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The MHFA program continues to improve mental health literacy of members of the 

community. Within Australia, MHFA has now spread to important domains such as 

TAFE colleges, universities, Departments of Education and Training, the Police 

force, Red Cross and Government agencies such as Centrelink. The MHFA Program 

has continued to grow internationally as well and is now in 15 countries.  

NEW 2nd edition MHFA 

launching in Feb 2010 
The new 2nd edition MHFA curriculum of the Standard 

(formerly Adult) and Youth courses is being launched in 

February 2010. The 2nd edition is based on the National MHFA 

Guidelines, which are first aid actions that have consensus 

amongst expert panels of mental health professionals, 

consumers and carers across developed English-speaking 

countries. 

The guidelines can be downloaded at: 
www.mhfa.com.au/Guidelines.shtml 

MHFA in Queensland Plan 

for Mental Health  
2007-2017  
In June 2008, the Mental Health Branch of Queensland Health 

published the Queensland Plan for Mental Health 2007-2017.  

Part of this plan is for the QLD government  to “support 

activities which will build mental health promotion, 

prevention and early intervention capacity”.  

It is wonderful to see that MHFA courses are listed as part of 

this strategy. 

On page 14, it states that the plan includes: 

“Improving mental health literacy and access to mental 

health first aid training for non-clinical workers in key 

government and non-government services”. 

Victoria Police and MHFA 

In 2006-07, Victoria Police commissioned research into 

issues surrounding policing and mental health, and the 

Victorian Department of Justice committed to 

developing a mental health strategy.  

As a result, 10 Victoria Police have become accredited 

MHFA Instructors, who deliver the two-day MHFA course 

to police across Victoria. The aim, which they are well 

on target to meet, is to have 1,000 Victorian Police 

attend a MHFA course by the end of 2009.  

Phil Nash, Acting Inspector, said that they “recognised 

the value in providing more in-depth, on-demand 

training to meet specific needs and started MHFA to 

increase knowledge, raise awareness, reduce stigma and 

increase the capacity for early intervention and 

supportive actions.” 

The MHFA course conducted for Victorian Police is 

tailored to the needs of operational policing and covers: 

depression, mood disorders, suicide, anxiety disorders, 

post-traumatic stress disorder, psychosis and substance-

use disorders. 

There are now a number of Australian universities that 

have MHFA Instructors who deliver courses to staff 

members. So far, MHFA has gone to: The University of 

Melbourne, Monash University, Australian National 

University Canberra, Newcastle University, University of 

WA, Adelaide University and Charles Sturt University. 

MHFA goes to university 

To view the full document: www.health.qld.gov.au/

mentalhealth/abt_us/qpfmh/08132_qpfmh07.pdf 
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NEW first aid cannabis 

guidelines 
New first aid guidelines 

have been produced to 

help the community 

identify and assist people 

who are developing a 

problem with their 

cannabis use or are in a 

cannabis-related crisis. 

The guidelines were developed by Orygen Youth 

Health Research Centre for the National Cannabis 

Prevention and Information Centre (NCPIC), which 

is funded by the Australian Government.   

The guidelines are the first to be produced in the 

world and have been researched and produced in 

response to the growing body of evidence that 

links cannabis use to a range of physical and 

mental health problems. They are designed to 

inform members of the community how to 

recognise when someone’s cannabis use has 

become a problem, how to provide initial support 

and information, and how to guide the user to 

seek professional help.  

According to Dan Lubman, Associate Professor of 

Addictions at Orygen Youth Health Research 

Centre at the University of Melbourne, “Friends 

and family can provide an important source of 

support and assistance to those suffering with 

problematic cannabis use, however they often do 

not know what to say or do to best help the 

person get professional help. These guidelines 

are important in this regard, as the sooner 

someone receives help for their cannabis use or 

mental health problems the better the outcome.”  

According to Lubman, what makes these 

guidelines particularly effective is that they have 

been developed by an international panel of 

experts, including clinicians, consumers and 

carers from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the 

USA and the UK, who reached consensus about 

what to do when someone is developing a 

cannabis use problem.  

