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Disclaimer: This module serves as an introductory guide 
to mental health and wellbeing. It does not serve to 
diagnose or treat mental illnesses or disorders. If you 
or someone you know is struggling with their mental 
health, or finding it difficult to cope, it may be time to 
consider reaching out to mental health professionals in 
your area for advice. 



Image credit: Generated on Midjourney by Deepesh Sangtani

Prompts: mental health, well being, human rights, nature, heal, conceptual, artwork



Module 5
Ensuring Psychosocial Wellbeing4

Environmental Human Rights Defenders 
(EHRDs) Toolkit

Taking care of ourselves is a crucial part of 
better serving our communities and protecting 
the environment. To do this, we must pay im-
portant attention to our overall mental health 
and wellbeing so that we can continue our work 
as defenders in the long run. According to the 
World Health Organization (WHO), a person has 
good mental health and wellbeing when they 
can cope with the normal stresses of life on 
top of being productive and making positive 
contributions to their community.1 

In our activism/work, we are exposed to expe-
riences and conditions that negatively affect us 
whether immediately or gradually over time. This 
includes witnessing injustice and violence and 
their effects, being exposed to threats, intimi-
dation, physical or verbal abuse, discrimination, 
and even internal conflict within our organiza-
tions. In addition, there can be a tendency in 
activist circles to prioritize our causes and the 
wellbeing of others over caring for ourselves. 
These stressors can lead to detrimental effects 
on activists over time. Movements need healthy 
activists to help lead, contribute to and partic-
ipate in movements, and who can stay active 
in their movements as long as possible. Ensuring 
our own mental health and wellbeing means 
that we can continue to positively contribute to 
our movement.

Unhealthy or unsustainable activism can lead 
to physical and emotional trauma, burnout, and 
other negative experiences. These deprive ac-
tivists of living a healthy and happy life, and 
may lead them to leave the movement, which 
would in turn deprive the movement of their 
knowledge, contributions, and skills. To promote 
a healthy viewpoint towards our activism, we 
should always keep in mind the following:2

1. The weight of the world does not and 
should not rest on our shoulders as indi-
viduals. Remember to reach out for help 
when needed, and to build support net-
works that allow you to seek help.

2. You cannot take care of others if you do 
not first take care of yourself. Your wellbeing 
is also important, and you deserve to take 
time for yourself.

3. You can take time away from activism. 
You are allowed to have other things in 
your life outside of the movement. Taking 
breaks will allow you to maintain energy 
and enthusiasm in the long run.

4. It is not your responsibility to fix everything 
wrong in the world. It is okay to focus on a 
few issues so that you don’t spread yourself 
too thin.

5. You don’t need to be an expert in anything 
to be a good activist. Learn what you can, 
but knowing less than others about certain 
issues does not make you a worse activist.

6. We are making a difference. Activism is al-
ways an ongoing process, and everything 
we do makes it easier for the activists who 
come after us.

It is important to not only know what to re-
member as we do our daily work, but also how 
to manage our mental health when critical 
situations arise. We discuss three of the most 
common issues that face our mental health 
and wellbeing: stress, burnout, and depression.

Ensuring our own 
mental health and 

wellbeing means that 
we can continue to 

positively contribute 
to our movement.
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Stress
What is stress? How to manage stress

Stress is our body’s response to pressure. It is 
often triggered by new experiences, experienc-
es that threaten our safety or sense of self, or 
when we experience situations where we feel 
out of control.3 Stress can occur on a scale from 
mild to severe. Mild stress allows us to focus and 
get tasks done, but extreme or prolonged stress 
can make it impossible to function. According 
to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, the 
human body produces the chemical cortisol 
in response to stress, and prolonged exposure 
to cortisol can lead to negative physical and 
mental effects.4 It can weaken your immune sys-
tem, leaving you more susceptible to illness, and 
even exacerbate pre-existing mental conditions 
such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder.

People are most susceptible to stress when 
they 

1. are not getting enough sleep, 

2. lack a support network, 

3. experience a major life change, 

4. experience poor physical health, or 

5. are not eating well.

Common signs of stress include: headaches, 
trouble sleeping, jaw pain, changes in appe-
tite, mood swings, difficulty concentrating, and 
feeling overwhelmed. When stress is long-term, 
it can also affect memory and sleep. Long-term 
stress has also been linked to gastrointestinal 
and cardiovascular health issues.

