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Summary 
• Mental Health First Aid is an award winning training program for members of the public in how 

to support someone in a mental health crisis situation or who is developing a mental disorder. 
• The program has solid evidence for its effectiveness from randomized controlled trials and 

qualitative studies. It increases knowledge, reduces stigma and, most importantly, increases 
supportive actions. It even improves the mental health of first-aiders. 

• Mental Health First Aid training can assist in early intervention and in the on-going community 
support of people with mental illnesses. It is useful for people employed in areas which 
involve increased contact with mental health issues and for carers of people with mental 
illnesses. 

• It is recommended that Mental Health First Aid training becomes a prerequisite for practice in 
certain occupations which involved increased contact with people having mental health 
problems, such as teachers and any emergency service personnel as first responders such 
as police, ambulance personnel and fire officers. 

Overview of Mental Health First Aid Training 
First aid training is widespread throughout the world to give members of the public skills to help an 
injured person before medical help arrives. However, first aid courses typically teach little or nothing 
about helping people with mental health issues. This is curious given how 
common these problems are. Most first-aiders would never get a chance to use their CPR skills, but 
they would have a good chance of having close contact with someone in a mental health crisis. 
We have data from a national survey of Australian adults showing that many people lack adequate 
skills in supporting someone they know who has a mental health problem (Jorm et al., 2005). 
Because of the need for training in this area, we developed the world’s first Mental Health First Aid 
(MHFA) course in Australia in 2001 (Kitchener & Jorm, 2002a). This course had its beginnings back 
in Canberra in June 1999 when we formed an Advisory Group to direct the curriculum of the MHFA 
course. The Advisory Group consisted of 3 mental health consumers, 2 mental health carers, 2 
teachers, 1 psychiatrist, 1 mental health nurse, 2 first aid instructors (Red Cross) and two mental 
health researchers. 
The MHFA course is a 12-hour course that is usually run over 4 X 3-hour sessions. At the end of the 
course, participants receive a Mental Health First Aid certificate. The course can be taken by any 
member of the public. Most participants choose to do the course for one of three reasons: their work 
involves people contact, they have someone close who is affected by a mental health problem, or 
they see it as their duty as a citizen to learn first 
aid skills. We  emphasize that the course is not 
therapy and that it is not a substitute for getting 
professional help. However, it is useful for 
people who may have experienced a mental 
health problem but are currently functioning 
reasonably well. We also emphasize to 
participants that the course does not qualify 
them to be a counsellor, just as a conventional 
first aid course does not qualify someone to be 
a doctor or a nurse. Its role is to promote first 
aid—the initial help that is given before 
professional help is sought. 
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Rotary Clubs interested in holding a Mental Health First Aid Workshop please contact: 
Cheryl Deguara  02 8837 1900 or cheryldeguara@australianrotaryhealth.org.au 
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Study shows motherhood stress contributes to childhood mental 
disturbances 
A recent study conducted by Murdoch Children’s Research Institute is the first to quantify the 
ongoing risks of motherhood stress and parenting practices on children from infancy to preschool.  
The study, let by Dr Jordana Bayer, found that children exposed to high levels of harsh discipline 
or motherhood stress were more likely to suffer from mental health issues later in life. 
Consequences include friendship and learning difficulties, school dropout, alcohol and drug abuse, 
poor vocational outcomes, family violence and at times, suicide. 
The findings of the study will be used to develop family support 
programs to reduce behavioural and mental health problems in 
children. 
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New treatment for anxious children 
Many parents of children with anxiety disorders are unwilling or unable to access standard therapy 
for their child because costs are too high or the family is located far from a qualified practitioner. 
Between 2001 and 2003, Australian Rotary Health funded a study that showed promising results for 
an inexpensive yet effective treatment option. Led by Professor Ron Rapee of Macquarie 
University, the study looked at whether a commercial book and other written materials could help 
guide parents in helping their anxious child without consulting a therapist.  
Results of this study showed that parents who followed a 12 week written 
program and who received no direct contact with a therapist were 
successful in helping their children. 20% of families participating in the 
study reported their children were diagnosis-free and 50% said that they no 
longer required help at the completion of the study. 

The importance of diet for good mental health in teens 
Remember the saying that breakfast is the most important meal of the day?  A study by Dr Wendy 
Oddy from the Curtin University of Technology has found that there’s some truth in this old wives 
tale, especially in regards to adolescent mental health.  
Dr Oddy has found that a high quality breakfast, with foods from at least three different healthy food 
groups, is linked with better mental health in 14 year-old boys and girls.  And for every extra food 
group eaten, the teenagers’ associated mental health score improved. 
Surveying over 800 teenagers what they ate for breakfast, Dr Oddy’s research team scored the 

teens based on their intake of the core food groups.  Mental health was 
also assessed using a detailed questionnaire. 
While research had already shown that students who eat breakfast pay 
more attention in class, retain more information and are more interested 
in learning, this was the first study to show that variety of breakfast 
foods is also important. 

