
Physical first aid has the ABC plan: Airways, Breathing, CPR. This is 
a simple and memorable list of steps. In a crisis situation, you need 
something simple to refer to instead of complex instructions.
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First Aid
for Depression

MHFA developed a similar plan: 
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Assess for risk of suicide or harm

Listen Non judgementally

Give reassurance and information

Encourage appropriate professional help

Encourage self-help and other support strategies

If you spot signs of mental health issues, the best thing to do is approach that 
person directly. Doing this well is not always easy.

	z Is it the right time or place? Consider the most comfortable environment to 
raise your concerns. A public place might be less intimidating than an office.

	z Be mindful of personal space. Different people have different levels of 
comfort opening up.

	z Respect their privacy unless you think there is a risk of harm to self or others.
	z Start an open conversation, without judgement. This gives the other person a 

chance to express their own concerns without having to fit your perception. 
For example: “I’ve noticed that you’ve been working late recently and 
wondered how you are?”
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2. Listen
The key to non-judgemental listening is that you: 
1. Hear and understand exactly what’s being said. 
2. Allow the person to speak freely and comfortably without feeling judged.

	z Set aside any judgement or preconceptions you hold.
	z Listen without interrupting.
	z Ask appropriate clarifying questions.
	z Reflect back what the person has said.
	z Silence can be supportive, avoid the temptation to fill the silences.
	z Open body language.
	z Comfortable eye contact.
	z Don’t be critical, argue, or get frustrated.
	z Don’t offer unconcerned advice (e.g. “Cheer up”).
	z It’s helpful to draw on previous experiences so that person does not feel 

alone and their issues are common. However,don’t take over the conversation 
and make it about you.

	z Avoid confrontation unless necessary in a crisis.
	z Remember, you can acknowledge emotional experience without agreeing 

with actions you find concerning.

3. Give support and information
	z Treat the person with respect and dignity.
	z Don’t blame them for their difficulties. Mental health issues are real and they 

are coping the best they can.
	z Have realistic expectations. Any change takes time and it doesn’t mean they 

are not weak or lazy.
	z Offer consistent emotional support and understanding.
	z Give hope for recovery. There are many effective treatments available.
	z Give practical help, but don’t try to take over and solve all their problems. 

Instead support new coping strategies.
	z Find high quality information relevant to their condition.

“Depression is the most unpleasant thing I have 
ever experienced. . . . It is that absence of being 
able to envisage that you will ever be cheerful 
again. The absence of hope”



www.carneyconsultancy.co.uk

4. Encourage appropriate professional help
Getting professional help is very difficult but a vital step in mental health 
recovery. Help that person make the decision.
Discuss a wide range of options:

What if a person doesn’t want help?

	z GPs.
	z Counsellors.
	z Psychologists.
	z Psychiatrists.
	z Helplines like Mind, Samaritans, Careline, and Rethink.

	z Explore the reasons why. It can be due to costs, fears, or a negative 
experience.

	z Tell the person you’ll support them if they change their mind.
	z Respect the person’s right not to seek help, unless they are a risk to 

themselves or others.
	z If a person is very unwell, seek help on their behalf. Try and involve them as 

much as possible.
	z Never threaten with forced treatment, it’s a legally complex area and rarely 

the best solution.

5. Encourage other forms of support
	z Family and friends can play key roles and can help by listening, encouraging 

and providing practical emotion support.
	z Support groups and information services can help validate experiences, 

reduce isolation and provide peer learning for self-help.
	z Self-helper strategy can help and also give people a sense of regaining 

control of their lives and doing something positive. There are many books, 
leaflets, groups, websites or apps.

	z Complementary therapies such as mindfulness, massage therapy, yoga, 
relaxation strategies, nutrition, exercise, creativity, avoiding alcohol/drugs.

Their GP is usually the 
first port of call.



If you have any questions or concerns then please speak to your supervisor.
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