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Purpose 

This is a toolkit to assist clinicians, community health and mental health care providers, SAEFVIC and VicSIS 

staff in responding to patients and/or clients who are experiencing an exacerbation of mental illness or 

psychological distress related to COVID-19 vaccinations.   

The aim is to help overcome barriers to vaccination by increasing access to COVID-19 vaccines and 

awareness of existing support services. This toolkit aims to guide clinicians to provide support for 

• those experiencing an exacerbation of existing mental health issues in relation to COVID-19 

vaccinations and COVID-19 vaccination mandates. 

• those experiencing new onset of psychological distress in relation to COVID-19 vaccinations and 

COVID-19 vaccination mandates. 
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Overview  

The Department of Health (DH), SAEFVIC (Surveillance of Adverse Events Following Immunisation in the 

Community) and VICSIS (Victorian Specialist Immunisation Service) are receiving increased reports and 

referrals of exacerbation of mental illness or new onset psychological distress around COVID-19 vaccination 

and associated mandates.  

Background 

VicSIS purpose is to provide specialist immunisation consultations to those who have experienced adverse 

reactions following a COVID-19 vaccination or are deemed to be at risk of experiencing an adverse reaction 

to a COVID-19 vaccine.  

VicSIS is not intended to provide specialised mental health services to respond to referrals made for mental 

illness or psychological distress. This necessitates the provision of clear advice to community health clinicians 

to appropriately manage and refer those experiencing mental illness or psychological distress related to 

vaccines to the appropriate services. 

Vaccine exemptions  

On 26 November 2021, ATAGI published expanded guidance on conditions regarding temporary medical 

exemptions to include individuals who are a risk to themselves or others during the vaccination process. 

This may include a range of individuals with underlying developmental or mental health disorders. However, it 

is of note that non-pharmacological interventions can safely facilitate vaccination in many individuals with 

behavioural disturbances and that specialist services may be available to facilitate the safe 

administration of vaccines in this population. 

Enablers and Barriers 

When organising COVID-19 vaccination for those with mental illness or those experiencing psychological 

distress relating to the vaccinations, it is important to acknowledge the barriers these individuals face. These 

barriers may result in their delayed uptake of COVID-19 vaccination, however, can be overcome with tools 

and techniques at the time of vaccination, to ensure a comfortable process. 

 

Examples of barriers Examples of enablers 

A history of mandatory treatment administration can 

result in long term fear of needles and clinical 

settings 

Acknowledge the medical or treatment history of 

the individual and facilitate a setting for vaccination 

which alleviates concerns 

Medical concerns around the vaccine Plain English and CALD community languages for 

vaccine information  

Sense of coercion into vaccination Longer appointments can facilitate a supportive 

environment 

Misinformation around the vaccines Consider incidental vaccinations and conversation 

regarding vaccines in a non-threatening 

environment 

Mistrust of the government Practical assistance to access vaccination sites 

Feeling judged by others for not being vaccinated, 

when reasons for this are beyond individual control  

Do not treat individuals as a burden 
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Concerns relating to the vaccine have not been 

addressed 

Act in a way that responds to people’s concerns 

Fear of medical or clinical settings Provide a comfortable vaccination environment 

Needle phobia Encourage vaccination in venues which are less 

overwhelming 

Making a vaccination booking online or over phone 

can be challenging for some 

Practical assistance to make vaccination 

appointments  

Families and carers facing challenges in assisting 

individuals obtaining a COVID-19 vaccination 

Empower family, carers, and support persons and 

allow them to accompany vaccinees through the 

process. 

Mental Health Services  

Crisis Support 

If an individual is at risk of imminent harm to themselves or others, the following services should be engaged. 

• Ambulance: respond in psychiatric emergencies, for transfer to hospital if the situation cannot be 

managed safely in a community setting. 

o Call 000 

• Crisis Assessment and Treatment Teams (CATT): this is a psychiatric triage service that operates 

24 hours a day. For urgent community-based assessment and short-term treatment interventions for 

people in psychiatric crisis. 

o Contact numbers are area and age dependent. To find contact details, visit: Accessing Mental 

Health Services - Victorian Government Health Information, Australia 

Acute Support 

The following services can provide acute 24/7 support for individuals who are experiencing psychological 

distress or crisis in the community. 

