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Mental Health Literacy and Mental Health First Aid in Hong Kong

Thank you Dr. Lai for your kind introduction; it’s 
an honour for me.

Mental health literacy and Mental Health First 
Aid (MHFA) in Hong Kong is a topic that I would 
like to introduce to you. I just want to say that it’s our 
Association’s 70th anniversary celebration as well; we 
already have a history of 70 years. Let me give a brief 
introduction of what mental health literacy means. 
Mental health literacy refers to knowledge and beliefs 
about mental disorders that aid their recognition, 
management and prevention. In fact it encompasses 
awareness and help-seeking behaviour as well.

Mental Health First Aid

What is Mental Health First Aid? How many of 
you have heard about Mental Health First Aid – can 
you raise your hand? I’m so impressed, I’m so touched 
because I think 20 years ago there would maybe 
just a few hands but now nearly half of the audience 
raised their hand. Mental Health First Aid – what is 
it? Actually, it’s a course which empowers and equips 
individuals with the knowledge, skills, confidence and 
I think attitude and a changed mindset. This is really 
important to support and encourage a person, who 
suffers from mental health problems and is in crisis, to 
seek professional help. This in turn promotes mental 
health literacy and the aim of the course is to raise 
mental health literacy. It talks about knowledge, it talks 
about skills, it talks about attitude, and it talks about 
how to encourage people who suffer and it supports 
them and encourages them to seek professional help.

Let me introduce Mental Health First Aid and 
Mental Health First Aid International. More than 
29 countries around the world have developed the 
course and over six million people worldwide have 
been trained as a first aider. At first, I heard about the 

founder, Ms. Betty Kitchener, who said she was just 
walking the dog in the park and thought of it. Since the 
inception of the Mental Health First Aid programme in 
2000 and now Mental Health First Aid International is 
an NGO in Australia. It’s described on its website that it 
has evolved into a global movement and more than six 
million people worldwide have been trained and there 
are more than 67,000 accredited Mental Health First 
Aid instructors as well.

The effectiveness of the course is that we are not 
just self-learning but we have lots of scientific research 
to prove it’s really effective. If you are interested, you 
can also find data, the history of the development and 
everything in their Mental Health First Aid International 
website. You can see in the history of the development 
that Hong Kong is mentioned and we are very proud 
of that. We urged them to have a mascot and now they 
have the koala. In fact, my ex-colleagues suggested 
maybe a bear but they think a koala is much more 
representative of Australia – so we are mentioned.

Mental Health First Aid in Hong Kong

What about the development of the Mental Health 
First Aid in Hong Kong? Mental Health First Aid 
originated in Australia, founded by Ms. Betty Kitchener 
and Prof. Anthony Jorm. Ms. Betty Kitchener – you 
can look at the picture, I think it’s about 20 years ago 
and you can see that I’m not there. I wasn’t in the first 
batch of trainers, not even in the second batch. From 
2002 to 2004, they visited Hong Kong to train our staff 
as Mental Health First Aid instructors and we acquired 
a licence for local application and translation into a 
Chinese manual.

The programme can now be delivered in Chinese 
Mainland, Hong Kong and Macau and we are the sole 
licence provider – MHFA(HK). We have developed a 
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Standard MHFA Course, Youth MHFA Course, Older 
Adult MHFA Course, Teen MHFA Course and an 
Online Course. Because this session is talking about 
adult mental health so I will just focus on talking about 
Standard Mental Health First Aid Course for adults.

In the past 20 years, over 110,000 individuals in 
Hong Kong have completed a Mental Health First Aid 
course so I think it’s not easy. In the picture, you can 
find Dr. Lo, Dr. Pan, Dr. Lai and our director and deputy 
director. All of our team members are actually part of 
the team in our Association as Mental Health First Aid 
instructors. They have conducted at least 30 courses so 
they are master instructors. I think it’s maybe one of 
the milestones in our treatment and it is contributed and 
attributed by them. It’s not just one effort but it’s the 
whole Association and the whole team effort.