‘Although there is a broad range of information 

about cannabis use available to the public, the 

messages are often inconsistent, or even 

inaccurate, with little evidence for their 

effectiveness. Being aware of when and how to 

encourage a cannabis user to seek appropriate 

help is an important community skill, especially 

as many of those with problems do not seek help. 

Indeed, not seeking help further increases the 

harms associated with problem cannabis use, such 

as developing more serious mental health 

problems.’   

These guidelines can be downloaded at: 

www.ncpic.org.au or www.mhfa.com.au 

NEW Intellectual 

Disability MHFA 

Manual  

The Intellectual Disability Mental 

Health First Aid Manual is a 

supplement to the generic MHFA 

Manual. It is a resource for those 

who are supporting adults with an 

intellectual disability and an 

emerging mental health problem 

or experiencing a mental health 

crisis. Those who have an 

understanding of intellectual 

disability or have completed the 

generic MHFA training will find 

the manual a valuable resource.  

The manual is available for 

download for free from the MHFA 

website (www.mhfa.com.au – 

click on ‘Shop’).  

 

Alternatively, staff from the NSW 

Dept of Ageing Disability and 

Homecare (DADHC) can access 

this manual from the DADHC 

intranet – (‘Services to Clients/

Officer of the Senior Practitioner/

Statewide Behaviour Intervention 

Service/Resources’.)   

There are also a number of hard 

copies available.  To obtain a 

hard copy, to provide feedback or 

for further information please 

contact Ruth Pappas at the 

Statewide Behaviour Intervention 

Service on: 

 

P: 02 8876 4000 

E:ruth.pappas@dadhc.nsw.gov.au 

NEW beyondblue 

publication -  

What Works for 

Depression 

A new publication written by 

Orygen Youth Health Research 

Centre has just been published by 

beyondblue: A Guide to What 

Works for Depression written by 

Anthony Jorm, Nick Allen, Amy 

Morgan and Rosemary Purcell. 

This new booklet provides a 

comprehensive and up-to-date 

review of treatments (A-Z) for 

depression, including medical, 

psychological, complementary 

and lifestyle interventions. It also 

features a tear-off bookmark 

summary of the treatments which 

work.  

The aim of this booklet is to assist 

people to make informed choices 

by providing a summary of what 

the scientific evidence says about 

each treatment. The booklet 

rates the evidence for the 

effectiveness of each treatment 

using a ‘thumbs up’ scale. 

It is now available on the 

beyondblue website to download:  

www.beyondblue.org.au/

index.aspx?

link_id=7.980&tmp=FileDownloa

d&fid=1406  

You can also order a free copy 

from the beyondblue website:  

www.beyondblue.org.au/

index.aspx?link_id=7.233 
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The MHFA Training and Research 

Program has conducted its first 

evaluation of the Youth MHFA course, a 

14-hour course for adults working or 

living with adolescents. This course 

teaches adults how to support 

adolescents who might be developing a 

mental health problem or in a mental 

health crisis, and to assist them to 

receive professional help. The mental 

health problems covered are: 

depressive, anxiety, psychotic, eating 

and substance use disorders. The crises 

covered are: suicidal thoughts, non-

suicidal self-injury, panic attacks, 

traumatic events, acute psychosis and 

medical emergencies from eating 

disorders and substance misuse. 

How the evaluation was conducted 

An uncontrolled trial of effects on 

knowledge, attitudes and helping 

behaviour was carried out with 17 

training courses delivered between 

October 2007 to May 2008, over a 2 or 4 

week period. Vignettes depicting 

depression and schizophrenia were used 

to gauge participants’ recognition of 

mental disorders, confidence in helping 

a young person with a mental health 

problem and first aid intentions. 

Knowledge of mental disorders was 

gauged using a 21-item true/false 

questionnaire based on the 

YMHFA manual and stigma around 

mental health problems was measured 

by the extent to which participants 

agreed or disagreed with statements 

depicting stigmatizing attitudes. 246 

adults from the general community 

within the North-Western metropolitan 

area and Geelong volunteered to attend 

training. The median age of participants 

was 31 years and 76.2% were female. 