• Lifeline 

o National charity providing all Australians experiencing emotional distress with access to 24-

hour crisis support and suicide prevention services. 

o Lifeline Australia - 13 11 14 - Crisis Support. Suicide Prevention. 

o Phone: 13 11 14 

• Beyond Blue 

o National mental health organisation supporting people affected by anxiety, depression and 

suicide. They have a range of online services as well as a 24-hour phoneline and online chat 

service for those experiencing emotional distress. 

o Anxiety, depression and suicide prevention support - Beyond Blue 

o Supporting you through the Coronavirus pandemic - Beyond Blue 

o Managing anxiety about the COVID-19 vaccine - Beyond Blue 

http://www3.health.vic.gov.au/mentalhealthservices/
http://www3.health.vic.gov.au/mentalhealthservices/
https://www.lifeline.org.au/
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/
https://coronavirus.beyondblue.org.au/?utm_campaign=hp_banner
https://coronavirus.beyondblue.org.au/COVID-normal/supporting-personal-wellbeing/managing-anxiety-about-having-the-covid-19-vaccine
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o Coronavirus Mental Wellbeing Support Service 24/7: 1800 512 348 

Community Health and Counselling Services 

• Headspace 

o Headspace is the National Youth Mental Health Foundation providing early intervention 

mental health services to 12 to 25-year-olds.  

o headspace National Youth Mental Health Foundation 

o Contact us | headspace 

• Neami 

o Neami is a National community-based organisation that provides mental health, 

homelessness and suicide prevention support and works to strengthen local communities. 

o Support during COVID-19 | Neami National 

• CoHealth 

o CoHealth is a community-based health service that provides access to multiple different 

healthcare services and allied health services, including mental health support services. 

o Mental health - CoHealth - Community Health Service 

o CoHealth also partner with the North Western Primary Health Network and the Jesuit Social 

Services to provide the Western Psychosocial Support Service (WPSS). The WPDD provides 

supports to those with severe mental illness who are not eligible for the National Disability 

insurance Scheme (NDIS). For more information call: 9448 6880. 

o Western Psychosocial Support Service (WPSS) and National Disability Insurance Scheme 

(NDIS) Access Service - cohealth - Community Health Service 

• Mind 

o Mind is a community-managed specialist mental health service provider with a range of 

residential, mobile outreach, centre-based and online services, for people aged 16 – 64 years 

of age. 

o For Service Information: Phone 1300 286 463  

o Victorian Services - Mind Australia 

o Carers Helpline: 1300 554 660 

• Wellways 

o Wellways is a mental health and disability support organisation with services inclusive of 

mental health, disability and community care, who work with people of all ages. 

o For Service Information: Phone 1300 111 400 

o Our services | Wellways 

• EACH 

o A provider of community-based programs and primary care, with multiple locations mostly 

located in Melbourne’s east 

o Mental Health Services including Youth Services and General Counselling. 

o For Service and location information: Phone 1300 003 224  

https://headspace.org.au/
https://headspace.org.au/contact-us/
https://www.neaminational.org.au/covid-19/
https://www.cohealth.org.au/health-services/mental-health/
https://www.cohealth.org.au/western-psychosocial-support-service-wpss/
https://www.cohealth.org.au/western-psychosocial-support-service-wpss/
https://www.mindaustralia.org.au/services/victoria
https://www.wellways.org/our-services
https://www.each.com.au/mental-health-services/
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o Services - EACH 

• Partners in Wellbeing Line 

o Provides free support and advice to improve wellbeing during COVID and beyond and 

assistance with access and navigation to Mental Health and Wellbeing Hubs (see below). 

o Delivered by Neami National, EACH and the ACSO across Victoria 

o Phone: 1300 375 330  

o Get support to manage anxiety, depression or stress (partnersinwellbeing.org.au) 

• Mental health and Wellbeing Hubs (formerly Pop-up mental health and wellbeing services). 

o Free mental health support for people of all ages, provided by local Mental Health and 

wellbeing hubs throughout Victoria, funded by the Victorian Government and delivered by 

community-based organisations. 

o Phone: 1300 375 330 to book an appointment 

o Some Hubs provide a walk-in service. 

o See the Department of Health Coronavirus Mental health hub for booking information and 

locations. 

• HeadtoHelp 

o Commonwealth funded central phone intake service and 15 HeadtoHelp hubs located 

throughout Victoria, established to enhance mental health support available to Victorians 

during the COVID-19 pandemic 

o The HeadtoHelp intake and hubs are operated by Victorian Primary Health Networks in 

cooperation with existing health services. 

o Phone: 1800 595 212 

• Head to Health 

o Website provided by the Australian Department of Health focusing on Australian digital mental 

health services. 

o Offers a range of applications, online programs, online forums and phone services and other 

digital information resources for mental health and wellbeing. 