First Aid Concept

Let me ask you: what is Mental Health First Aid? 
Have any of you learned about physical first aid – can 
you raise your hand. You learnt about physical first aid 
so if you find that someone is bleeding and cannot stop 
it, what will you do? You will try to stop the bleeding 
and you are not a doctor so what will you do next – you 
will call the police or encourage him to see the doctor. 
That is first aid. What about the Mental Health First 
Aid? It’s actually the same. When we find someone, 
detect someone or identify someone who may have 

mental health issues or distress or problems, we apply 
appropriate skills and we have the knowledge to identify 
and to encourage him to seek professional help as well.

Firstly, what is Mental Health First Aid? It’s the help 
offered to a person developing mental health problems 
and is a kind of immediate help and support. The first aid 
is given until professionals can provide help and the crisis 
is resolved. We emphasise that this not a diagnosis or a 
therapeutic treatment. Most importantly it’s about how 
to identify – just like the objective of the Mental Health 
First Aid – to acquire basic knowledge of mental health 
problems, to identify the size of mental health problems 
or crisis, to provide preliminary support and to encourage 
them to seek professional help.

The Course

Here are the sessions we cover and you can see that 
we basically have four sessions. In Session 1 we talk 
about what is mental health, mental health problems 
and what is Mental Health First Aid, and we talk a bit 
about depression. In Session 2, we talk about crises 
associated with depression. You can associate the crises 
of depression which is suicide, so we talk about suicide 
assessment as well and anxiety problems. In Session 
3, we talk about panic attacks and substance abuse 
problems. In Session 4, we talk about psychosis and 
how to start the conversation with someone who may 
have psychotic symptoms as well.

Figure 1: MHFA(HK) Course
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This is the learning mode or teaching mode and you 
can see the 12-hour course outline and it is diversified 
because we don’t want to bore people. We want to involve 
them to participate, to practice, to learn, to think, and to 
reflect and that’s really important. The teaching mode 
is based around small group discussions, case sharing, 
exercises, and role playing. We especially focus on 
practicing non-judgmental listening through role play and 
we include relaxation exercises such as how to manage 
panic attacks and engage them in some experiential 
activities and I may talk a bit about that later. We make 
use of the pictures. The painting is from an Australian 
who has mental health problems and they draw them. We 
usually ask them how they feel, what do they feel about 
the picture. Actually you can feel depression and you can 
feel anxiety through the picture as well.

We have five important action plans we call 
ALGEE. “A” means approach, assess and assist. “L” 
means listen non-judgmentally. “G” means give support 
and information. “E” encourage professional help and 
“E” encourage other help and support. ALGEE. But we 
emphasise it’s not a procedure that you should apply A 
and L and G, as it depends on their situation. Let me give 
an example – if your friends who have really good insight 
and you know that they are a Mental Health First Aider. 
You can ask – ‘I don’t know what happened to me but 
I just want to find out. I find that I’m really sad, I can’t 
sleep – what’s happened – so what can you do?’ They can 
apply “L” listen, “G” give information and support and 
“E” encourage him to seek professional help.

Mental Health Literacy

Now we will talk about how Mental Health First 
Aid can enhance or raise mental health literacy. As we 
mentioned before, we spoke about knowledge and how 
to enhance knowledge. You can see there are different 
kinds of knowledge and in the Mental Health First Aid 
course we define what mental health means and learn 
about mental illness.

In fact, I would like to ask two questions to 
attract the audience’s attention. Let me ask you a 
first question – do you have a brain? If you have 
a brain, just raise your hand. Some of you are 
hesitating but I’m not going to ask you to come out 
and demonstrate! Second question I will ask is what 
are the functions of your brain? People will give 
different answers like memorising, emotions, sensory, 
logic and the like. I will tell them that in fact mental 
illness is a brain dysfunction. So they just connect 
everything and they associate that in fact mental 

illness means brain dysfunction.

