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Psychological first aid training as a tool to address mental health problems during COVID-19  
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1. Introduction 

COVID-19 manifests the weakness of society and the structure of the 
health system in responding to a very powerful global pandemic. All 
parties require to share global responsibility for addressing common 
vulnerabilities around the world (Tandon, 2021a). Thus, the distribution 
of accurate real-time information is critical to enabling health care and 
policy decision-making in urgent situations with substantial uncertainty 
(Tandon, 2021b). Several challenges of psychological intervention 
during COVID-19 emerged, such as lack of resources, access to mental 
health care, public-private partnerships, and lack of accurate informa-
tion that must be resolved immediately (De Sousa et al., 2020). 

Indonesia and Malaysia can be considered as disaster-prone coun-
tries, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic the challenges they face 
are increasingly difficult. The level of mental health problems is 
elevating, especially in education, but unfortunately it has not been 
accompanied by the readiness of teachers to provide psychological first 
aid (PFA) services to students. Teachers need PFA training as the number 
of PFA professionals is not proportional to the number of students who 
need it. The spirit of preserving humanity, maintaining sanity, and 
promoting health must emerge as a shared commitment in dealing with 
COVID-19, especially in the mental health sector (Tandon, 2020). This is 
done because to respond to mental health problems, protection, and 
psychosocial care for children in the COVID-19 crisis, a fast and 
appropriate strategy is needed (Ashok et al., 2021; Nuryana, 2021). In 
the school context, for example, there is a need for school mental health 
programs (Suchandra et al., 2021), curriculum changes (Nuryana, 
2022), and parental involvement in promoting mental health (Nuryana 
et al., 2022). 

According to the study by Grubic et al. (2020) the change from off-
line to online learning methods with various challenges resulted in 
increased stress on students. Furthermore, other studies have also shown 
that problematic changes during a pandemic can increase the potential 
for symptoms of depression, anxiety, discomfort, trauma and fear (Cao 
et al., 2020). Therefore, the psychological supports for students should 
be integrated with the educational system (Kousky, 2016). Guidance 
and counseling teachers at schools have a strategic role in psycholog-
ically supporting their students to deal with various potential threats 
during disaster. 

Thus, the study aimed to test the effectiveness of PFA training for 
various education practitioners using the one group pre-test and post- 
test models which were conducted online using Zoom media. The 
training was designed in three stages that were providing theoretical 
framework of PFA, simulation and peer practice. PFA can be delivered 
effectively by friends, teachers and parents, if the providers follows the 
guideline procedure (Everly and Lating, 2017). Therefore, the study was 
conducted with experiment method using training which purposed to 
increase participants’ understanding of the application of PFA or how to 
practice it. Ultimately, the trainees can later support the people around 
them during the pandemic. As a long-term projection, participants are 
expected to be able to apply the PFA in any emergency situations. The 
training was designed to be carried out for two days consisting of 
theoretical and practical sessions. The material presentations were an 
overview of mental health, crisis situations, PFA theories, procedures, 
and practice. 

2. Methods 

This study utilized a one group pre-post-test study, which means that 
only one experimental group was measured by pre-test and post-test. 
This design was in accordance with the purpose of this study which 
was to measure the efficacy of PFA training to the participants. This 
training was structured with a duration of 10-hour length using an on-
line platform due to the pandemic (Francis et al., 2020). The basic 
material used in this training was based on a guidebook from World 
Health Organization (WHO) entitled “Psychological first aid: Guide for 
field workers in the Indonesian” version (WHO, 2020). 