• Care in Mind 

o Free 24/7 online and phone counselling for people living, working, or studying in Melbourne’s 

northern, central and western suburbs. 

o Free 24/7 online and phone counselling in north, west & central Melbourne | CAREinMIND 

o Phone: 1300 096 269 

 

 

 

 

https://www.each.com.au/services/
https://www.acso.org.au/about
https://www.partnersinwellbeing.org.au/
https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/mentalhealthhub
https://headtohelp.org.au/about/
https://www.headtohealth.gov.au/
https://careinmind.com.au/


  

7 

OFFICIAL 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander resources 

• Victorian Department of Health Mental health resources for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities  

o A directory of Organisations operating in Victoria which provide services and information to 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people for supporting mental health and wellbeing during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

o https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/mental-health-resources-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-

islander-communities 

• BlackDog Institute  

o Social and emotional wellbeing resources for First Nations people.  

o https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/resources-support/for-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-

islander-peoples/ 

Long-term Support 

General Practitioners, Psychologists, Psychiatrists and Outpatient Mental Health Services can provide long 

term support and follow up for those suffering from mental health illness or psychological distress through the 

COVID-19 pandemic, via their usual referral pathways.  

Vaccination Support Services 

Safe Spaces for Vaccination 

General Practice 

General practitioners are ideally placed to offer individualised care to their patients and provide a calmer 

environment for vaccination than large vaccine hub sites. General Practitioners can develop patient specific 

vaccination plans, ahead of the vaccination appointment to minimise distress and optimise the safe provision 

of this case. 

Key strategies that can be utilised in primary care are: 

• An individualised patient-centred vaccination plan, developed ahead of the vaccine appointment 

• Not forcing children via physical restraint (which can cause long-term harm) 

• Distraction techniques for children: bubbles, musical toys, phones, vibration/cold sensations 

• Utilising resources available for both children and adults: 

o RCH TV: A child's guide to hospital 

o Meg Foundation (megfoundationforpain.org) 

o Kids Health Information: Podcast (rch.org.au) 

• Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder: 

o Use clear and simple language 

o Provide support and reassurance 

o Remove distracting stimuli 

o Try not to stop stimulating behaviours (helps alleviate distress) 

https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/mental-health-resources-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-communities
https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/mental-health-resources-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-communities
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/resources-support/for-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/resources-support/for-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/
https://www.rch.org.au/be-positive/Jazz_and_Rocco/A_child_s_guide_to_hospital/
https://www.megfoundationforpain.org/
https://www.rch.org.au/kidsinfo/Podcast/
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o Low threshold to refer to specialist immunisation provider for sedation (especially teenagers) 

• Psychologist support for patients and families 

In some cases, it may be necessary to refer a patient with severe needle phobia for psychological therapies 

such as cognitive behavioural therapy or exposure therapy.  The Australian Psychological Society (APS) 

website can assist with finding a psychologist with an interest in phobias. 

Pharmacy  

Similar to the General Practice setting, pharmacies may provide a calmer, quieter environment for 

vaccination. For those who experience distress in crowds or long lines, this may be a more preferrable setting 

for vaccination. 

Disability Liaison Officer (DLO) Pathway 

The Disability Liaison Office (DLO) Program, can facilitate a vaccination in a manner that is appropriate for 

the individual. Those with a disability, a mental illness or a severe needle phobia can access this service to 

discuss organising vaccination in a way that is most comfortable for them. This can include in-home 

vaccination. Sedation for vaccination may be considered if more conservative measures have been 

exhausted or are not appropriate. 

For general information regarding the DLO Program, see the following website: 

Vaccination information for people with a disability, carers, volunteers and disability support workers | 

Coronavirus Victoria 

This includes a link to the referral form: Request for Disability Liaison Officer Support (Page 1 of 3) 

DLOs can: 

• Assist with booking a COVID-19 vaccination 

• Assist to organise group bookings for service providers or groups of people with disability 

• Provide advice to vaccine and testing sites on how to improve access for people with a disability or 

special requirements 

• Assist in facilitating vaccination if a patient is not able to attend a vaccination centre. 

Contact a DLO by either: 

• Completing this online form Request for Disability Liaison Officer support 

• Emailing DLOcoordinator@dhhs.vic.gov.au. 

In-home Vaccination 

For patients and/or clients who may find it easier to access vaccination at home, please see the information 

on in-home vaccination at the following link: 

Vaccine at home for people with special requirements | Coronavirus Victoria 

Community and Neighbourhood Pop Ups 

Community and Neighbourhood Pop Ups have been established as an alternative for people not accessing 

vaccination through high throughput centres, primary health or clinical locations. The pop ups operate in local 

facilities that are familiar and accessible including places of worship, community centres, cafes, libraries and 

even shopping centres and markets. They can also be provided as in reach for specific services such as 

disability, homelessness, mental health, youth, refugee or other services.  