If you are experiencing more stress than nor-
mal, or experiencing stress over a prolonged pe-
riod of time, there are some things you can do 
as an individual to help yourself cope (adapted 
from the Mental Health Foundation):3

1. Recognize when stress is a problem. Are 
you experiencing muscle tension, tired-
ness, headaches, or migraines more than 
usual? Are you feeling more overwhelmed, 
having difficulty concentrating, or experi-
encing mood swings? Are these feelings 
getting to the point where they are im-
pacting your quality of life?

2. Determine where you can make changes 
to reduce stress. Make sure you are setting 
realistic goals and expectations of yourself. 
If there is too much on your plate, prac-
tice saying ‘no’ to more work, and learn 
to delegate tasks to others.

3. Reach out to your support systems. Friends, 
family, and other social circles can provide 
support or advice when you are stressed.

4. Try to live a healthy lifestyle. This includes 
eating well-balanced meals, taking the 
time to exercise regularly, and minimizing 
smoking and drinking. Try to get enough 
sleep, and try to ensure that sleep is restful. 
Consider reducing your caffeine intake 
and/or your screen time.

5. Take time for yourself. Take breaks, sched-
ule in time for relaxation or recreational 
activities. 
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Coping with stress should not be an individual 
endeavor alone. Studies have found that col-
lective problem-solving and coping are more 
effective in reducing stress than individual ac-
tions.5,6 Organizations can help their members 
cope with stress on an organizational level 
through two ways:5

1. Problem-focused coping 

These coping mechanisms aim to solve prob-
lems related to the stressor. If the stressor is a 
lack of cohesion or unity among members of 
the organization, try to do team-building or 
bonding activities to create better cohesion 
in the organization. If the stressor is fluctuating 

workloads, try to be more flexible in assignments 
and delegation of tasks. Provide members the 
opportunity to air their problems or issues with 
tasking, workload, or other work-related matters, 
and work collectively to address these problems 
and issues.

2. Emotion-focused and appraisal- 
focused coping 

These coping mechanisms aim to produce 
a good working climate. Allow time for joking, 
chatting, and positive reinforcement. Try to foster 
a culture that prioritizes the health and wellbeing 
of members, rather than encouraging overwork.

Burnout is the result of prolonged stress from 
work, leading to emotional, mental, and physi-
cal exhaustion. It generally manifests as loss of 
interest and passion for things that one previ-
ously cared a lot about, feelings of cynicism, 
hopelessness, and resentment, and a general 
lack of energy. Burnout differs from simply having 
a ‘bad day’ in that the feelings persist over time, 
and are experienced in multiple different situa-
tions. In addition, one may experience changes 
in how one feels in similar situations.

According to the WHO, burnout has three di-
mensions: (1) feelings of energy depletion or 
exhaustion, (2) increased mental distance from 
and/or feelings of negativity and cynicism to-

wards one’s job, and (3) reduced professional 
efficacy.7 Symptoms of burnout include: anx-
iety, guilt, isolation, irritability, anger, sadness, 
pessimism, disappointment, numbness, fatigue, 
insomnia, lack of motivation, and even physical 
pain and sickness.

Burnout is caused not just by working long 
hours or taking on too many tasks. More im-
portant factors are a person feeling that they 
are not in control of how a task is carried out, 
or feeling that a task conflicts with their sense of 
self, according to Psychology Today.8 In activism 
spaces particularly, Gorski (2019) identified these 
four as the primary causes of burnout:9

Burnout
What is burnout?
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1. Emotional-dispositional causes- causes 
that are related to a defender’s sense of 
commitment and sense of personal re-
sponsibility.

2. Backlash causes- causes related to ex-
periencing negative repercussions for ac-
tivism, as well as the cumulative stress of 
these repercussions.

3. Structural causes- causes related to hav-
ing to contend with structures of power.

4. In-movement causes- causes related to 
infighting and oppression among activists.

BURNOUT TEST 
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Feeling fatigued in a way that rest or sleep 
does not feel restive

Feeling more cynical or pessimistic about 
things that you used to feel positive about

Irritability or feeling like you have a ‘short 
fuse’

More susceptible to illness such as colds, 
flu, allergies, etc.

Feeling like isolating yourself from friends, 
family and/or colleagues

Difficulty relaxing, having fun, or enjoying 
yourself

Feeling that you are accomplishing less

Experience physical symptoms of stress 
such as insomnia, stomach pains, head-
aches, migraines, etc

Feelings of sadness or emptiness

Unreliable memory
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On an individual level, some lifestyle changes 
can help reduce the likelihood or impacts of 
burnout:

1. Draw better boundaries at work. Avoid 
taking on too much work and practice 
saying ‘no’ to additional tasks when you 
don’t have the time or space for them. 
Try to delegate or otherwise reduce your 
workload. Schedule time in the day for 
breaks, and set regular times to start and 
stop working. It is also important to mini-
mize multitasking and try to focus on one 
task at a time.

