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Session Overview 



Overview of MHFA Program
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How did the MHFA Program begin?

• 1997: National Mental Health Literacy Survey indicated need.

• 2000: Betty Kitchener AM and Prof Tony Jorm developed 
course for local Canberra community.

• 2001: First evaluation published

• 2012: Dedicated independent non-for-profit health 
promotion charity set up ‘Mental Health First Aid Australia’.

• 2017: Founding CEO Betty Kitchener steps down. 



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.
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• A pproach, assess and assist with any crisis

• L isten and communicate non-judgmentally

• G ive support and information

• E ncourage appropriate professional help

• E ncourage other supports

Mental Health First Aid Action Plan
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Where MHFA training fits in
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Reach of the MHFA Program



International spread of MHFA Program
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Basis of MHFA Course Curriculum



• Over 20 research MHFA trials have been conducted, including a meta-
analysis 

• As a result of MHFA training, participants demonstrate:

o Increased knowledge of how to provide MHFA

o More positive attitudes to appropriate treatments

o Decreased stigmatising attitudes

o More supportive behaviours to others

o More confidence in providing support

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

What do evaluations show?
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• Highly statistically significant 
improvements in knowledge, attitudes 
and behaviour.

• Changes in mental health knowledge 
effect size of 0.56 (medium).

• Changes in stigmatising attitudes effect 
size of 0.28 (greater than small). This is 
the same effect size as found in a recent 
Australian meta-analysis of all 
interventions specifically designed to 
reduce stigma.

• Changes in helping behaviour effect size 
of 0.25 (greater than small). 

Swedish Meta-Analysis Findings

Hadlaczky G, et al. International Review of Psychiatry, 2014; 4; 467-475.



• Randomised controlled trial of 
MHFA in public servants.

• Compares eLearning and blended 
MHFA with online Red Cross Apply 
First Aid as the control.

• Looks at supportive behaviours
towards colleagues and self-care 
for mental health problems over 2 
years. 

www.workplaceaid.net.au

WorkplaceAid Trial

http://www.workplaceaid.net.au


Exploring how Mental Health First Aid Officers 
are:

• selected and supported in their organisation

• fit into an overall strategy on workplace 
mental health 

• benefits and challenges experienced. 

Goal of project 

Recommendations for other workplaces when 
appointing Mental Health First Aid Officers.

Research: ‘Exploring the role of Mental 
Health First Aid Officers’

Project Aims
Project Methods

• At least 6 organisations or worksites 
anywhere in Australia that have a 
current Mental Health First Aid 
Officer appointed for at least 6 
months. 

• Aim to interview multiple individuals 
within each organisation to gain 
insights from different staff involved.

• Data collection complete.



Why is MHFA relevant for workplaces?
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MHFA a recommendable action in 
workplaces

“… Australian 
businesses will 
receive an average 
return of $2.30 for 
every $1 they invest 
in effective 
workplace mental 
health strategies.”

MHFA training is 
recommended being 
delivered minimum 
of twice a year in the 
workplace.



Harvey, B., et al. 
"Developing a 
mentally healthy 
workplace: A review 
of the 
literature." UNSW 
Australia, Psychiatry 
Medicine, Australian 
School of Business, 
Black Dog Institute & 
National Mental 
Health 
Commission (2014)

MHFA training part of a mentally 
healthy workplace



Snapshot: What industries have 
taken up MHFA?

MHFA Courses in last 12 months (%)
Accommodation and Food Services

Administrative and Support Services

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing

Arts and Recreation Services

Construction

Education and Training

Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services

Financial and Insurance Services

Health Care and Social Assistance

Inadequately described or not stated

Information Media and Telecommunications

Manufacturing

Mining

Other Services

Professional, Scientific and Technical Services

Public Administration and Safety

Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services

Retail Trade

Transport, Postal and Warehousing

Wholesale trade

Bovopoulos N, et al 
International Journal of 

Mental Health 

Promotion. 2016 Mar 
14;18(2):65-82.

Health Care and 
Social Assistance 
47%

Public Admin 
and Safety 
14%

Education and 
Training 26%



Anxiety Disorders higher in: 

• IT

• Medical

• Financial 

• Insurance

Depression higher in: 

• Accommodation

• Food services

• Professional

• Technical

• Services industries 
Substance Use Disorders
higher in: 

• Mining 

• Construction

• Accommodation 

• Food services  

Which industries are at higher risk?



SA’s Mental Health Commissioner Chris Burns has said: 

It was “the most powerful to days I’ve had [in the job]…it empowers you. How can 
you, as a non-clinician … help a person who is demonstrating signs of, potentially, 
mental illness?”

He says the course gave him the tools to respond appropriately to a colleague or 
friend revealing that they are struggling with mental ill-health.

