
Mental Health First Aid
Community bas ed training for EVERYone that can help ANYone

Dr. Brenda R. Peters en 



ALGEE, the Mental Health First Aid mascot, and 
m nem onic for the  5-step  action  p lan



An 8-hour course  tha t gives peop le  the  skills to  he lp  
som eone  who is deve lop ing a  m enta l hea lth  p rob lem  or 
experiencing a  m enta l hea lth  crisis.

The  evidence  beh ind  the  p rogram  dem onstra tes tha t it 
does bu ild  m enta l hea lth  lite racy, he lp ing the  pub lic 
iden tify, understand , and  respond  to  signs of m enta l 
illness .

MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID 



.

J us t as  CPR helps  you as s is t an 
individual having a  heart a ttack. MHFA 
helps  as s is t s omeone experiencing a  
mental health or s ubs tance us e related 
cris is



Risk factors and warning signs

Menta l hea lth  and  add iction  concerns

Stra tegies for how to  he lp  som eone  in  both  crisis and  non-
crisis situa tions

Where  to  tu rn  for he lp

In  the  Menta l Hea lth  FIrst Aid  Class We Teach  About



Topics covered and scenarios discussed -

● Depression and mood disorders
● Anxiety disorders
● Trauma
● Psychosis
● Substance Use disorders



MHFA TEACHES AND FOCUSES ON
Recovery and Resiliency – the belief that 
individuals experiencing these challenges can 
and do get better, and use their strengths to 
stay well.



The Mental Health First Aid Action Plan

● A
● L
● G
● E
● E



Assess for  Risk  of  Suicide or  Harm
When helping a person going through a mental health crisis, it is important to 
look for signs of suicidal thoughts and behaviors, non-suicidal self-injury, or 
other harm. Some warning signs of suicide include:

● Threatening to hurt or kill oneself\
● Seeking access to means to hurt or kill oneself
● Talking or writing about death, dying, or suicide
● Feeling hopeless
● Acting recklessly or engaging in risky activities
● Increased use of alcohol or drugs
● Withdrawing from family, friends, or society
● Appearing agitated or angry or having a dramatic change in mood



Always seek  em ergency m edical help if  t he 
person’s l i fe is in im m ediat e danger . If  you 
have reason t o believe som eone m ay be 
act ively suicidal, call t he Nat ional Suicide 
Prevent ion Lifeline:

1-800-273-TALK (8255)



List en Nonjudgm ent ally

It may seem simple, but the ability to listen and have a 
meaningful conversation requires skill and patience. 
Listening is crit ical in helping an individual feel respected, 
accepted, and understood.

MHFA teaches you to use a set of verbal and nonverbal 
skills such as open body posture, comfortable eye 
contact, and other strategies to engage in appropriate 
conversation.



Give reassurance and Inform at ion

It is important to recognize that mental illnesses and 
addictions are real, treatable illnesses from which people 
can and do recover.

Approach the conversation with respect and dignity and 
don’t blame the individual for his or her symptoms.

MHFA provides information and resources you can offer 
to someone to provide emotional support and practical 
help.



Encourage appropr iat e professional help
Many professionals can of fer  help when som eone is in cr isis or  
exper iencing signs and sym pt om s:

● Doctors (primary care physicians or psychiatrists)
● Social workers, counselors, and other mental health professionals
● Certified peer specialists
● Types of Professional Help-

○ ”ta lk” therapy, 
○ medication, and 
○ other profes s ional supports

The Mental Health Firs t Aid course provides  a  variety of local and national 
resources  to connect individuals  in need to care.



Encourage self -help and ot her  suppor t  st rat egies

Individuals w it h m ent al i l lness can cont r ibut e t o t heir  own recovery 
and wellness t hrough:

● Exercise
● Relaxat ion and m edit at ion
● Par t icipat ing in peer  suppor t  groups
● Self -help books based on cognit ive behavioral t herapy
● Engaging w it h fam ily, f r iends, fait h, and ot her  social net works

Ment al Healt h First  Aid helps you t o ident ify pot ent ial sources of  
suppor t  and t o pract ice of fer ing t hese suppor t s t o t he person you are 
helping.