2. Try to improve your work-life balance. 
In line with drawing better boundaries at 
work, it is important to set boundaries and 
know when ‘work’ ends. Try not to answer 
work-related emails or messages after 
hours. Allow for adequate downtime in the 
day, and try to delegate extra work tasks 
if needed. Take some time every day to 
do a recreational activity.

3. Take time off. It may simply be necessary 
to take a break from work to rest and re-
cover. Note that this is only a temporary 
solution at best, and changes need to be 
made in your routine when you get back 
to work.

How to manage burnout It is important to recognize that better self-care 
is not enough to address burnout. Rather, it may 
even worsen the effects as it makes one feel 
like they are not doing enough to address their 
burnout. It must be recognized that social and 
environmental factors need to be addressed 
to help with burnout.

1. Increase social support. Take the time to 
meet with friends and loved ones, even vir-
tually. This could be for emotional support, 
or simply to relax and bond. If it’s within 
your capacity (financial or otherwise), con-
sider seeking out a therapist or counselor.

2. Organize better working conditions. Talk 
with your co-workers and team leaders on 
how to structure your working conditions to 
be more holistic. This could include sched-
uling days where there are no meetings, 
or being more strict about contacting 
co-workers on their days off. Make sure 
that expectations and output goals are 
clear and reasonable. If tasks are too nu-
merous, consider adding more people 
to the team.

Schedule time in the day for breaks, and set 
regular times to start and stop working. It is also 
important to minimize multitasking and try to 
focus on one task at a time.
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Depression

According to the National Center for Biotech-
nology Information, depression can refer to a 
wide range of mental health problems that are 
characterized by (1) a loss of interest and enjoy-
ment in everyday things and experiences, and 
(2) low mood.10 It also comes with a range of 
associated emotional, physical, cognitive, and 
behavioral symptoms. Depression can refer to a 
continuum of severity, ranging from a clinically 
significant degree of this experience (known 
as major depressive disorder) all the way to a 
normally occurring feeling. Depressive episodes 
can last up to 4-6 months or even longer, and 
may be recurring or chronic.

Common symptoms include tearfulness, ir-
ritability, feeling socially withdrawn, increased 
muscle tension that may lead to pain, feelings 
of fatigue and accompanying low activity, or 
reversely feelings of agitation and anxiety, signif-
icant changes in one’s sleeping and eating pat-
terns, feelings of worthlessness, guilt, and help-
lessness, loss of self-esteem and confidence, 
poor concentration, reduced attention, and 
persistent thoughts of death or suicide. 

If you have been experiencing a combina-
tion of these symptoms for two or more weeks, 
especially to the point that you feel your func-
tioning is impaired, you may have depression. 
If you suspect that you or someone you know 
is suffering from depression, the best course of 
action is to go to a health expert.

There are several risk factors for developing 
depression, including genetics, biochemistry, 
personality, and environmental factors.11 In 
terms of environmental factors, these may be 
physical or social:12

• Some physical factors include:

 ០ Sleep deprivation

 ០ Hazardous or stressful working condi-
tions

 ០ Extreme weather conditions

• Some social factors include:

 ០ Experiencing stigma or prejudice

 ០ Experiencing strife or violence in the 
home or in the community

 ០ Experiencing poverty

 ០ Lack of social support

 ០ Dangerous or toxic relationships

 ០ Lack of safety

What is depression?

How to manage depression

For less severe cases of depression, the Anxiety 
and Depression Association of America recom-
mends some strategies to cope.13 It is important 
to note that depression comes with the feeling 
that nothing will help, or that any relief will only 
be temporary. Coping with depression includes 
fighting such feelings as well.

1. Take care of your physical health. This in-
cludes physical exercise, eating healthy, 
and getting adequate sleep.

2. Challenge your own thinking. Depression 
can come with negative thoughts about 
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yourself, your future, or the world, but often 
these thoughts are distortions that are per-
petuating unhelpful behaviors. Are these 
thoughts real or do they just feel real? What 
evidence do you have for thinking in such 
a way?

3. Identify unhelpful or unhealthy behaviors 
and work to change them. Set realistic 
goals, and limit avoidance or procrastina-
tion. Try to engage with your community 
and support systems, even when you feel 
like isolating or withdrawing. Extend grace 
and compassion towards yourself instead 
of being overly critical.