Results 

221 participants completed the one-

month post training questionnaire and 

138 completed the 6-month follow-up 

questionnaire.  

Overall, the results of this study provide 

some evidence that YMHFA training can: 

improve knowledge about mental health 

problems; increase recognition of 

mental disorders; improve confidence in 

helping a young person with a mental 

health problem; improve helping 

intentions so that they are more in line 

with the MHFA Action Plan; and increase 

the frequency of talking to a young 

person about their mental health 

problem, including recommending 

professional help, recommending self-

help strategies and providing 

information about the problem and 

local services.  

First evaluation of Youth MHFA 

MHFA e-learning CD evaluation 

Julie Fischer, research assistant with 

the MHFA Training and Research 

Program, has been coordinating a 

randomised control trial which 

commenced in June 2008 and was 

funded by the Australian Rotary 

Health Research Fund, that aims to 

evaluate the effects of MHFA training 

of the public via our e-learning MHFA 

CD. 

262 adults from the general community 

were recruited from across Australia. 

Participants were asked to complete 3 

online questionnaires in total, over a 7-

month period (on commencement, at 1-

month post and at 6-months follow-up). 

The questionnaires gauged participants’ 

knowledge, attitudes and behaviours 

towards people with mental health 

problems. Following completion of the 

first questionnaire, they were randomly 

assigned to either group 1) receive the 

Adult MHFA e-learning CD (12-hour 

course); group 2) receive a MHFA 

manual; or group 3) be added to a wait 

list. Educational materials were sent 

accordingly.  

239 participants completed the 

questionnaire at 1-month post-test and 

231 participants completed it at 6-

months follow-up. On completion of all 

3 questionnaires, participants received 

both educational materials used in the 

study. Data collection closed on 5 

November 2009 and analysis will 

commence shortly.  

Anticipated outcomes include: Improved 

knowledge and recognition of mental 

disorders; increased helping behaviours 

towards people with mental health 

problems; and reduction in stigmatizing 

attitudes. 

If the findings indicate that the e-

learning MHFA delivery format does 

achieve the anticipated outcomes, a CD 

version of the 2nd edition MHFA course 

will be made in 2010. 

Kathleen Keighron is the Program 

Manager of the Connecting 

Communities program at Brisbane 

South Division of General Practice, 

that recently carried out an 

evaluation of MHFA courses by 

giving questionnaires before and 

after courses, to assess changes.  

Brisbane South Division’s Connecting 

Communities program, funded by the 

Australian Government Department 

of Families, Housing, Community 

Services, and Indigenous Affairs, aims 

to increase the capacity of the 

community to support people with a 

mental illness and their families and 

to better understand the needs and 

strengths of the community. The 

program encourages existing social 

networks, goodwill and support 

mechanisms by working closely with 

communities. Evidence based 

interventions such as MHFA are used, 

aiming towards prevention, early 

intervent ion  and connect ing 

community members to resources 

and services. 

Brisbane South Division has five MHFA 

Instructors who deliver courses in the 

Adult, Youth, Indigenous and 

Vietnamese version of the program. 

Demand for places in MHFA courses 

has been high. 290 people in the 

community have attended a MHFA 

c o u r s e ,  i n c l u d i n g  g e n e r a l 

pract itioners, practice staff, 

teachers, support workers and 

pharmacists. 

Outcomes of the evaluation of MHFA 

courses has been very positive; 

preliminary analysis of pre and post 

data indicated a significant increase 

in participant’s confidence in dealing 

with a mental illness and a 

significant reduction in participant’s 

own stigma in relation to mental 

illness. Six months after training, 84% 

of participants had contact with 

someone with a mental illness. We 

are proud to be delivering this well 

respected program and urge others 

to do the same.  

For further information contact Sue 

Pope on: 

P: 07 3274 1886 

Connecting 

Communities 
Program 
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Tackling drought and mental health 

at Charles Sturt University  

MHFA Instructor and project 

coordinator of the Drought Mental 

Health Assistance Program Craig Hart 

helps university students from drought 

affected areas.   

