN0eamu pients). Y pobomi po3kpumo 08a 0CHOGHI munu
HeBU3HaYeHoI smpamu. (i3uuHa ma Ncuxono2iuna (Qizuuna empama UHUKAE MOOI, KOAU TIOOUHA YU 00 '€Km
izuuno 6iocymmui, ane 36epicacmocsi ixHiti emMoOyiiHULl 36 SI30K I3 MUMU, XINO NEPENCUBAE BMPANLY, NCUXON02TUHA
empama mae micye mooi, Koau JoOUHa QisuuHo NpUcymus, die 6HACAIO0K NeBHUX 06CMasuH eMOyitiHo YU
NCUXONIOCTYHO HeOOCMYnHA 051 83aemo0ii). TIpoananizosano HACKIOKU NEPed’CUBanHs HeGUHAYEHOT 6mpamu
ocobucmicmio. Pozkpumo cneyugiky ncuxonoeiunoeo cynposoody nepconany JCHC ma unenie pooun ocio,
AKI 3HUKIU 6e3sicmu ncuxonozamu (mental tutor). Ilcuxonoziunuii cynposio nepconany JCHC Yrpainu, axuil
nepedcusac HesusHaueny empamy, 301UCHIOEMbCS BIONOBIOHO 00 VHIQIKOBAHUX NPOMOKOLIE MAd MEXHON02I
«Mental Tutor», wo 3abe3neuye niosuwjenHs ehexmusHOCmi NCUXOL02IUHOL OONOMO2U, CRPAMOBAHOI HA
30epedicents ma 6i0HOBNIEHH NCUXIUHO20 300p08 5. Po3Kpumo ocHO8HI npuHYUNU NCUXON02TUHO20 CYNPOBOJY
(emnamiiina nIOMpUMKA, HOPMANI3AYis peakyill, 3MIYHeHHs SHYMPIWHIX pecypcis, NIOMPUMKA Npoyecy
aoanmayii). Busnaueno ¢opmu donomocu, wo SUKOPUCIOBYIOMbCA Y NPOYECi NCUXOTOSIUHO20 CYNPOBOOY
nepconany J{CHC, wo nepesicusae nesusnauerny smpamy (iHOusioyanivhe KOHCYIbMYBAHHS, 2PYNOGI (hopmu
pobomiu, Kpuzoee 8MpyuanHs, NCUX0eOVKayis).

Knrouosi cnoea: smpama, ¢izuuna mpama, ncuxono2iuna 6mpama, HeGU3HA4eHd 6Mpamd, NCUXON02IUHULL
cynposio, nepconan JJCHC, mental tutor.
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