Often, people experiencing depression find 
it difficult to reach out for help. If you suspect 
someone you know is suffering, it is also impor-
tant to reach out to them. Here is a first aid plan 
to help someone who is suffering from depres-
sion (adapted from Mental Health First Aid from 
the National Council for Mental Wellbeing):14

Assess for risk of suicide or harm. Has the per-
son expressed feelings of wanting to die? Are 
they engaging in riskier behaviors? Have they 
harmed themselves in non-lethal ways? Are they 
likely to do any of these things? This may indicate 
that the person’s life is in immediate danger. At 
this stage, contacting a medical professional 
to discuss observations and to receive advice 
for intervention is the best answer.

1. Listen non-judgmentally. It is important 
that you don’t minimize, belittle, or dis-
miss someone’s experiences, especially 
if they have come to you for support. Lan-
guage like “lighten up,” “get over it,” or “it 
doesn’t seem that bad to me” is unhelpful. 
Instead, ask them how they are feeling, 
how long they have been feeling this way, 
why they might be feeling this way, and 
listen attentively to them.

2. Give reassurance and information. Some-
one who reaches out to you may only be 
looking for support and reassurance, or 
may also be looking for more help. Don’t 

blame the person for their symptoms or 
experiences. Approach the conversation 
with respect for them. If you are being 
reached out to, try to be prepared with 
information so that you are more ready 
to cope with their condition.

3. Encourage appropriate professional help. 
The person experiencing depression may 
benefit from counseling, talk therapy, or 
other professional support. If it is in their 
means to seek out this help, encourage 
them to do so. You can also assist in look-
ing for resources.

4. Encourage self-help and support strate-
gies. Reaching out to support networks like 
family, friends, faith groups, etc., can help 
in coping with depression. Taking care of 
one’s physical health (eating well, sleeping 
well, keeping one’s surroundings clean) 
can also help in coping with depression. 
Often, depressed people find it difficult 
to do these things. You may be able to 
provide help, support, or encouragement 
in these areas.

There may come a time when depressive 
feelings become so severe that professional 
help is needed. Reach out to professionals if 
you or someone you know is experiencing the 
following:13

1. Symptoms that are intense and paralyzing, 
and/or last for months

2. Inability to take care of oneself and one’s 
own basic needs, or to attend to daily re-
sponsibilities

3. Symptoms are accompanied by sub-
stance abuse, self-harm and/or thoughts 
of suicide
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General care 
practices
What we can do for ourselves

What we can do within our 
organizations

There are things we can do for ourselves as 
individuals that can help improve our mental 
health and wellbeing. These are habits and 
patterns of thinking that we can develop. Here 
are some (adapted from Amnesty International 
Australia):2

1. Build resilience. 

Resilience refers to how well we can handle 
and adapt to problems in our lives, and how 
we can bounce back from stress and trau-
ma. Building resilience improves our ability to 
handle negative experiences. Here are some 
ways to build resilience.

• Treat problems as learning opportu-
nities. When faced with a problem, 
analyze where things went wrong, 
what could be done differently, what 
worked well and what did not.

• Have a realistic workload. Make sure 
you have the capacity for the tasks 
you’ve taken on. Practice saying ‘no’ 
to additional tasks if you’re not sure you 
have the time or space to do them. 
Learn to delegate extra work if your 
load is currently too heavy.

• Build a strong support network. This in-
cludes friends, family, and co-workers 
you can talk to about your problems. 
A support network can help you find 
solutions, or simply provide emotional 
support.

An organization that will likely expose members 
and workers to difficult or even traumatic situ-
ations has the responsibility to care for the psy-
chosocial wellbeing of its members and workers. 
Here are some things that we can do at the 
organizational level to help care for psychoso-
cial wellbeing (adapted from FORUM-ASIA):15

Develop an environment that prioritizes well-
being. Encourage informal discussions about 
how members are feeling. Make sure members 
know that they can and are encouraged to take 
time off for themselves to rest. If possible, try to 
schedule activities only within certain hours, and 
try not to contact members for work during their 
downtime or when they are taking time off.

1. Encourage team bonding and social ac-
tivities. These kinds of activities allow or-
ganization members to decompress and 
bond with each other. 

2. Conduct mandatory debriefings after 
conducting activities. These debriefings 

2. Practice positive self-talk. 

Positive self-talk is not so much about acting 
like there is nothing negative, but rather re-
framing a situation so that we can learn from 
a negative experience. Being hypercritical of 
ourselves or our situation when setbacks oc-
cur can make us feel worse about ourselves 
rather than helping us overcome what we are 
facing. In practicing positive self-talk, we are 
able to build a more positive self-image.

