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History & Background of MHFA



Lead developers of MHFA Program

Betty Kitchener AM, Prof Tony Jorm, Dr Claire Kelly, Melbourne, 2016
4



Why MHFA?

• Mental health problems are common

• Many people are not well informed

• Many do not seek help

• High level of stigma and discrimination

• May not realise that they need help or that effective help is available

• Professional help is not always immediately available

• The helper’s actions may determine how quickly the person gets help 
or recovers

• MHFA has resulted in better knowledge, attitudes and help-giving. 
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Guidelines for MHFA

Guidelines and articles are available from the MHFA website:
mhfa.com.au/cms/guidelines 6

https://mhfa.com.au/cms/guidelines


How the MHFA Guidelines 
were Developed

• Determine consensus within a group of experts

• Any statements made about potential helping actions included in a 
questionnaire

• Panels of experts: professionals (clinicians, researchers), carers and 
consumers
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All MHFA manuals have consumer artwork at the beginning of each chapter  

Consumer artwork in MHFA manuals
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Evaluations of Standard MHFA Course

• So far, over 20 research MHFA trials have been conducted to study 
the benefits of MHFA

mhfa.com.au/research/mhfa-australia-course-evaluations

• In 2014, Swedish researchers published a systematic review and meta 
analysis of 15 of the major MHFA trials. 

• This is the best type of evaluation that can be undertaken to assess 
how effective an intervention is.

• Highly statistically significant improvements were found in 
knowledge, attitudes and helping behaviour.
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https://mhfa.com.au/research/mhfa-australia-course-evaluations


As a result of MHFA training, participants demonstrate:

• Increased knowledge of how to provide MHFA

• More positive attitudes to appropriate treatments

• Decreased stigma

• More supportive behaviours to others

• More confidence in providing support

• When measured, studies also find improved mental health in 
participants.

What do evaluations show?
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Course Dissemination
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International spread of MHFA Program
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Promotion of MHFA in workplaces

It is recommended that MHFA becomes a prerequisite for all employed in 
human services.
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Example of Using MHFA 
in the Workplace

“I recognised clinical depression that was leading to suicide thoughts in 
one of my work colleagues. I listened, did not prejudge, even though it 
was through drug related issues as well as personal issues. My work 
colleague became calm and easy going as he knew I was not a threat to 
him and I was able to give suggestions on what he / we could do, e.g. 
GP, counsellor, mental health team.”
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• Recognises and rewards the many workplaces across Australia that 
are doing wonderful work in increasing mental health literacy by 
rolling out MHFA Courses for employees.

• Workplaces can apply for recognition for bronze, silver or gold status 
if they maintain a certain percentage of staff with a current MHFA 
certificate.

Skilled Workplaces Initiative
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Workplace Mental Health First Aid 
Officers

A Mental Health First Aid Officer is an Accredited Mental Health First 
Aider appointed in their workplace to:

• Provide mental health first aid within their worksite as needed, at 
their level of competence and training.

• Escalate any matters if required in a prompt and appropriate fashion 
according to their relevant organisational policy and procedures.

It is the responsibility of the Mental Health First Aid Officer to: 

• Maintain their Mental Health First Aider accreditation 

• Complete available refresher training as directed/required.

Free policy template available at MHFA website. 
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Mental Health & Disability



• People with a disability are more at risk of Mental Illness

• People with a disability face more challenges accessing Mental Health Services

• They often need support from others to identify Mental Health problems

• Personal experience of Disability & Mental Health issues

• Importance of Mental Health First Aid for the Deaf-Blind Community and other 
disability communities
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Mental Health & Disability



Factors contributing to MH problems in 

people with disability

Interconnection between Biological, Psychological and 
Social factors

Biological

• brain damage

• sensory impairments

• genetic conditions

• medication

• epilepsy



Factors contributing to mental health problems 

in people with a disability

Psychological 

• self worth

• self image

• poor coping mechanisms

• bereavement and loss

• difficulty expressing emotions

• history and expectations of failing

• dependence on others



Factors contributing to mental health problems 
in people with a disability

Social

• living in inappropriate environments

• exposure to adverse life events

• expectation of others

• family

• reduced social networks

• economic disadvantage

• transitions

• discrimination

• legal disadvantage



Additional problems for people with Intellectual 

Disability (ID)

Myths:

- People with ID don’t have MH problems

- People with ID aren’t able to benefit from regular 
interventions

Barriers:

• Lack of suitable diagnostic tools

• Access: Lack of awareness about services offered by mental 
health and other providers of treatment.

• Specialist Services: Lack of mental health staff trained and 
experienced in working with people with an intellectual 
disability.



Difficulty diagnosing people with ID

• Person can be unable to express symptoms; limited 
communication skills, limited self awareness etc.

• Unusual or infrequent presentation of symptoms – could be 
through Behaviours of Concern (BoC)

• Relationship between Mental Illness and Behaviours of Concern 
(BoC) is complex but often co-exist

• Medication might impact behaviours that indicate symptoms

• Historical information sometimes inconsistent or missing. may 
make it difficult to determine if there has been a change over 
time.



How can staff support?

