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About us 

Control Risks is a specialist risk consultancy that helps create secure, compliant and resilient 

organizations. We believe that taking risks is essential to success, so we provide the insight and 

intelligence you need to realize opportunities and grow. And we ensure you are prepared to 

resolve issues and crises. From the boardroom to the remotest location, we have developed an 

unparalleled ability to bring order to chaos and reassurance to anxiety. 
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The information contained herein does not constitute a guarantee or warranty by Control Risks Group Holdings Limited, its subsidiaries, branches and/or affiliates 
(“Control Risks”) of future performance nor an assurance against risk. This report is based on information provided by the client and other information available at the 
time of writing. It has been prepared following consultation with and on the basis of instructions received from the client and reflects the priorities and knowledge of the 
client as communicated to Control Risks. Accordingly, the issues covered by this report and the emphasis placed on them may not necessarily address all the issues of 
concern in relation to its subject matter. No obligation is undertaken by Control Risks to provide the client with further information, to update this information or any other 
information for events or changes of circumstances which take place after the date hereof or to correct any information contained herein or any omission therefrom. 
Control Risks’ work and findings shall not in any way constitute recommendations or advice regarding the client’s ultimate commercial decision, which shall, in all 
respects, remain the client’s own. 

This report is for the benefit of the client only (including its directors, officers and employees) and may not be disclosed to any third parties without the prior written 
consent of Control Risks. 

Copyright © Control Risks. All rights reserved. This document cannot be reproduced without the express written permission of Control Risks. Any reproduction without 
authorization shall be considered an infringement of Control Risks’ copyright. 
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How to use this guide 

This guide is part of a video course jointly created by the International Rescue Committee (IRC) and Control Risks to 

provide the participant with a basic understanding of the Family Liaison Officer (FLO) role in a kidnap incident. The 

guide will provide the participant with the foundation and functions of the FLO role and then examine specific 

techniques and methods that are necessary for an effective FLO.  

This guide will match the topics covered in the corresponding video and can be used by the participant for note taking 

and as a reference while watching the video. 

Understanding the foundations and functions of the Family 

Liaison Officer 

The Family Liaison Officer (FLO) is the organization’s representative who serves as the primary point of contact for 

the family. The FLO frequently and directly communicates with the impacted staff member’s family or emergency 

contact both during and after the crisis.  

 The person acting in this position is normally a member of the crisis management team and serves as a bridge or 

conduit between the family and the crisis management team. The FLO provides information from the crisis 

management team to the family and carries requests from the family back to the crisis management team.   

 The FLO’s role is to help minimize confusion, streamline the sharing of information, and act as a single point of 

contact between the organization and the family to provide information and help them through a very difficult 

situation. 

 

Notes: 
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Specific functions of the FLO 

The FLO is the person who will make the initial contact with family to share the news of the detainment, kidnapping, 

incapacitation or death of the affected staff member.  

 The FLO relays information, coordinates between the family and the organization, and provides options for 

support at regularly established intervals until the crisis is resolved.  

 The FLO keeps family members updated on any media statements before they are issued by the organization.  

 The FLO becomes the go-to person for the family (or the staff member’s non-family emergency contact), working 

to provide clarity, get answers to questions and help ensure that there is calibrated messaging between the 

organization and the family, especially when dealing with external entities such as government agencies, law 

enforcement and the media.  

 The FLO role requires that one demonstrate exceptional compassion, patience and empathy, sometimes over 

sustained periods of time. 

 The FLO should document all interactions with the family (See appendix A) 

 

Notes: 
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Dealing with persons in crisis: Active listening and de-
escalation                  

Serving as an FLO often means balancing the provision of compassionate and caring support to the family or 

emergency contact while maintaining appropriate legal and emotional boundaries. FLOs do not act as therapists or 

counselors and do not provide legal advice unless directed to do so by the organization’s legal department. Perhaps 

most critically, FLOs do not offer unrealistic claims or promises that go beyond those that have been approved by the 

crisis management team.     

De-escalation 

 Before you can de-escalate an individual in crisis, you need to remember how to de-escalate yourself. This 

usually involves mental rehearsal and even mindfulness.  

 Do not engage in problem-solving (i.e., attempting to lay out the issues and then offer proposed solutions) too 

early. If someone is reacting loudly and emotionally, you may also be tempted to tell the person to calm down or 

to minimize the situation by saying things like “It’s not that bad.”  

 Good de-escalation leads to a reduction in emotionality and helps turn down the escalated response to a crisis. 

Your first and best tool for this is simply the passage of time.   