Leaving home for the first time to study 

at university can be a worrying time, 

particularly if you are from a drought 

affected area, experiencing a mental 

health problem or know of someone 

who has a mental illness.  

MHFA training workshops were 

conducted at Charles Sturt University 

(CSU) in February 2009, for 105 

Residential Advisors (RAs) from across 

campuses. The workshops were 

coordinated by the University of 

Newcastle’s Centre for Rural and 

Remote Mental Health in Orange, as 

part of the NSW Health 2008-09 Drought 

Mental Health Assistance Program. 

The Drought Mental Health Assistance 

Program is a major NSW government 

initiative that aims to improve access to 

mental health services for people in 

drought affected communities. 

It was important for CSU to receive 

MHFA training because campuses are 

based in rural areas across NSW with a 

significant number of their students 

from rural and remote centres that may 

be affected by drought. RAs are the 

first point of contact for new and 

continuing students living on campus. 

RAs from CSU were equipped with 

information on how to recognise the 

signs of and provide assistance to new 

students who may be experiencing 

these difficulties. This enabled them to 

feel more equipped to assist new 

students who have left home for the 

first time, many of whom may have 

experienced the full impact of 

prolonged drought in their home towns. 

The MHFA workshops are being run in a 

partnership between the Centre for 

Rural and Remote Mental Health, 

Charles Sturt University, the Central 

West Division of General Practice, 

Headspace and NSW Area Health 

services staff. 

Craig Hart commented, ‘We hope that 

the MHFA workshops help to break 

down the stigma around mental health 

problems and provide RAs with the 

knowledge and confidence to link 

students with appropriate information 

and care. We know that many rural 

families have been through tough times 

in the drought and family members 

leaving home for the first time can 

create additional stress at a difficult 

time. These workshops are designed to 

enhance support for students making 

this change’.   

Byron Underage Drinking and Drug 
Initiative - Community Drug Action 
Team (BUDDI-CDAT) was formed 
under the NSW Health Community 
Drug Strategies Program and auspiced 
by Byron Youth Service. BUDDI Team 
membership consists of youth 
workers, health workers, support 
workers, local business people, 
council representatives, educators, 
t ra iners,  school  counsel lors, 
community volunteers, parents and 
young people. BUDDI also has a youth 
team for those aged 12 to 17.  
 
BUDDI was initially formed as a working 
group from the Byron Youth Drug and 
Alcohol Forum, in order to combat the 
problems associated with underage 
street drinking and drug use in the 
Byron Shire. The aim of BUDDI is to 
provide social alternatives to young 
people in the region, to support drug–
and alcohol-free youth events and 
provide education programs for young 
people, their parents and those working 
with youth. 
 
In December 2008, the Northern Rivers 
Community Foundation (NRCF) awarded 
a $2000 Connecting Community grant to 
BUDDI-CDAT to conduct a free Youth 
MHFA training course. The focus of this 
grant is targeting individuals, groups 
and in particular youth, facing barriers 
to social inclusion. As a result, 15 youth 
workers were able to attend a free 
YMHFA course as part of drug week 
2009. BUDDI Team Leader and MHFA 
Instructor Nicqui Yazdi said: 
 
"This was the best group I have taught 
yet. Each participant is in a position 
where they will really use this 
information … a number of group 
members recognised particular 
problems with young people they were 
working with and planned on offering 
assistance using what they had learned 
at the training. The training was a big 
hit with them.” 

Free Youth MHFA  

Above: BUDDI funded YMHFA course participants 

with MHFA Instructor Nicque Yazdi (top right). 

Centrelink and MHFA 
Centrelink is an Australian Government 

statutory agency, delivering a range of 

Commonwealth services to the 

Australian community, with the purpose 

to ‘serve Australia by assisting people to 

become self-sufficient and supporting 

those in need’. 

Centrelink is committed to assisting 

employees  in  improv ing  the ir 

understanding of mental health issues, 

including in the workplace and 

community. As such, Centrelink is 

delivering a range of Mental Health 

Awareness programs and MHFA is one of 

those programs. 

