Mental/Emotional Health First Aid

snapshot:
A brief overview for activists, organizers, and/or facilitators on how to approach and handle
mental and emotional health challenges in a group or at an action.

time: 45 mins - 2 hours
energy level: Medium
materials: Flipcharts, sticky notes, markers, and tape

STEPS
1. Brainstorm potential emotional and mental health stressors that could happen
specifically in training, meeting, or on site at an action (while recognizing that harm is
always happening and is ongoing) such as:
e Oppressive behavior or language.
e A trauma response surfacing during a training or role play.
e Emotional breakdown in response to personal or political news.
e Violence.

2. Discuss the five components of psychological first aid, which are Safety, Calming,
Self-efficacy, Connection, and Hope.

3. Break into smaller groups to develop a list of potential responses to the list
generated in Step #1 and write them up on a chart. Because the responses will vary
depending on context, be as specific as possible about the situation you are dealing with.
Note down both the pros and cons of using these responses. Suggestions may include:

e Have trained people assigned to de-escalation roles.

Identify safe(r) spaces or refuges for participants during street actions or meetings.

Meet basic needs such as food, water, and ventilation.

Set up a buddy system (or other support mechanisms).

Know where and when to access formal emergency medical services.

Have professionals on site if determined to be needed.

4. Return to the big group to share learnings by either doing a Gallery Walk from table
to table or if possible, have the charts or sticky notes up on a wall and move them all
close together to allow participants to view at once.

5. Prioritize and select. Use E DOTOCRACY or simple discussion to identify the stressors
and responses that are most likely to be an issue for your group in the near future.

6. If you have time, set up role plays to try out and practice your prioritized approaches
from Step 5 above.


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Zxb-3rCXaZGHAFjx8TPN97NJcBg-Ak0qaj9smnqubMg/edit
https://www.beautifultrouble.org/training/for-trainers
https://blog.nols.edu/2017/05/22/5-components-psychological-first-aid
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xQ5Fsyh1X5Qa_d___r1wqznrPuRSRW2WcO3FST9I7Ec/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/121GrETPNDEUmfDB1P0jKv-BgjNP3FxzmfxbchUtNluo/edit

7. Debrief using the 3 F's: Feelings, Fact, Forward. Share any learnings from the role
plays, identifying both the strengths and challenges that you may face, individually or as a
group.

a. Talk about how it felt to be in these urgent situations

b. Acknowledge what you or your group have expertise or experience in handling, and
where you need external support.

c. Identify future work to build capacity and get the training needed.

OPTIONS
e Use a video of a related situation to jump start the conversation.
e Allow for observers when running the role plays if someone is reluctant to take part.
e Have trained individuals available for support during sessions if distress is anticipated.
Trained care providers can also be asked to present relevant information to the
participants or answer questions.

TIPS
e If you are facilitating an intense role play, prepare in advance on how you will move folks
into debrief. For example, take a deep breath altogether, transform the role play lines into
a circle, or count backwards from 10.
e Learn how to articulate the limitations of the support you can offer. It's okay to direct
someone to seek external help if their needs are beyond what you, as a facilitator, or the
group can offer.

RESOURCES

e For a list of helplines in many countries around the world, see pages 99 - 101 of Amnesty
International’s well-being guide on Staying Resilient While Trying to Save the World
(Volume 2).

e To navigate emergency services in your community (such as 911, 5150, 988, or dealing
with community alternatives to the police) see pages 7 - 9 of the Navigating a Mental
Health Crisis guide or check out this list on alternatives to police in responding to mental
health.

e For more about Co-regulation see the BATMo! Activity on Community Care Embodied
Practice.

e For strategies on incorporating healing into direct actions see Black Lives Matter’s toolkit
on Healing in Action.

e For do’s, don'ts, and checklists on supporting someone in distress see this PDF:

Psychological First Aid Guide for field workers

author: Shanil, Sheng



https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/act10/3231/2020/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/act10/3231/2020/en/
https://www.nami.org/Support-Education/Publications-Reports/Guides/Navigating-a-Mental-Health-Crisis/Navigating-A-Mental-Health-Crisis
https://www.nami.org/Support-Education/Publications-Reports/Guides/Navigating-a-Mental-Health-Crisis/Navigating-A-Mental-Health-Crisis
https://justiceteams.org/alternatives-to-police-in-mental-health-response
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pALrJT3QEvlnCn4uzmqReE-2XdFENbzfwLiE2JVfoe0/edit#heading=h.qulgw51yryte
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pALrJT3QEvlnCn4uzmqReE-2XdFENbzfwLiE2JVfoe0/edit#heading=h.qulgw51yryte
https://blacklivesmatter.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/BLM_HealinginAction-1-1.pdf?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=97486b5ec24f8b0e64f8aceeb2f08380b1095c49-1623145202-0-AQpynSOnqvJw5xHg2p_2U4zmpR1QVHlq8gjbUQ-a5RoS6-T2xUBPskNZhcPNlLcj8y55arLAQOWxcMWdux1_Z0u1jFHk_3cTe7fUl14rOW3TGXVl7LSvJEbemP9XJXVoTXWVEguIOFgrq8Ru-wy0KKA-LhdhStEaMKn0yP5KOgVjHPRoFIDulxhqJT0SfVLB4kknF3ZY1BQeiFhYjD5qnu9yTpJFxiNL9bp-jyidtKwgJMalnHUazbte0Pw65n20oko_mK8hTIKtscyggrO5InXIooieXa71fDxu3euv4I6kuVq1PZXtlSk8tajbu4h1RsU5lGz0jRB4j6YVBMimk-BpJhpg2w0PZRgXJ8Im8UZtPnIkylgiZFXfHYHVazvTAsPU6fGFEhe3kTq6A59W4xXz-WMAadtix2x8lJ4YgfzkyvhisBa_zBUYMSkB0zI59cnq5ee3f9cUXUEorrK8s_WPrYeB5EbVzANBJK92sbgrTJtstx3nmyLvH6MSlSinjCL4NbYmiSOz8on5670Igw4
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/44615/9789241548205_eng.pdf



https://blog.nols.edu/2017/05/22/5-components-psychological-first-aid
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