• Monitor behaviour e.g. level of activity, changes to 

sleeping and eating patterns

• Monitor emotional reactions

• Monitor changes in abilities, leisure activities or 

preferred routines

• Monitor level of motivation



• Identify MH problems of people with a disability

• Support access to MH services

• Healthy workers build a healthy organisation
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Importance of MHFA for Disability 
Organisations



What is MHFA?



What is MHFA?

• Mental health first aid is the help provided to a person developing a 
mental health problem, experiencing a worsening of an existing 
mental health problem or in a mental health crisis.

• The first aid is given until appropriate professional treatment is 
received or until the crisis resolves.

• MHFA training follows the successful model of conventional first aid.

• MHFA Courses trains members of the public to give early help to 
developing mental health problems and assistance in crisis situations.

• MHFA is not therapy and does not teach participants how to diagnose. 
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Where can MHFA help?
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• Aims to prevent problems becoming more serious and aims to 
reduce secondary effects. 

• The longer the delay - the more difficult recovery can be.

• Support from family, friends and work colleagues is important.

• This is the phase where MHFA can play an important role.
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Early Intervention



12-hour Standard MHFA Course

• Directed at adults helping other adults, suitable for delivery in 
workplaces and in the community. 

• 12 hour-course can be delivered over 2-days or 4 separate modules 
of 3 hours each. 

• 4th Edition Standard MHFA launched 2017 
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Standard MHFA Course Content 

Mental health problems in Australia:

• Depression

• Anxiety problems

• Psychosis

• Substance use problems

Videos including personal stories give insight in the signs, symptoms & 
experience of mental illness.

BLACK DOG provides insight in having depression.

Eating 
disorders and 

gambling 
problems 

also covered 
in manual.
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Standard MHFA Course Content 

Crisis Guidelines:

- Suicidal thoughts and behaviours

- Non-suicidal self-injury

- Panic attacks

- Traumatic events

- Severe effects of drug or alcohol use

- Severe psychotic states

- Aggressive behaviours.
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Mental Health First Aid Action Plan: ALGEE

Algee the MHFA 
mascot.

pproach the person, assess and assist with any crisis A

isten and communicate non-judgmentally L

ive support and informationG

ncourage the person to get appropriate professional helpE

ncourage other supportsE
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Mental Health First Aid Action Plan for

(Intellectual) Disability & Depression

Approach the person, assess and assist with 

any crisis

When asking questions of a person with a disability

• Use methods of communication the person can understand

• Avoid asking leading questions because sometimes they answer to 

please



Listen and Communicate 

• People with a disability may have trouble recognising 

& labelling their emotions

• They may need more time to respond

• You may need to use more checking questions & 

paraphrasing to make sure you have understood

• Monitor body language
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Give support & information

• That will promote the person’s understanding

• Supports independence, choice and control

• Treat the person with respect and dignity

• Provide practical supports to the person, PBS support 

might be helpful; reducing triggers.



Encourage appropriate professional help

• Professionals will need good information about the person

• You may need to stay with the person 

• Support communication

• Consider pictures, drawings, & diaries may be helpful, let the 

professional know what the person responds to.

• Take important information along to professionals

• Explain the information from the professional



Encourage other supports

• The person may have limited coping strategies due 

to reduced cognitive abilities, lack of experience & 

education.

• The person may have a more limited social network

• Peer Support



MHFA course for people with a 
disability

• Learning from each other

• Personal experience

• Peer Work Support

• Adapt to the group:

• 12 hour-course can be delivered over 2-days or 4 separate 
modules of 3 hours each.

• Supports 
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• A Mental Health First Aider (MHFAider) is a person who has 
completed a MHFA Course delivered by an Accredited MHFA 
Instructor. 

• MHFAiders who complete Standard, Youth, AMHFA and Blended 
MHFA Courses can complete a standardised online Accreditation 
Assessment in order to become an Accredited MHFAider for 3 years. 

• Refresher Accreditation training in 3 years.

• Since launched June 2015, over 40,000 people have become 
Accredited MHFAiders across Australia. 

Become an Accredited MHFAider
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Other Courses 

• 14- hour Youth MHFA Course - Suitable for adults working or living 
with adolescents. Includes topics in Standard MHFA adapted to be 
youth-specific, plus eating disorders.

• teen MHFA Program

• 14-hour Aboriginal MHFA Course 

• 4-hour Suicide Prevention Course

• 4-hour Supporting Problem Gambling Course

• Blended course: Workplace MHFA, Allied Health,

Medical students, financial professionals etc.

FIRST YEAR DE students can do the online part for free!
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2nd ed. Standard MHFA PPT slides adapted by

Ruth Pappas and Matt Frize, Office of the Senior Practitioner

NSW Department of Ageing Disability and Homecare (DADHC)

with the kind permission of the authors:

Kitchener BA & Kelly CM, MHFA Australia

www.mhfa.com.au

MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID 

For People with an Intellectual Disability

http://www.mhfa.com.au/


www.mhfa.com.au

The MHFA website

• Find an instructor or course in your area
• Download MHFA guidelines

Contact Carmen: 0458637846 or ccdfranke@Hotmail.com
or Silver Lining  https://silverlining-consulting.weebly.com/
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Q & A