 A calm, soft and soothing vocal tone can have a significant impact on helping a person in crisis. Conversely, if 

you start raising the volume of your voice and shouting or yelling as you demand that the family member calm 

down, you can well imagine that this has the opposite effect and generally leads to further escalation.  

 “Emotional first aid” lets the family member know that you recognize the devastating impact of the situation and 

that you care for their well-being. The first level of emotional first aid includes attending to a person's physical 

needs such as providing a glass of water, a place to sit down or, in some cases, calling for emergency medical 

care if they experience physical trauma such as collapsing or a panic attack. After ensuring that a person’s 

physical needs are met, the next level of emotional first aid may involve taking care of their anchoring needs, 

such as coordinating in-person or telephonic access to other family members or friends who need to be informed 

of the situation and who can support the family member in crisis.   

Active listening is the ability to focus completely on a speaker, understand their message, comprehend the 

information and respond thoughtfully. Unlike passive listening, which is the act of hearing a speaker without retaining 

their message, this interpersonal communication skill ensures that you are able to engage and later recall specific 

details without needing information repeated. Active listeners use verbal and non-verbal techniques to show and keep 

their attention on the speaker.  

 Minimal encouraging – FLOs need to convey attentiveness through body language or brief verbal replies that 

relate interest and concern. The responses need not be lengthy. By giving occasional, nonintrusive, brief and 

well-timed replies, an FLO can demonstrate that they are present and engaged and tracking what the family 

member is saying. Even relatively simple phrases such as “Yes,” “Mmhmm” or “I see” effectively convey that an 

FLO is paying attention to the family member. These responses will encourage the family member to continue 

talking and to gradually relinquish more control of the conversation to the FLO. 

 Mirroring – Repeating the last words or the main idea of the family member’s message serves as both an 

attending and listening technique as it indicates both interest and understanding. For example, a family member 
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might declare, “I'm sick and tired of dealing with the government!” to which the FLO can mirror, “You’re feeling 

sick and tired…” Mirroring can be especially helpful in the early stages of a crisis as an FLO attempts to establish 

a non-confrontational presence, gain initial intelligence and begin to build rapport.  

 Paraphrasing – This consists of FLOs repeating, in their own words, the meaning of the family members’ 

messages back to them. This shows that FLOs are not only interested but listening to and understanding what 

the family member is conveying. For instance, the family member might say, “What's the use in trying to go on 

anymore? There's no hope left for my husband.” In response, the FLO might express understanding by 

paraphrasing the family members words, saying, “You're feeling hopeless and you feel like there's no way that 

you can go on without hope for your husband.” 

 Emotion labeling – This occurs when FLOs attach a label to the feelings expressed or implied by a family 

member’s words and actions. Emotion labeling shows that an FLO is paying attention to the emotional aspects of 

what the family members are conveying. When used effectively, emotional labeling becomes one of the most 

powerful active listening skills available to an FLO because it helps them identify the issues and feelings that 

drive family members’ behaviors.  

 Summarizing – When the FLO, as the listener, takes both the story that’s been shared and the companion 

emotions that have been displayed and essentially reads them back to the speaker. If the FLO gets the details 

right and delivers this summary back with care and empathy, it immediately telegraphs to the family member that 

the FLO is fully tuned in to where they are at in the moment.  

 Another powerful strategy beyond the techniques we have just gone through is having empathy. Empathy is 

generally defined as the ability to sense other people’s emotions, coupled with the ability to imagine what 

someone else might be thinking or experiencing as a result of their situation or circumstances. In dealing with a 

family member who is in crisis, it is hard to really know what that person is experiencing since most of us will not 

ever find ourselves in that situation. It is important to avoid phrases like “I know exactly what you’re going 

through” and, instead, focus on validating the trauma of their experience in the moment, perhaps with phrases 

such as “Anyone going through the kidnapping of a loved one would feel lost, panicked, and confused” or even 

“I’m so sorry you’re experiencing this; I imagine you feel like the whole world is upside down right now.”   

“Do’s and don’ts”: 

 Do listen more than you speak and do offer emotional first aid to a person in crisis. 

 Don’t tell the escalated person to “calm down” as this tends to have the opposite effect.  

 Do remember that the passage of time is a natural remedy for escalation, so look to slow things down if possible. 

 Don’t give in to the natural inclination to rush through a difficult or challenging conversation.  

 Do use active listening skills such as minimal encouragers, paraphrasing, emotion labeling and summarizing. 

 Don’t try and skip through de-escalation and get right down to business with a person in crisis. 

 Do sincerely and authentically convey empathy to a family member in crisis. 