To date, there are over 50 MHFA 

Instructors employed by Centrelink, who 

are able to deliver this program across 

Australia. This enables Centrelink to 

internally provide this informative and 

practical program to its employees 

across its diverse geographical 

locations.  

The rollout is intended to compliment 

the range of other mental health 

awareness and leadership development 

programs at Centrelink. 
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Johnathan Link and Michael Drahm, MHFA Instructors 

based in Cairns (Qld), have conducted a number of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander MHFA courses in 

the Cape York region. In November this year, they 

experienced the most interactive group they have 

workshopped out of all of the communities they 

service.  

In collaboration with QH Cooktown Multi-purpose Centre, 

the RFDS has established rapport with communities, 

deciding to deliver as many MHFA sessions and wellness 

programs as possible. The aim is to enhance community 

living as well as their expectations that Aboriginal people 

need opportunities to develop governance, 

entrepreneurial status as well as respect for cultural 

traditions and beliefs. 

The group at one particular course in Cape York spoke of 

stories that they were unable to share or discuss in any 

forum. Instructors Michael and Johnathan told the group 

that informed consent to share sacred information would 

be valued as confidential amongst those present but in 

the light of things positive, it created an informal support 

group focusing on grief and loss. Amongst the group were 

family members who hadn't talked about their losses nor 

dare to go there with anyone or any service provider.  

Their stories of resilience and hardship, about the 

multiple losses of lives through selfish choices and 

decisions, assisted the group to receive some other form 

of support which gave rise to the establishment of this 

group.  

Attending a MHFA course has also inspired some 

participants to apply for funding to attend Instructor 

training, to become accredited MHFA Instructors who are 

then able to support their community in dealing with 

local issues and concerns, especially when dealing in 

crisis mode.  

Instructors Michael and Johnathan aim to help 

participants to create positive choices for self, their 

family and community. They believe that MHFA courses 

develop strengths amongst those who feel less valued 

about themselves and the ways forward. 

MHFA powering up the 

Latrobe 

Valley 

Right: MHFA Instructors 

Rita Sanderson (left) & 

Bernie Weckmann (right) with course participants. 

Participants of a MHFA course in Cape York  hold up their certificates. 

MHFA Instructors Bernie Weckmann and Rita Sanderson have 

generated new ideas for where MHFA might be useful, by 

offering MHFA in an interesting setting in the Latrobe Valley 

area, Victoria. They recently completed their fourth 

successful MHFA course in  the past year for the power 

industry, on-site for International Power Australia, at the 

Loy Yang B and Hazelwood power stations. 

With safety and first-aid training always a priority in the mining 

and power industry, it seemed logical to extend this to also 

include MHFA. Supported by the workplace health and 

wellbeing coordinator, Catherine Ashford, the MHFA program 

has proven to be a valuable and popular addition to industry 

training. 

Participants to date have included senior managers, team 

leaders, HR and administration staff from International Power. 

With workplace mental health issues on the increase, 

employers are recognising the value of this training. 

Bernie commented, “Initially we wondered how it would go in 

such a ‘blokey’ industry environment. But we found 

participants to be very receptive and interested in the 

program.” 

This experience highlights how MHFA is a program applicable 

across a broad range of areas and for participants who you may 

not normally consider. Hopefully this sparks creative ideas, 

regarding other settings where MHFA might be useful. 

Support and stories 

shared at an Aboriginal 

MHFA course 

The Centre for Rural and Remote Mental Health (CRRMH) - a 

research centre linked to Newcastle University - in partnership 

with the Greater Western Area Health Service (GWAHS), are 

taking over the delivery and maintenance of the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander MHFA (AMHFA) program early this year. 

This means that the AMHFA program will be moving to Orange, 

NSW. They plan to conduct the first AMHFA Instructor Training 

Course in Orange around July 2010. 

