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What is Stress First
Aid (SFA)?
• SFA is a flexible framework of actions that foster resilience and recovery in
high-stress jobs:
• It is designed to mitigate stress reactions in oneself and coworkers.
• SFA is evidence informed:
• It is based on expert consensus and research which have identified five
elements that are related to better recovery from different types of
ongoing adversity.
• SFA validates existing supports and resources:
• It aims to complement and validate existing organizational support such as
mentorship, peer support, and positive leadership.
• SFA is practical and makes sense:
• The potential actions identified within each of the core functions of SFA
were derived via focus groups with those judged to be good leaders,
coworkers, and mentors.
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Essential
Elements in
Recovery From
Adversity and
Stress

Sense of
Safety

Hope

Self
Efficacy

Calming

Connect
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Stress First Aid Adaptations
The first SFA model, Combat
Operational Stress First Aid (COSFA),
developed for Marines Corps and Navy
personnel, has been adapted for:
• Fire / EMS Professionals
• Rail workers
• Wildland Firefighters
• Law Enforcement Professionals
• Pretrial / Probation Officers
• Healthcare Workers
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Stress First Aid is NOT:
A replacement for
prevention efforts

An event only intervention

A one-time only
intervention

A replacement for medical
or behavioral health
interventions
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Reasons for Stress First Aid
Acute Stress

Chronic Stress

Cost / Longevity

• Short-lived
• Might interfere with
safety or functioning in
the moment
• What you feel after a
fatal or other difficult
case
• Once the situation is
resolved, it diminishes

• Long-term burn out
• Might be the result of
traumatic or loss events or
other ongoing situations
• Feelings may not have
been dealt with and
chronic stress remains
• Chronic physical health
conditions linked to stress

• Lowered morale or
absenteeism/presenteeism
• Increased turnover of
employees due to burn out
• Increased costs associated
with hiring and training new
employees due to turnover
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Self-Care and
Coworker
Support in
Highly
Adverse
Conditions
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Characteristics of Stress First Aid
• Flexibility and “tiny steps” are emphasized
• Timing and context are important
• Mentoring and problem solving are highlighted
• SFA is not meant to address all ranges of issues
• Bridging to higher care is recommended when indicated
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Features of Stress First Aid
SFA is owned by the
community and
operated by its
leaders and members

SFA targets both
work and personal
stress

SFA promotes early
actions for stress
reactions

SFA provides a
common language

SFA is intended to be
a way of life, not just
a response to specific
events

SFA promotes
referrals and
coordination of care

SFA strengthens
rather than replaces
existing physical,
psychological, social,
and spiritual supports

SFA is longitudinal
and ongoing

SFA is not “one size
fits all”
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Rather than telling people how they should
take care of themselves and support each
other
SFA highlights the importance of self-care
and coworker support

How is Stress
First Aid
Different?

Because helpful support can often only arise with
self-reflection, or in the unspoken understandings
between those who work together.
It is frequently only in moment-to-moment
behaviors or encounters that the right
support can happen
If one is aware of its importance and open to
being creative in self-care actions, or in
accessing and giving support.
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Double Edged Sword of Values and Ideals
Finding
something
important and
meaningful in
your life will
help you
sustain the
effort needed
to overcome
the particular
problems you
face.

Strength

Guiding Ideal

Vulnerability

Placing the welfare of others above one’s
own welfare

Selflessness

Not seeking help for health problems because
personal health is not a priority

Commitment to accomplishing missions and
protecting others

Loyalty

Guilt and complicated bereavement after loss
of others

Toughness and ability to endure hardships
without complaint

Stoicism

Not aware of / acknowledging significant
symptoms /suffering

Following an internal moral compass to
choose “right” over “wrong”

Moral Code

Feeling frustrated and betrayed when others
fail to follow a moral code

Becoming the best and most effective
professional possible

Excellence

Feeling ashamed / denial or minimization of
imperfections

Stress reactions
are simply
biological
signals designed
to nudge you in
the direction of
beneficial
change.
They are a sign
that something
is going
unaddressed - a
call to action.

