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Five Principles of Psychological First Aid

Sometimes people are faced with challenging life events. Such events can lead to a variety of responses including stress. Psychological First Aid is a flexible set of skills that can be used to improve coping and well-being, and help you work through and overcome difficult events.

The five principles of Psychological First Aid are:

1.  Safety:  Safety is about protecting yourself from harm. To be safe you must be aware of the circumstances and take action (or not take action) to make sure you are okay. Safety can mean taking care of yourself when you are actually in danger and when you feel unsafe but are not really in danger. When you were downrange, safety might have meant looking out for IEDs and protecting yourself from rocket fire. However, you might feel unsafe after you return home even if you are no longer in danger – but  you might feel as stressed as you did downrange but without good cause. For example, this might occur in crowded places, congested traffic, near loud noises or when people make you angry. At these times, you could react to your own emotions and act in an unsafe manner such as driving too fast, drinking too much or responding violently when provoked.

As a Soldier, you have been trained to protect yourself when in danger. It is also important to learn to recognize when you feel threatened (or unsafe) when you are not really in danger. Here are some things you can do if this happens to you:

· Take a moment to think about your feelings. Are they appropriate to the current situation?
· Modify your reactions to fit the situation. 
· Know the triggers that signal threat for you and your typical reactions.
· If possible, remove yourself from a situation where you feel threatened.

· Get feedback from someone you trust. Talk about when and why you feel the way you do. This can serve as a “reality check.”
· Use calming techniques [see next section] can help you relax, feel more comfortable and control your reactions.
2.  Calming:  Sometimes people feel keyed up, nervous or agitated – we all feel this way at times. It is important to recognize these feelings and if they are interfering with your sleep, decision-making and everyday activities – both at home and at work. Learning to recognize these feelings is the first step in doing something about them so they do not get in the way of your everyday life. Below are some things you can do to help you be more aware of your feelings and to calm down and relax if things feel out of control:
· Stop and take a deep breath. Be conscious of your breathing; breathe more slowly and deeply.

· Take time for yourself; take a break from busy activities. 

· Do something you like to do or listen to music you enjoy or watch a movie to get your mind off things.
· Take a 10-minute walk, exercise or stretch to reduce tension and relax your body and mind.
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You can also help others to relax. Some good ways to help others are:

· Encourage the person to talk and share what is going on. However, do not force them to talk if they are not ready.
· Just being with a friend in trouble can be helpful.

· Suggest an activity that you know they like to do.
· Be friendly and compassionate even if people are being difficult or seem angry. Recognize that the anger is not about you.
3.  Connectedness:  Giving and receiving support is one of the best ways to deal with stress. When you give support to others, you will also feel the connection to them.
· Seek out people you feel comfortable with.

· Spend time with people. You do not have to talk about problems if you do not want to, just being with someone else can be helpful and make you feel not so alone.

· Do something you enjoy with someone else, for example, go for a walk, work out, play sports, read, watch a movie, take pictures of something you like, take your dog for a walk or throw a frisbee, draw or paint, dance, sing, play an instrument or volunteer somewhere.

· Touch base with your children and other relatives. Do activities with them or just talk on the phone.
4.  Self-Efficacy (the “I can do it!” attitude):  Self-efficacy might sound complicated but it is simply believing in your own abilities. Here are some ways to build this attitude into yourself and others:
· Focus on your strengths (not what is wrong in your life).

· Look for ways to help yourself.

· Break large tasks down into small tasks that you can and do achieve. This sets a pattern of feeling successful about your abilities.

· When you need it, seek out help that will get you to your goal.
· You do not always have to “go it alone” to be successful.
· Find out the types and locations of services that can help you.

5.  Hope/Optimism:  Hope is the idea that a positive future can happen to you. An optimistic outlook is recognizing the steps necessary to reach your goals and being positive about your ability to reach your goals. Many of the ideas presented above will help build optimism over time, for example, being safe, calming yourself, connecting with others and the belief that “I can do it!” Here are some specific tips for building hope/optimism:
· Look for and find meaning in your experiences.
· Look for and find the benefits that you have in your life and in the lives of others.

· Use systems of support that you find positive, including faith and religious practice.

· Recognize what is good in your own life and the lives of others (do not focus on the negative).
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*Training material adapted from the National Center for PTSD and National Child Traumatic Stress Network’s Psychological First Aid (2006) and Skills for Psychological Recovery (2007) Field Guides