“It’s not wrong to ask a person if they were having thoughts of suicide…Before I’d 
done the course I would never had done that – but I felt empowered as a result of 
the course. They may just need to sit down for a coffee to talk it through with 
you.”
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Support by leadership



Guidelines for workplaces
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Guidelines for managers and co-workers

Developed using the Delphi expert 
consensus methodology using the 
consensus of experts from developed 
English-speaking countries who were: 

- People with lived experience of 
working whilst having symptoms of 
mental health problems

- Managers with experiencing 
supervising employees with MHPs or 
training in MH

- Workplace mental health 
professionals. 
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Guidelines for co-workers and managers

What a worker and manager should do to help a co-
worker, including: 

• Signs and symptoms of a mental health problem at 
work 

• How work contributes to mental health problems

• How to approach and talk with the person in a caring 
and non-judgmental way

• Guidance for managers including reasonable 
adjustments or performance management 

• Strategies for managing crisis situations, like acute 

distress and intoxication in the workplace.



Implementing a mental health first aid 
workplace strategy



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.

What is a Mental Health First Aid 
Officer?



The Mental Health First Aid Officer must:

• Hold a current Mental Health First Aid certificate endorsed by Mental 
Health First Aid Australia and be available for any additional training 
as required 

• Spend the vast majority of their working hours on site at the 
workplace for which they are nominated 

• Be able to be called away from their normal duties at short notice if 
required 

• Be able to maintain confidentiality as appropriate 

• Demonstrate an ability to relate well to other workers. 

Who can be a Mental Health 
First Aid Officer?



It is the responsibility of the employer to:

• Allow MHFA Officers to undertake appropriate training as required 

• Advise MHFA Officers of psychological hazards

• Clearly communicate to workers how to access MHFA Officers in 
suitable public areas

• Provide a space accessible and suitable for private conversations

• Ensure workers have access to MHFA Officers at all times

• Instruct MHFA Officers not to provide help outside scope of mental 
health first aid

• Ensure workers know what to do in a mental health crisis situation

• Provide funding and time for MHFA Officers to maintain their 
accreditation.

What about employer 
responsibilities?



• In response to statistics that lawyers 
are higher risk of mental health 
problems

• 20% of MHFA Officers are in leadership

• Strong leadership support

• Aim to have a MHFA officer in every 
team

• Have a MHFA room in every worksite

• Promote through intranet, pop ups on 
computers and internal LCD screens, 
noticeboards and social events

• Training MHFA officers globally with 
tailored blended MHFA for the Legal 
Profession Course. 

Case study: Norton Rose Fulbright 
Australia



“……this is when I really realised that things had turned around is a guy 
from a small site [in] regional NSW…a man in his late 40s and…he had 
a panic attack at work and his team huddled around him got him 
support made sure he got to the doctor, gave him a few days off…but 
then what he did was he posted his story on the shared message 
board…and he explained what happened to him, and he said part of 
his recovery was that he wanted to speak about it so that if it ever 
happened to someone else they would know it was normal and I 
thought that was so powerful because if you looked he was a man in 
his 40s from regional Australia generally those may not be the ones 
that open up the most that share a mental health experience.”

Benefits for recipient of MHFA



“I found that it's been excellent …in terms of any conversations or 
advice I give out to managers particularly around performance 
management or behavioural concerns or whatever it might be, my line 
of questioning first is "Have you had a conversation with this individual 
and determined that there aren't any factors outside of the work 
environment that maybe causing X,Y and Z?"

Benefits for MHFA Officers



Available training options
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MHFA Course Content
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• Mental health problems in 

Australia

• Mental Health First Aid Action 

Plan

• Depression

• Anxiety problems

• Psychosis

• Substance use problems

• Eating disorders *

• Suicidal thoughts or behaviours

• Non-suicidal self-injury

• Panic attack

• After a traumatic event

• Acute psychotic state

• Severe effects from alcohol or 

other drug use 

• Aggressive behaviour
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• Course participants who complete 12-14 hour MHFA courses or 
Blended MHFA Courses are eligible to become Accredited MHFAiders

• After completing their training, participants can complete a 
standardised online Accreditation Assessment and become an 
Accredited MHFAiders for 3 years. 

• Eligible to complete half-day Refresher training 3 years later. 

• Over 50,000 people have become Accredited MHFAiders since 
program launched in mid 2015.

Accredited MHFAiders



Standard MHFA Course

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

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

• 4th Edition Standard MHFA launched 2017 

• Eating disorders and gambling problems 
covered in manual.

• tailored Blended training also available for the 
workplace, legal professionals, tertiary 
students, pharmacy staff and later this year, 
financial professionals.
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Specialised courses
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• 4-hour MHFA for the Suicidal Person 
specialised standalone training

• 90-minute session for senior leaders and 
managers to be launched later in 2017. 



• Instructors attend a 5-day training course and receive ongoing support. 

• Instructors sign an agreement they will teach with fidelity to the curriculum.

• A range of backgrounds, but must fulfill:

Training to deliver MHFA 
Courses

o Knowledge of mental health problems 

o Personal or professional experience 

o Background knowledge of services

o Favourable attitudes 

o Teaching and communication skills 

o Interpersonal skills 

o Business plan or organisational support.



• Recognises and rewards workplaces rolling out 
MHFA Courses to 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.

• Currently being re-developed to help 
workplaces develop action plans to help guide 
them towards larger goals around building 
capacity in their workforce. 

Skilled Workplaces Initiative
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www.mhfa.com.au

The MHFA website

• Find an instructor or course in your area
• Enrol in eLearning
• Download guidelines, policy template and apply to be a skilled 

workplace.
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