A total of 106 participants attended the training, of which 99 par-
ticipants came from Indonesia and 7 participants were from Malaysia. 
Participants were teachers at the level of kindergarten, elementary 
school, junior high school, high school, vocational high school, univer-
sity and other educational institutions. Participants were dominated by 
high school teachers as much as 27 % (N = 29), junior high school 
teachers 25 % (N = 27) and university students and lecturers 21 % (N =
23). While participants from other education levels were not more than 
15 participants. Before participating in the training, all participants had 
filled out informed consent and agreed to participate in the activity until 
finished. 
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The data obtained from this study were pre-test and post-test scores 
which were then analyzed for variance using paired samples t-test and 
normalized Gain score (N-gain) test which was conducted by dividing 
the difference between the post-test and pre-test scores by the difference 
between the maximum evaluation scores and the pre-test scores. 
Meanwhile, the size of the training effect was measured by the Cohen’s 
d formula that was by dividing the mean difference between pre-test and 
post-test by the pooled standard deviation. 

3. Results 

The results of 106 data showed that the average pre-test (x‾1 = 11.9) 
was lower than the post-test (x‾2 = 15.7). This means that there is an 
increase in the average score after PFA training which can be seen in  
Table 1. The same table also indicates that the highest and lowest scores 
on each test are different and tend to show an increase after the treat-
ment is given. The results were then further analyzed with the normality 
test before the paired sample t-test was carried out. The results of this 
test showed that the pre-test (p1 = 0.071) and post-test (p2 = 0.089) 
data were normally distributed. 

The further test carried out was the paired sample t-test, the results of 
which can be seen in Table 2. The results indicate that there is a sig-
nificant difference between the pre-test and post-test (p < 0.05, t = −

12,696). Furthermore, the correlation test between the pre-test and post- 
test data also showed that there was a significant relationship between 
the two data (p < 0.05, r = 0.674). With these results, the Gain score test 
can be conducted to see the percentage increase after PFA training. 

The Gain score obtained by subtracting the post-test with the pre-test 
then dividing the result with the maximum value minus the pre-test 
value then multiplied by 100 %. The average Gain score shows 32, 
which means the average increase after training is about 32 %. This 
percentage is considered in the medium category. Meanwhile, to 
determine the size effect, the Cohen-d formula, is used (d = 1.2) and the 
score shows that the treatment given have a fairly high effect. 

4. Discussions 

An interesting finding in this study is that there is a difference in the 
level of increase in the baseline knowledge of participants when they 
grouped according to their institutions. Vocational high schools with 13 
participants had the highest score increase of 37 % while high schools, 
junior high schools and universities had almost the same increase of 33 
%. The smallest increase was in the kindergarten group of 13 %. This 
difference is possible because each participant from each group has a 
different baseline of knowledge about PFA. In addition, various tech-
nical problems during online training are also possible influencing the 
test scores. 

Implementing PFA training in face-to-face basis is predicted to give 
different results in terms of increasing the knowledge compared to the 
online schema. It argues that participants who attend in person are more 
able to practice with small technical problems than those who join an 
online training. There is still limited study that examine the different 
between both schemas. However, during the pandemic, the online 
method is the most suitable to be applied than the face-to-face. Further 
research is suggested to compare between the face-to-face and the online 
mode, so that in the future, PFA training can be delivery in the most 
effective method. 

The results of this study are in accordance with previous research as 
summarized in a meta-analysis study conducted by Wang et al. (2021). 
Their research on 23 studies on PFA training concluded that in general 
PFA training was able to significantly increase participants’ knowledge 
of psychosocial competencies and PFA skills (Akoury-Dirani et al., 2015; 
Horn et al., 2019; Sijbrandij et al., 2020). However, in general, this study 
has limitations in terms of measuring the success of the training as the 
study uses only one instrument to measure the pre-test and post-test. 
Unlike the research conducted by Akoury-Dirani et al. (2015) which 

used two instruments to measure the training. With the two instruments 
used, the results obtained after the training can be measured more 
comprehensively and have a comparison of one result with another. 
Future research should use more than one evaluation measuring in-
strument and at the same time checking the effectiveness of the treat-
ment after a few months is needed to understand the participant’s 
knowledge post training. 
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