The reason for this move is that this area in NSW is a more 

suitable base for the AMHFA Program as it has a higher 

Aboriginal population than here in Melbourne. Also, CRRMH and 

GWAHS do much work and research in the area of Aboriginal 

mental health and will be better placed than us to continue 

the development of the AMHFA Program. 

Aboriginal MHFA 

course moving to 

CRRMH and GWAHS 
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The MHFA Training & 

Research Team (part of the team shown below) 

For anyone interested in applying for a Mental Health First 

Aid Instructor Training course, please see the training 

dates set for 2010 (so far) below: 

Youth MHFA Instructor courses (5.5-days) 

• 14th-19th February 2010, Melbourne 

• 21st-26th March 2010, Adelaide 

• 6th-11th June 2010, Sydney 

• 4th-9th July 2010, Darwin 

Standard (Adult) MHFA Instructor courses (5-days) 

• 22nd-26th February 2010, Melbourne 

• 19th-23rd April 2010, Townsville 

• 10th-14th May 2010, Fremantle 

• 24th-28th May 2010, Sydney 

Please visit www.mhfa.com.au for further information 

including details on how to apply.  

Upcoming MHFA 

Instructor Training 

Marketing MHFA 

Instructor Training  
From February 2010, the MHFA Team will begin marketing 

the Instructor Training courses for the first time. The 

decision to begin marketing these courses came about 

because of the launch in February 2010 of the bigger and 

better 2nd edition MHFA curriculum of the Youth and 

Standard courses.  

The first step we have taken is to book sponsorship at 

conferences to have our NEW Standard and Youth 

Instructor Training brochures inserted into delegates’ carry 

bags. These brochures can be downloaded at: http://

www.mhfa.com.au/training.shtml. Our first two 

conferences will be Occupational Therapists Australia and 

the TheMHS Summer Forum, both held in February 2010. 

We are also advertising in journals such as Youth Studies 

Australia.   

We are interested in reaching those who would meet the 

essential selection criteria to become MHFA Instructors, 

such as excellent knowledge about mental illnesses, 

excellent teaching skills and an enthusiasm to conduct 

MHFA courses. The full list of selection criteria is at: 

www.mhfa.com.au/training.shtml 

If you know of a suitable upcoming conference, or if you 

have any other suggestions regarding avenues for us to 

promote MHFA Instructor Training courses, please send us 

an email at: mhfa@mhfa.com.au 

Training team 

Betty Kitchener – Program Director 

Dr Claire Kelly – Coordinator of the Youth MHFA program 

Donna Stanley – Coordinator of the ATSI MHFA program 

Gloria Claessen – Consultant Trainer of Instructors 

Tony Hoare - Consultant Trainer of Instructors 

Susan Goldie - Consultant Trainer of Instructors 

Narelle Heywood - Consultant Trainer of Instructors 

Administration team 

Leanne Northausen 

Val Popovska 

Rhys Kinsey 

Katherine Birt 

Research team 
Professor Tony Jorm – Scientific Director 

Dr Nicky Reavley – Research Officer 

Stefan Cvetkovski – Research Officer 

Julie-Anne Fischer – Research Assistant 

Sarah Bourchier – Research Assistant 

Siobhan Ryan – Research Assistant 

Mascot 
Algee the koala (pictured right, climbing a tree out the front 

of our office). 

P: +61 9342 3770  F: +61 3 9342 3745 E: mhfa@mhfa.com.au 

Locked Bag 10 (35 Poplar Road) Parkville VIC 3052, Australia 

www.mhfa.com.au   

MHFA adopts a koala 

The MHFA Training and Research 

Program has just sponsored a joey 

koala that has been named Algee 

(on our request). We have done this 

through an organisation called 

Friends of the Koala, which is based 

in Lismore, NSW: 

www.friendsofthekoala.org/fok/ 

Algee came into care with the 

Friends of the Koala program on the 

7 November 2009. He was found on the ground near a road. 

He was fairly unresponsive, unable to sit up and had obvious 

injuries to his head. It is suspected he was hit by a car.  He is 

now on a course of medications and TLC. It is expected that 

he will be in care for 4-6 months rehabilitation before release 

back into the wild. 