Medicare’s Better Access is working for mental health 
In late 2006, the Australian Government introduced a set of mental health reforms known as Better 
Access. The initiative was introduced in response to low treatment rates for common mental 
disorders and was designed to improve the outcomes for people with such disorders by encouraging 
a multi-disciplinary approach to their mental health care.  
A recent study, conducted by Professor Jane Pirkis, Director of the School of Population Health at 
the University of Melbourne, has found that Better Access is showing 
positive results for both psychologists and their clients. The study 
showed that 77% of surveyed psychologists believed the introduction 
of the Medicare scheme had positive impacts for them, with 85% of 
surveyed clients reporting a range of positive effects on their health 
and wellbeing as a consequence of receiving treatment.  
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Study finds drugs do help children with ADHD 
Researchers have shown that children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) do benefit 
from the medication clonidine. 
With funding from Australian Rotary Health Professor Philip Hazell and Dr John Stuart from the 
University of Newcastle showed that clonidine reduced aggressive 
behaviour in children with ADHD, and produced fewer unwanted 
symptoms than standard medication alone. 
Findings from this study were used to provide GP’s with the scientific 
evidence to support their clonidine prescriptions. Results were also used to 
challenge critics who argued against the drugs’ safety and effectiveness.  

New hope for sufferers of mental illness and substance abuse 

Mental health issues are peaking, with one in five Australian adults experiencing mental illness in 
any one year. Unfortunately, many people with severe mental illness also suffer from substance use 
disorders, compounding their mental health problem and making treatment difficult.  
Professor Frank Deane has recently evaluated a program that offers residential treatment for 
people with dual diagnosis. He has found that live-in programs that provide specialist treatment for 

individuals with co-occurring substance use and mental problems results 
in a significant improvement on both symptom and recovery measures.  
Prof Deane’s evaluation is being used as a benchmark to help improve 
service offerings and to highlight the need for additional aftercare services 
to help patients further recover their quality of life.  
 

Young people benefit from active participation 
A recent study conducted by the Inspire Foundation in New South Wales has evaluated a youth 
participation program in an effort to understand the role of participation in promoting mental health 
and wellbeing in young Australians.  
Dr Phillippa Collin, lead author of the study, suggests that the study’s initial findings show that the 
youth participation model used at the Inspire Foundation is positively contributing to the promotion of 
mental health and wellbeing in young people involved in the program.  
The findings of this evaluation have been directly fed to the Inspire 
Foundation to inform reviews of culture and practice at the organisational 
and service delivery level. Initial findings are already shaping the 
implementation of the youth participation model with a view to strengthen 
the outcomes for young people. 
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New treatment for cardiac patients suffering from depression 
Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death in Australia. It accounts for approximately 34% 
of all deaths each year and kills one Australian every 11 minutes.     
One of the main contributing factors to early death from cardiovascular disease is the lack of 
appropriate healthy behaviours in afflicted patients. Behaviours surrounding diet, exercise and 
depression affect the outcome for cardiovascular patients who are at increased risk of a subsequent 
cardiac event and death. These patients are the priority for preventive cardiology.   
A recent study conducted by Victoria’s Heart Research Centre and led by Dr Marian Worcester has 
shown that cardiac patients who engage in cognitive behaviour therapy during rehabilitation are more 
likely to modify their risk behaviours and in so doing, reduce their risk of a recurrent cardiac event.  
Dr Worcester’s program is currently being introduced to cardiac rehabilitation practitioners who will 
incorporate some of the principles of cognitive behaviour therapy into their standard cardiac 
rehabilitation programs. Patients will soon be able to access the program 
online, as part of a group format, or through their cardiac practitioner. 

New program for parents of children with autism 
Between 2006 and 2007, Australian Rotary Health funded a study led by Professor Matt Sanders 
from the University of Queensland to evaluate the effectiveness of a parenting program for parents 
of children with autism.  
The program was designed to strengthen families' capacity to support a child with a disability, 
develop practical solutions for common and potentially stressful behavioural and developmental 
challenges, and help contribute to a balanced, meaningful and fulfilling life at home and in the 

community.    Findings indicate that the program is a promising 
intervention for parents of children with autism.  Parents reported 
significant improvements in their child’s behaviour and significant positive 
changes in their own parenting style and satisfaction with their role as a 
parent.   

Finding out how families can help prevent suicide 
Almost 20% of deaths among Australians aged 15-24 years are attributed to suicide. Regrettably, 
little research has been done into finding effective treatments for teens that have already attempted 
suicide.    Researchers Jane Pineda and Professor Mark Dadds have found that intervention 
efforts which focus on addressing family issues and fostering resilience are highly beneficial.    In a 
recent study they concluded that families who received treatment using an outpatient, time-limited, 
structured and family-focused intervention saw a reduction in adolescent 
suicide behavior, psychiatric disability, depression and hopelessness.  
The study also showed a significant improvement in family functioning. 
These findings will be used to stimulate a change in practice when 
dealing with young people who have attempted suicide.  
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