 Don’t rely on simple statements like “I understand,” which can sometimes be an ineffective shortcut.   

 Do remember that, as an FLO, there will likely be many times throughout your work with family members or 

emergency contacts when you will need to engage in de-escalation. Be patient and remember that your mission 

is to serve your organization and this family with the highest degree of respect and compassion possible. 
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The main stages of family liaison response 

The first stage is preparing for contact with the family or emergency contact. Once an event such as a kidnapping, 

injury or death of a staff member has occurred, the organization needs to quickly select an FLO who will be assigned 

to break the news to the family.  

 Once the FLO is selected but before any contact is made, the FLO needs to access all relevant information about 

the kidnapped or impacted staff member. The staff member’s file should be carefully but quickly reviewed in 

order to identify the emergency contact as well as any specific instructions that may be contained within the file.  

 Since it’s likely that the family members will want to know exactly what happened and will be desperate for 

details, you will need to be sure that you have clarity on the facts of the situation from reputable sources and a 

solid understanding of the timeline of events as they occurred. You should be prepared for such questions as: 

 Where is my loved one right now? 

 What condition are they in? 

 Who is holding them and why? 

 What do they want in exchange for my loved one? 

 When were they taken and from where? 

 What government and law enforcement agencies are involved? 

 What is the organization willing to do to help my loved one? 

 

Initial contact with the family and breaking the news 

The FLO making the initial contact should make every effort to do so in person or face to face if time and COVID-19 

pandemic-related restrictions allow. If in-person notification is not possible or would cause unreasonable delays, a 

phone call, FaceTime or video teleconference may be the next best option. You should avoid making any notifications 

via email or any other form of written communication. 

 

Notes: 
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Assessing and addressing the family’s immediate needs 

 After you have answered or attempted to answer the family’s most urgent questions, it is time to begin assessing 

their needs and making some recommendations to prepare them for what is ahead. This includes:  

 Dealing with the media and what to say or not say 

 How to handle their social media accounts and the staff member’s social media 

 How to respond if the family is contacted by their loved one or their hostage takers about ransom/demands 

 Daily routines such as those relating to food, childcare, school, health care, employment and finances 

 How to access organizational assistance via human resources such as medical care, security procedures or 

psychological care 

 One of the first priorities is to establish a main point of contact or spokesperson for the family. A main point of 

contact creates a structure through which all family inquiries can be funneled.  

 The identification of the family representative should be made by the family but be aware that this can pose 

challenges.  

 In some situations, you may also be asked to break the news to others, for instance in a split family. While you 

should, of course, work with the family representative and support them as much as possible, in general, it is 

better to avoid having multiple family representatives or communicating with different groups of family members 

separately.   

 Assistance – You should also ask questions to find out what concrete assistance the family might need in both 

the short and long term, such as food, childcare, transportation, counseling or financial assistance.  

 Contact schedule – Confirm once again that the family representative has your cell phone number and can reach 

you at any time via calling or another method (e.g., WhatsApp).   

 It is important to ask the family how they prefer to have communications with you moving forward after this first 

meeting.  

 Work with the family representative to establish a rhythm for the frequency and time of contact each day.  

 For many of the reasons we have already covered, the family may find it helpful to have you deliver updates in 

writing, as they may often be overloaded, stressed or may simply struggle to recall all of the details included in 

your verbal briefings.  

 

Notes: 
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Topics you cannot or should not address 

“What do we say if we are contacted by the kidnappers?” 

Should we pay the ransom? 

 The crisis management team may ask you to remind the family that the IRC’s policy is to not pay ransom.  The 

crisis management team may also want you to convey that the IRC’s negotiation position and strategy may be 

different than the family’s.  

 If asked by a family member whether they should pay a ransom, the best possible answer would be to 

acknowledge that you cannot, as an FLO, provide direct guidance on this very difficult and complex decision. 

You should always consult with the crisis management team to be sure you are accurately communicating with 

the family on this very important issue.  

Should we talk to the media and what should we say? 

 Similarly, the family may ask you whether they should make a public statement to the media. Again, as the FLO, 

it is outside the scope of your engagement to provide direct guidance on this issue. You can offer to help 

orchestrate meetings with the right people – such as the organization’s public relations department or an external 

media consultant – so that the family members do not have to make this decision alone. 

 

Notes: 
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Wrapping up the first meeting 

 It can be tempting to try to problem solve and “fix” a major traumatic event with a simple practical solution. This is 

typically ineffective, particularly when the family is overwhelmed and emotionally traumatized by the situation.  