Manson, 2016
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Stress Continuum: Circumstances and Features
READY

REACTING

Circumstances:
Well trained
Supported

Circumstances:
Responding to multiple
stressors at work or
home
Double-edged sword
vulnerabilities

Optimal functioning:
At one’s best
In control
Motivated

Mild and transient
distress or impairment:
Changes in mood
Loss of motivation
Loss of focus
Physical changes

INJURED
Circumstances:
Strong or multiple
stressors:
• Trauma
• Loss
• Moral injury
• Wear and tear

More severe or persistent
distress or impairment:
Loss of control
No longer feeling like
normal self

ILL
Circumstances:
Unhealed orange zone
stress
Additional stress
Risk factors

Clinical mental disorder:
Symptoms persist and
worsen
Severe distress
Functional impairment

12

6

6/15/22

How Can SFA
Reduce Stigma?
Combat Medics on How to Cope With Stress Simon Sinek
2020 Youtube video
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Five Essential
Elements Translated
Into Stress First Aid

Check
Coordinate
Safety

Cover

Calming

Calm

Connectedness

Connect

Self-efficacy

Competence

Hope

Confidence

14

7

6/15/22

STRESS FIRST AID MODEL
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How Can You Use SFA?
Check
Approach
Decide what is most needed:
Anxiety

Guilt/Shame

Sleep
Problems

Isolation

Grief

Severe Inability
to Function
Competence

Calm
Cover

Connect
Confidence

Coordinate
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Essential SFA Skills
Recognize
Recognize when a
coworker has a
stress injury

Act

Know

Act: If you see
something, do or say
something

Know at least 2
trusted resources
you would access or
offer to a coworker
in distress

• To the distressed person
• To a trusted support of
the distressed person
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Stress First Aid Actions
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Check and Coordinate
• Check and Coordinate are foundational, ongoing,
continuous processes.
• Check:
• Become more aware of changes in behavior
or functioning that result from stress.
• Those who are stressed may not be aware of
their reactions or risk, or not willing or able
to reach out.
• Coordinate:
• Collaborating with others who can help, or
who need to know.
• SFA is not meant to address all ranges of
issues.
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Resilience: Flexibility Mindset
What is happening?
What do I need to do?
What am I able to do?
ls it working?
Bonanno, G. The End of Trauma: How the New Science of
Resilience Is Changing How We Think About PTSD, 2021
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Cover Actions
• Stand by ready to assist
• Reduce anything that makes the person feel unsafe
• Reassure that they are safe in the moment
• Educate the person about how to be or feel safer
• Make others safe
• Focus the person on what to do rather than what not to
do
• Reduce perceived threat
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Cover Example Coworker Support
“On the whiteboard, we write our name if we think we are in
the green zone that day, to give permission for coworkers to
approach us for support without worrying about being a
burden. We can erase our name if during the day we are no
longer in green.”
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Calm Actions
• Maintain a calm presence
• Stop physical exertion and reduce heart rate
• Reassure by authority and presence
• Draw attention outwards to increase composure
• Foster rest and recuperation
• Listen with understanding and validate concerns
• Provide information about reactions and
resources
• Provide brief instruction in grounding/breathing
• Role model calming actions and strategies
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Calm: Example
• “If something is going wrong on a unit, someone will say
“Orange huddle!”
• That means: “Everyone take breath, we’re coming together.”
• It’s not blaming or shaming. It means there’s an issue, we feel
it, someone saw it, something is happening, and it’s tense.
• It’s a shorthand way to say: “Let’s all take a breath. What do
we need to do? This is the shift from hell, but we’ll make it
through.””
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Reasons for a Need for Connect
Trust
Stress-related decrements in social skills
Lack of positive feedback or support
Exhaustion
Fear of being misunderstood or being a burden
Avoidance
Orange zone behaviors
Needs for different social support network
Stigma
25

Connect Actions
• Ask about social support
• Help link with supportive others
• Provide support yourself
• Address potential negative social influences
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Connect Examples:
Coworker Support

“I try to make my staff laugh as much as
possible throughout the day. I also take
advantage of any lulls throughout the
day to hold round tables with the staff.
During these round tables, staff can
voice their concerns over anything that
bothers them. I also try to make myself
available and approachable to staff at
all times during the day.”
“I try to help a co-worker who is
drowning by giving a medication to a
patient or starting an IV - just a simple
task to allow them to catch up.”
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Competence Actions
• Improve occupational skills to reduce risk of stress
reactions in inexperienced staff (Give extra training or
mentoring)
• Improve well-being skills to deal with stress-reactions