3. Practice mindfulness. 

Mindfulness allows us to clear our minds and 
focus on the present when we are presented 
with a problem, rather than becoming over-
whelmed.
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allow participants to discuss what hap-
pened during an activity, its strengths and 
weaknesses, as well as their personal feel-
ings on what happened. Debriefings may 
also allow participants to process their own 
feelings about the events.

3. Provide training for wellbeing practices. 
Find space and time to train organization 
members on basic coping mechanisms, 
what kind of warning signs to look out for, 
and what resources are available to them 
should they need help. 

4. Create a list of mental health professionals 
that members can be referred to. Some 
members may need more assistance 
than the organization can provide. It is 
important to recognize when members 
may need the assistance of a health pro-
fessional and to have resources ready and 
available for them.

EarthRights International suggests recognizing 
the need for collective care on top of self-care. 
Our communities, cultures, and overall exter-
nal environments affect our wellbeing just as 
much as our individual actions and behaviors. 
We should thus share the responsibility of caring 
for the wellbeing of others, in the same sense 
that they will care for ours. After all, defenders 
that engage in collective care “are more resil-
ient, efficient and effective in their work.”16 

 Taking shared responsibility for one an-
other’s wellbeing can manifest in multiple ways. 
Here are some examples shared by EarthRights 
International:16

1. In the workplace- ensuring fair wages, fair 
working hours, and access to healthcare 
benefits, respecting work boundaries.

2. In the family- supporting domestic work, 
family care.

3. With other activists and friends- creating 
safe sharing/listening spaces, building sup-
port systems.

4. In funding- acknowledging the self-care 
needs of activists and its place in financial 
agreements, e.g., costs associated with 
psychosocial needs.

Collective Care

Our communities, 
cultures, and overall 

external environments 
affect our wellbeing just 

as much as our individual 
actions and behaviors.
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Psychological 
first aid (PFA)

One way of facilitating resilience within indi-
viduals — especially among defenders — is 
psychological support.17 These interventions 
allow us to bounce back from the impact of 
crises that are too complex and overwhelming 
to confront on our own. At the same time, they 
can empower us with coping strategies and 
resources that we can employ in the event that 
we experience shocks again in the future. 

PFA is a psychological support intervention 
that focuses on assisting distressed individuals 
following a crisis, whether it be an accident, 
incident, calamity, or other events.18 It is ideal 
that PFA is provided within the first two weeks 
after the event. 

The good thing about PFA is that it is highly 
accessible. You do not need to go to a psy-
chological professional to receive it; anyone 
can provide PFA so long as they are adequate-
ly trained on it. This means that you can ask 
trained members of your community for PFA, in 
the same way that you can give it to your fellow 
defenders after being taught. PFA can also be 
conducted wherever one feels safe.18 

There are four key principles to providing PFA. 
The following are from FORUM-ASIA’s  booklet 
on psychosocial support for human rights de-
fenders:18

1. Prepare. The PFA provider should have 
background information on who they will 
be assisting, as well as on the crisis they 
recently faced. It is also ideal for them to 

The goal of PFA is to reinforce a sense of se-
curity within the receiver in a compassionate 
and non-intrusive manner. It also aims to con-
nect with, ground, and orient the individual to 
ultimately reduce distress after the crisis. Finally, 
it establishes preparations for moving forward 
and links the receiver to accessible forms of 
emotional, physical, and social support that 
may be of further assistance.19

It is important to note that PFA is not a substi-
tute for crisis counseling or other professional 
psychological services. If you feel that you need 
specialized or subsequent support on top of PFA, 
do not be afraid to reach out to a professional. 
There is no shame in asking for help.

What is PFA?

What does PFA do?

make note of references for further support 
before providing PFA. 

2. Look. The provider should be attentive of 
their surroundings and what the person 
receiving PFA is saying so that they can 
respond accordingly. 

3. Listen. This entails actively practicing em-
pathy. It is important to not only listen in-
tently, but to also demonstrate that they 
are being heard with no judgment. This 
can be done by repeating or rephrasing 
what is being shared, for example.

4. Connect. Link the receiver to resources that 
can provide them with what they need like 
food, shelter, further psychological sup-
port, and even other people who went 
through similar situations. At the very least, 
basic suggestions on how to take care of 
their wellbeing (such as the ones previously 
mentioned) should be discussed.
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