Do you remember the first question I asked – 
do you have a brain? Many of them have very good 
intentions when they attend the course. They would like 
to help others but when we stimulate them – actually 
it’s not our business, it’s not others’ business of mental 
illness. Actually I have a brain also is my own illness an 
issue too. I may develop mental illness as well. So we 
can see how self-mental wellness can be raised.

We have different knowledge – we talk about 
understanding diagnostic criteria, identify different 
kinds of symptoms but very importantly we help them 
to understand what recovery means. Just as Prof. Mike 
Slade mentioned, it’s really important to shake their old 
mindset about recovery and they learn the real meaning 
of recovery – and that’s really important.

There are other skills and there are two pictures 
and they are doing this. There are some relaxation skills 
for panic attacks, we will ask them to demonstrate 
and teach them what to do – like breathing relaxation 
exercises. We also have different experiential activities. 
These kinds of experiential activities are very special 
because after the experiential activities we find that 
the mindset, and the attitude would change. This one 
is our most prominent signature experiential activities 
– hearing voices. We just ask them roll a paper and 
then they pretend to say something, some good words 
to other people. It’s just like an auditory hallucination 
and then to disturb another one and then A or C: they 
just have to teach themselves and B will experience it. 
Even though it’s only two minutes and they express 
that I never thought about if someone spoke in my ear 
I cannot concentrate, I don’t know how to respond and 
that really works. Also confidence – many of them learn 
how to communicate effectively with others and learn 
how to encourage others to seek professional help.

Practical Contents and Course Evaluation 

In our course we have a manual and a booklet as 
well and you can see this is the community resources 
booklet. It’s like a phone directory of different kinds 
of community resources in Hong Kong so it’s really 
important and it’s really convenient, they can just make 
a call. We list different kinds of services with phone 
numbers and QR codes as well.

This is the effectiveness of the Mental Health 
First Aid course and you can see it’s about raising 
understanding, changing attitudes, increasing confidence 



Hong Kong Journal of Mental Health30

Mr. Dan K S Yu 

Figure 2: Course Evaluation in HK (2019-2024)

Figure 3: How MHFA raise the MH Literacy
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to offer help, effective communication and the like. 
There’s a lot of research to prove it’s really effective. 
Mental Health First Aid International has different levels 
of evidence to prove it. That is their study and Hong 
Kong has carried out a study as well. There’s one by 
Prof. Daniel Wong and our ex-colleague Ms. Prudence 
Wong. Other colleagues have cooperated with Tung Wah 
College and we have a sample of 456 which proves that 
it really works. I’m really surprised that we have some 
course evaluation using QR codes and over these five 
years we collected more than 5,000 questionnaires. The 
performance and the course satisfaction – there’s a lot of 
mention about increased knowledge, skills and the like.

Way Forward

The way forward – we find that there’s a rising 
demand in Chinese Mainland but there’s a notable 
difference in some terms and words despite having a 
Simplified Chinese version. I think we need to think 
about the cultural differences even though we are 

the same Chinese but we find that there are different 
problems in different cultures. Sustainability and 
integration – how do we integrate into the workplace 
and into education curricula?

Let me round up my presentation. That’s the logo 
of the Mental Health First Aid. In my PowerPoint 
layout, you can see that there’s a small flower and there 
are some dandelions. Dandelion in Cantonese is “ 蒲公
英 ” and it’s our logo. A dandelion is a common small 
bright yellow wild flower that has a lot of long thin 
petals arranged in a circular pattern around a centre. 
When the dandelion is in full bloom its yellow flower 
transforms into white ready to be carried away by the 
wind and spread everywhere. We hope that Mental 
Health First Aid will spread like a dandelion reaching 
everywhere with your support and to fulfill the vision 
of The Mental Health Association of Hong Kong and 
Mental Health First Aid – Mental Health for All.

That’s all for my presentation. Thank you.
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