Int ervent ions Learned
When you take a course, you learn how to apply the Mental Health First Aid 
action plan in a variety of situations, including when someone is experiencing:

○ Panic attacks
○ Suicidal thoughts or behaviors
○ Nonsuicidal self-injury
○ Acute psychosis (e.g., hallucinations or delusions)
○ Overdose or withdrawal from alcohol or drug use
○ Reaction to a traumatic event

The opportunity to practice — through role plays, scenarios, and activities —
makes it easier to apply these skills in a real-life situation



4 Reasons t o Becom e a Ment al Healt h First  Aider
1. Be prepared:

When a mental health crisis happens, know what to do
2. You can help:

People with mental illnesses often suffer alone
3. Mental illnesses are common:

1 in 5 adults in any given year
4. You care:

Be there for a friend, family member, or colleague



Course Format

● 8 hours long.In your  com m unit y, i t  m ay be of fered in one, t wo or  
four  sessions 

● Highly Int eract ive - get  involved w it h t he m at er ial and relat e what  
you learn t o real-l i fe applicat ions. 

● Discussion t opics, exercises, and ot her  act ivit ies keep you engaged 
in t he course and give you an oppor t unit y t o pract ice helping sk il ls.

● Cer t if ied Inst ruct ors t each a nat ional cur r iculum  and t eaching 
st andards, while em phasizing hope for  recovery. 

● Classes usually consist  of  30 people or  less are of fered in a 
respect fu l, com for t able environm ent .



Adult Mental Health First Aid 

The adult Mental Health First Aid course is appropriate for anyone who wants 
to learn how to help a person who may be experiencing a mental health 
related crisis or problem. 

Course participants come from a variety of backgrounds and play various 
roles in a community so there are specialized modules for the adult version. 

● Public safety
● Higher education
● Military families
● Rural audiences



Youth Mental Health First Aid

Designed to teach how to help an adolescent (age 12-18) who is experiencing 
a mental health or addictions challenge or is in crisis.

The course introduces common mental health challenges for youth, reviews 
typical adolescent development, and teaches the  5-step action plan for how 
to help young people in both crisis and non-crisis situations.

Topics covered include anxiety, depression, substance use, disorders in which 
psychosis may occur, disruptive behavior disorders (including ADHD), and 
eating disorders.



Rural Mental Health First Aid
Nearly twenty pe rcen t of peop le  in  the  United  Sta tes live  
in  a  ru ra l a rea . 

The  cha llenges faced  by residen ts in  ru ra l a reas a re  
sign ifican tly d iffe ren t than  those  in  u rban  a reas. 

Rura l popu la tions a re  often  underse rved  and  possess 
hea lth  and  behaviora l hea lth  d isparitie s. 

Rura l com m unitie s have  a  chron ic shortage  of behaviora l 
hea lth  p rovide rs and  lim ited  access to  se rvices.



Rural Mental Health First Aid

Mental Health First Aid has the potential to address these 
disparities in rural communities by increasing mental 
health literacy (i.e., knowledge and beliefs about mental 
disorders which aid their recognition, management, or 
prevention) among key community members –

creating a stronger, more prepared network of support for 
individuals living in rural areas.



Rural Mental Health First Aid 
MHFA is a way to build community level capacity to identify 
mental health and substance use issues early 

Rural residents to increase their confidence to intervene and 
refer people to the resources that do exist. 

Rural communities have a long history of being innovative and 
taking responsibility. 

MHFA is a way to increase the level of baseline knowledge 
about mental health and substance use issues and to decrease 
the negative perceptions often associated with these issues.



Rural Mental Health First Aid 

Our targeted effort to serve rural communities 
addresses their unique characteristics, 
recognizes and enhances community capacity 
around behavioral health issues in rural areas.



Anyone, anywhere can be the one to make a difference 
in  the  life  of som eone  with  a  m enta l hea lth  or substance  
use  cha llenge  – if they know what to  do and  what to  say.



Thank You!!
Dr. Brenda R. Petersen
308.221.6647 (office)

308.530.4747 (cell) 
brenda@cervelleconsulting.com

Please feel free to contact me with further questions or 
for information on classes
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