(calming, problem-solving, health habits, managing
reminders)

• Improve social skills to deal with stress-reactions
(requesting support, conflict resolution, assertiveness,
seeking mentoring)
• Mentor or increase training
• Reassign or temporarily suspend key job duties if
necessary
• Reintegrate back into duties when possible
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Competence
Example:
Coworker Support

“If someone is second-guessing how they
did something, I will share how I've done
something similar. I think when we can
share our experience, how it affected us
and how we dealt with something, it
probably helps the person to understand,
“all right, I'm going to be okay.” It's not
permanent and it's a normalizing thing, and
it's part of the process.”
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Confidence Actions
• Rebuild hope, trust and self-confidence that
may have been damaged or lost as a result of
stress.
• Show appreciation and point out strengths
• Validate and normalize stress reactions
• Reduce guilt about actions
• Facilitate meaning-making, making sense of
life, and improved perspective, purpose or
faith.
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Confidence
Example:
Coworker
Support

“There was a time where I dropped the
ball. It was not earth-shattering, but it was
significant. I was completely unable to
connect the dots at all until one day my
supervisor talked to me and said, ‘During
that same time period, your mom had been
terminally ill and then passed away.’ As
obvious as it should have been, I was not
able to see the connection until he said
that to me.”
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Key Point
Emphasis

Tone is
collaborative,
experimental, nonjudgmental

Timing and context
are important

SFA is not meant to
address all ranges
of issues

Flexibility and “tiny
steps” are
emphasized

Mentoring and
problem solving are
highlighted

Bridge to higher
care when
indicated
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SFA can improve employee wellbeing with better self-

Reduces stigma and increases
longevity

Helps employees feel supported
by leadership

Improves an organization’s
ability to identify issues, come
together, and problem solve
solutions

Getty/Morsa Im ages

care, coworker support, and leadership
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Lessons Learned
•
•
•
•
•

Keep it grounded
Adjust to context
Adjust to zones of stress
Keep open
Keep asking questions

• Adapt in an ongoing, reciprocal, ‘living’ way
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Person- Centered
SFA
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Make a connection in a helpful/respectful way
Restore/support a sense of safety

Goals:
PersonCentered
Stress First
Aid

Calm and orient distressed individuals
Connect individuals to their sources of support
Improve the ability of those affected to address
their most critical needs
Foster a sense of hope / limit self-doubt and guilt
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Components
of PersonCentered
Stress First
Aid

Approach

Maintain an approach
that conveys respect,
care and compassion

Information

Get and give
information in helpful
ways

Direction

Direct people in a way
that focuses them and
reduces distress
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Person-Centered Stress First Aid: Key
Points

YOU WILL NOT BE
REQUIRED TO USE
SFA WITH EVERY
PATIENT, CLIENT, OR
CUSTOMER.

INCORPORATE SFA
ACTIONS INTO YOUR
DUTIES IN A
NATURAL, SEAMLESS
WAY

THE CONNECTION YOU
MAKE
CAN HELP PEOPLE
ACTIONS ONLY WHEN
RECOVER
FROM THE STRESS
THEY DO NOT
OF
WHAT
THEY HAVE BEEN
INTERFERE WITH YOUR
THROUGH
.
PRIMARY DUTIES.
IMPLEMENT SFA

IF YOU RESPECTFULLY
CONVEY THAT PEOPLE
MATTER, YOU WILL HELP
THEM GET THROUGH THE
DIFFICULTIES THEY FACE.
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What makes an effective champion?

TRAINER

SUPPORTER

CONNECTOR

LEADER

Teach and engage
HCWs in your
organization

Foster trust and
encourage reaching out

Connect trainees to
each other and
resources and foster
leadership involvement

Take responsibility for
the welfare of your
team
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Smoothing the way for SFA
• Talking points:
– SFA is a way to improve how you’re already working – not adding
a new burden or replacing anything
– Goals are to create opportunities for people to access resources
that already exist.
– SFA can improve enhance natural skills and processes that are
already in place
– SFA requires engagement by peers and leaders – it is not a solo
activity! It is designed to improve how we work together and
support each other, top to bottom and side to side.

Getty/whyfram estudio
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SFA NCPTSD
Toolkit

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/
treat/type/stress_first_aid.asp
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SFA NCPTSD Toolkit
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