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Psychological First Aid
Medical Emergencies

Establish a human connection in a non-intrusive, compassionate manner. 
Enhance immediate and ongoing safety, and provide physical and 

emotional comfort. Calm and orient emotionally-overwhelmed or distraught 
survivors.



“Psychological First Aid (PFA) is an evidence-informed modular approach to help children, 
adolescents, adults, and families in the immediate aftermath of disaster and terrorism. 
Individuals affected by a disaster or traumatic incident, whether survivors, witnesses, or 

responders to such events, may struggle with or face new challenges following the event. 
PFA was developed by the National Child Traumatic Stress Center for PTSD, with 

contributions from individuals in disaster research and response.”  
-NCTSN 

Designed to reduce initial and late 
stages of stress injury formation 
What are stress injuries? 
Identify early stress response 
reactions that lead to stress injury 
and illness 
Stress continuum; developed by 
the marines adapted by Laura 
McGladrey 
How do you get back to your 
“normal” self?

Psychological First Aid
Goals



Are more likely to occur in a state of stress 
Are physical injuries caused by increased cortisol levels 

Pathological fractures 
Hypertension 
Increased inflammation 
Abnormal/decreased sleep 
Anxiety 
Cancer 
Diabetes 

Occur on a continuum 
When recognized, can be supported

Psychological First Aid
Stress injury background



Built-in response system is 
overwhelmed

Emotionally disconnected & 
Isolated

Contains: Brainstem & 
Cerebellum 

• Poor reflexes, “rest & digest” 
system overloaded

Psychological First Aid
Stress injury anatomy



Nash, W. P., Westphal, R. J., Watson, P. J., & Litz, B. T. (2010). Combat and Operational Stress First Aid: 
Caregiver Training Manual. Washington, DC: U.S. Navy, Bureau of Medicine and Surgery

Stressor

Psychological First Aid
Stress Continuum



Pre COVID 
• Ski 
• Climb 
• Hike 
• Meditate 
• Yoga 
• Run

• “Can I tell 
you an 
experience I 
had?” 

• At least 8 hrs 
of sleep 

• Decrease 
alcohol 
consumption

• Better Help® 
• Therapy 
• Psychologytoday.com

• Emergency 
Department 

• Mental health 
facility

Psychological First Aid
Stress Continuum Baseline

COVID 
• Basic needs 
• Sit & be 
• Limit social 

media 
• Journal 
• Therapy 
• Limit news 
• Build hope 
• Connect with 

others



1. Safety 
2. Calm 
3. Engagement 
4. Connection 
5. Hope

Psychological First Aid
Components



• Stress injuries are common and predictable 
• Stress injuries are treatable and reversible if recognized 
• Stress injuries occur from direct involvement or near miss incidents 
• “Individuals and teams who work to connect with each other, support 

each, know each other, and encourage each other to take space, set 
boundaries, and care for each other will be able to integrate more 
traumatic stress, remain situationally aware and offer their best to each 
other and the public they serve.” -Laura McGladrey

Psychological First Aid
Take-aways



Response to COVID-19 
Stress Continuum and Resilience Resources 

*based on COSFA stress continuum, adapted by Laura McGladrey with contribution from National Parks Service 

            
 
Stress injury and recovery is a two-way process.  Identify strategies, tools, and activities to get people to move back towards green.  Leadership responsibility to 
monitor self and others to detect signs of stress injury to individuals and teams and take action.  Leadership responsibility is to set the tone, more than ever 
people are seeking guidance and reassurance. 



Psychological First Aid http://learn.nctsn.org 
National Center for PTSD at http://www.ptsd.va.gov/ 
The Sharp End Podcast Ep. 34 PFA 
https://responderalliance.com/

Psychological First Aid
Resources

http://learn.nctsn.org/
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/
https://responderalliance.com/

