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Providing Mental Health 
First Aid (MHFA) in your 
community or workplace 
can be challenging. 
The current public health guidelines 
regarding physical distancing may add 
more challenges. Here are tips on how 
to use your MHFA skills while practicing 
physical distancing.

Determine How to Connect

If someone is ready to talk about their mental 
health challenges, consider the options that are 
accessible and preferable to the individual. Some 
people prefer to connect through text, video, or 
phone because they may find it less threatening 
than speaking face-to-face. For others, using 
technology may exacerbate financial hardship, 
especially if the conversation lasts longer than 
expected, and the individual pays for technology 
usage by the minute. If you are considering 
using a text, phone, or video option, ask the 
individual if using technology is an accessible 
option and how long they are available to have a 
conversation. If there are barriers to connecting 
through technology, consider meeting in person 
while observing social distancing guidelines.

It is important to remember that you 
have the training and skills necessary 
to support someone experiencing 
a mental health challenge or crisis. 
Try to remain calm by using realistic 
self-talk, e.g., “I know how to provide 
Mental Health First Aid,” or “These 
are challenging circumstances, but 
not impossible.” If you think back to 
your MHFA training, you may recall 
that there may have been aspects 
of providing Mental Health First Aid 
that seemed difficult at first, but you 
worked through those challenges, and 
you will work through these as well.

Try Not to Get Overwhelmed
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If you are using technology, it is important to 
become familiar with it before the conversation so 
you can give your full attention to the person. At the 
beginning of the conversation, talk with the person 
about what you will do if you encounter technical 
problems. For example, say, “I can call you on your 
phone if video cuts out.” If you experience ongoing 
technological problems, switch to a different method 
of communication. 

As with face-to-face conversations, make sure that 
your conversation is private when using technology. 
This will require a bit more work and communication. 
Find out if the person is at home alone, or if a partner 
or children are at home as well. Ask if they can move 
to a more private area. If others are at home with you, 
move to another room and shut the door. Consider 
other options, for example you could take a walk 
‘together’ and talk over the phone. (Just be extra 
careful to watch for traffic and trip hazards.)

Because it may not be as easy to pick up on cues, 
you may need to communicate about the process 
of the conversation more directly. Early in the 
conversation, discuss the fact that it may be more 
difficult for you to pick up on cues because you can’t 
see them in person. Let them know you may need to 
be more direct in asking about how they are feeling. 
Ask them to tell you if the conversation becomes too 
distressing. You may need to work out ahead of time 
how they will do this. For example, they can simply 
tell you they need a break or tell you they want to 
change topics.

Look for the Signs

Think back to the signs and 
symptoms that you learned during 
your Mental Health First Aid 
course. During this time of physical 
distancing, the same knowledge 
and skills can be used, but if you 
are not regularly interacting with 
someone face-to-face, you may 
need to be more “active” in noticing 
signs and symptoms.

Regular contact with someone can 
be important, as you may not be 
able to observe the signs through 
incidental contact. Some ways to 
do this are:

• Check in over text or video.  
This can be daily or weekly, 
whatever works for you and  
the individual. 

• For someone you work with, try 
to schedule a break during the 
workday and check in about 
how they are doing with the 
new working environment.

Observing nonverbal cues (like 
facial expressions and body 
language) might be more 
difficult over the phone or video 
conference, so pay particular 
attention to tone and speech. 
For example, someone may be 
speaking really fast or taking more 
time than usual to express their 
thoughts. If you’re using text or 
chat to have a conversation, take 
note of any emojis that are being 
used. This may be a way that the 
person chooses to engage with 
you about how they are feeling. 
Make sure you clarify how they 
are feeling, as emojis can mean 
different things to different people.

Preparing for the Conversation
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Listening and Communicating 
Nonjudgmentally

When using technology, you may need to rely 
more heavily on your verbal skills to show 
you are listening and to convey empathy and 
acceptance. As a refresher, these are:

• Ask questions that show that you 
genuinely care and want clarification 
about what they are saying. 

• Check your understanding by restating 
what they have said and summarizing 
facts and feelings. 

• Listen not only to what the person says, 
but how they say it by paying attention to 
their tone of voice. 

• Use minimal prompts, such as “I see” and 
“Ah” when necessary to keep the  
conversation going. 

• Be patient, particularly if the person is not 
communicating well, is being repetitive, or is speaking slower and less clearly than usual. 

• Do not be critical or express your frustration with the person. 

• Try to not interrupt the person when they are speaking.

Empathy can be conveyed through your tone of voice and taking the time to listen. You can express 
empathy verbally (e.g., “I can imagine that this is a really difficult time for you”), in the way you 
communicate, and by expressing that you want to understand what might be going on for them.

You may need to be more direct in your conversations and ask more questions than usual to really 
understand what is going on for the person. If you are providing support via video or texting, it will be 
especially important to ask clarifying questions to be sure you understand them.

Pauses and silences are OK, but can be more awkward over the phone. Think about whether the silence 
is awkward, or just awkward for you.

You may find yourself using your skills in person while observing physical distancing guidelines. It could 
be a person’s preference, or you may notice signs and symptoms in someone in a community space 
or workspace. Facial expressions can be covered by a mask, so you may need to ask questions more 
directly and share feelings more openly (e.g., “I am worried about you.”).

Unless there is a crisis, remember to maintain confidentiality.
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If the Person Becomes Highly Distressed or is in Crisis

At times, communicating over video may contribute to 
distress because of how close faces appear on screens. If 
this occurs, consider moving farther away from your cameras 
or turning off the video while you continue talking. If the 
individual continues to feel distressed, consider an alternate 
way to continue the converstion.

If a conversation becomes too distressing for the person, and 
they feel they need to end the conversation, seek permission  
to check in with them at a later time. If the person becomes 
highly distressed, try to find out where they are. If there is a  
risk of harm to themselves or others, get help immediately.  
Try to have another device available (e.g., if using video calls, 
have your phone close by so you can easily contact  
emergency services if necessary) and be prepared with local 
and national crisis line numbers, such as the National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline (800-273-TALK) or Crisis Text Line  
(Text MHFA to 741741).

Helping someone with a 
mental health challenge can 
be stressful and providing 
Mental Health First Aid in 
these new ways may add 
to this stress. Remember to 
look after yourself and use 
your Self-care Action Plan.

Self-care