 The family will start to see you as the lifeline to their loved one and, as a result, you may have significant 

influence over them. It is important for you to encourage resilient behaviors and positive coping skills while 

connecting the family to needed resources.  

 The family may be tempted to share updates or information that you have provided with others outside of the 

family, like friends or neighbors. While, ultimately, you cannot control what they say to whom, you may wish to 

gently caution them on the negative impact this might have on their loved one and the ongoing efforts to rescue 

them. 

 Warn the family of the dangers associated with going down the “rabbit hole” of the internet, which may offer 

information that is neither credible nor useful. Worse yet, they may find themselves exploited by online predators, 

such as uninvolved nefarious actors who prey on the desperation of victims to obtain money or access to their 

family.   

 

Notes: 
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Establishing and maintaining contact at scheduled 
interviews 

 In preparation for each of these scheduled meetings, you will want to collaborate with your crisis management 

team to determine what information can be passed to the family as well as what information might need to be 

obtained from them.    

 Consistency and reliability are the keys here during these regular meetings. Make sure to deliver what you 

promised when you promised and to keep your scheduled meetings.  

 Maintain a detailed written record of each communication and each contact you have with the family. This 

includes all contact with the family (written or spoken), who participated, the actions taken, guidance provided, 

resources accessed and the decisions that were made (See appendix A). 

 

Notes: 
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The importance of self-care 

Imagine that you are working as an FLO with a family over the course of several weeks. It is a high-pressure 

environment and the family has come to rely on you for support and access to important resources. You are starting 

to lose weight because you are not eating enough and you have started making mistakes because you are not getting 

enough sleep. Do you: 

a. Ignore the signs of burnout and rise to the occasion with some extra coffee. 

b. Tell the family that they need to become more self-sufficient and independent since you cannot be there for 

them all the time. 

c. Make sure you take time for sleep, nutrition and, if needed, a short break with coverage from another 

colleague/FLO. 

 Fuel your mind and body with rest, food and exercise. Recognize the signs of burnout: anxiety, irritability, 

disengagement, low mood and exhaustion. Do not expect others to remind you to take care of yourself because 

they are also in the middle of the critical incident and may not recognize their own exhaustion, let alone yours.  

 Make time for yourself while in the middle of an incident. Take breaks throughout the day and night, even if it is 

just ten minutes to help yourself recharge. Use the time to do something that lifts your spirits. Take a brisk walk, 

practice deep breathing or meditation and, if possible, even if it is just ten minutes, unplug from technology.  

 Connect with others and help create a positive environment. Realize that the entire organization is in this with 

you, both at work and at home. Talk to coworkers and family when you have time and let them know how much 

you appreciate them. 

 

Notes: 
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Resolution, transition and an “exit strategy” 

 Explain to the family how the organization is responding to the resolution and how your role will be changing now 

that the situation has changed. You should discuss the staff member and the family’s wishes as they relate to 

internal and external communications about resolution and assist the family in accessing the appropriate 

resources, such as media consultants or the organization’s public relations specialist.  

 Complete all written records and ensure that they are up to date.  

 Explain the exit strategy to the family early on in the response to the crisis so that the family is not caught by 

surprise and in order to have a clear understanding of, and agreement on, the full process. 

 Following the conclusion of the response to the crisis, an organizational review should take place with a focus on 

what happened and how the whole organization responded to the crisis, rather than focusing on individual 

performances. The goal of the review is to strengthen future responses to crises and family liaison and support 

services. (see FLO exit strategy checklist, appendix C) 

 

Notes 
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Annex A: Family Contact Checklist: 

Use this checklist to record interaction with family members. 

 

Date/Time/ 

Method 

FLO Name Family Contact name Observations/Significant 

events 

Actions 
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Annex B: CMT Contact Checklist 

 

Use this checklist when reporting information to or receiving information from the CMT. 

 

Date/Time/Method FLO Name CMT Contact Comments/Actions 
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Annex C: FLO Exit Strategy Checklist 

 

 The exit needs to be explained to the family early in the process.  

 Consider the following discussions with the family and explain what the organization can do in each case. 

- The crisis is resolved, and the field worker returns. 

- The field worker dies 

- The crisis remains unresolved 

 Ensure written records and logs are complete and up to date. 

 Include important dates in written records, for example, memorial services. 

 Summarize achievements or positive results with the family. 

 Ensure continuity with the family in case of a long-term abduction and potential after care. 

 Have a formal exit meeting and document, however the timeline should be flexible based on the needs and 

concerns of the family. 

 Give clear next steps to the family. 

 Coordinate with the organization to construct an after-action report 

 