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__psychology.org.au_find-2Da-2Dpsychologist&d=DwMCAg&c=JnBkUqWXzx2bz-3a05d47Q&r=l51z2nhJ0ZCuB0cIRpFoNlj62kix_UijYlfyNCmaw18yxkZmbBxx5nbuvU68VB4J&m=f8lQerI1K6mDcegaWipE39dN_Ozoepw-kFluM3oy4G6anhSERJeD5dVz8XXjePZb&s=Wn3caIa9W5NG4BBozU9quejfbWbRezx_EZQyK-7Qpus&e=
https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/vaccination-information-people-disability
https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/vaccination-information-people-disability
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=H2DgwKwPnESciKEExOufKHqFVz-ZINNMsVpe1OhQHXRUNjMwOFJCQkE0TlZIVFBYQVVWWVhXVlJGSy4u
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=H2DgwKwPnESciKEExOufKHqFVz-ZINNMsVpe1OhQHXRUNjMwOFJCQkE0TlZIVFBYQVVWWVhXVlJGSy4u
mailto:DLOcoordinator@dhhs.vic.gov.au
https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/vaccination-home
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Each pop up is designed specifically to meet the needs of the target community. The clinical space can be 

adapted to respond to cultural or other requirements; and can include supports such as bicultural workers and 

translators and nursing and support staff with relevant experience, language and cultural connections. Prior to 

the pop up, targeted engagement and confidence building programs can be offered to address hesitancy and 

concerns.  

• For more information, please contact COVIDvaccination@health.vic.gov.au.  

Peer support  

What constitutes a safe space for each individual will vary. However, one way to help create safe spaces for 

people to receive a vaccine is to allow them to have a support person, and consider peer supports. Below you 

will find information on organisations that can provide access peer supports, as well as resources specifically 

for support persons who may accompany vaccine recipients. 

• VMIAC 

o VMIAC is the peak Victorian organisation for people with a lived experience of mental health 

problems or emotional distress. They are an advocacy organisation run by consumers, for 

consumers.  

o VMIAC COVID-19 Blogs 

o VMIAC | Contact Us 

• Tandem 

o Tandem is the Victorian peak body representing family and friends supporting people living 

with mental health issues 

o COVID-19 support for Family & Friends (tandemcarers.org.au) 

• GROW 

o GROW is a community-based organisation that runs a unique program of mutual support and 

personal development. The Grow Program is based on a 12-step program of personal growth 

of mutual help and support.  

o Contact Us - Grow 

o 1800 558 268 

• Switchboard (LGBTQI) 

o Free peer-based service is for LGBTIQA+ identifying people and those who have questions or 

concerns about LGBTIQA+ issues. This includes families, friends, teachers and co-workers of 

LGBTIQA+ people.  

o LGBTIQA+ resources — Switchboard Victoria 

o COVID-19 Support — Switchboard Victoria 

• Rainbow door - A free service for all LGBTIQA+ people in Victoria. 

10am-6pm // every day 

Phone: 1800 729 367 / Text: 0480 017 246 

Email: support@rainbowdoor.org.au 

Rainbow Door 

o Connect with a Qlife - A free service for LGBTIQA+ people in Australia. 

mailto:COVIDvaccination@health.vic.gov.au
https://www.vmiac.org.au/covid-19/
https://www.vmiac.org.au/contact-us/feedback/
https://www.tandemcarers.org.au/Web/COVID-19/Web/COVID-19/COVID-19-support-for-Family-Friends.aspx?hkey=6f5c394d-68e9-47c9-ae54-27c09b1eb079
https://grow.org.au/contact-us/
https://www.switchboard.org.au/resources/
https://www.switchboard.org.au/covid19-support
mailto:support@rainbowdoor.org.au
https://www.rainbowdoor.org.au/
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3pm-midnight // every day 

Phone: 1800 184 527 

https://www.qlife.org.au/ 

• Beyond Blue 

o Supporting someone with depression or anxiety - Beyond Blue 

o I'm supporting others (beyondblue.org.au)] 

• Mental Health Victoria 

o COVID-19 - Individuals (mhvic.org.au) 

o COVID-19 - Providers (mhvic.org.au) 

• Mind 

• Wellways 

Other Safe Spaces 

• ACCO COVID Vaccine Van in Benalla (vaccho.org.au) 

• COVID-19 Vaccination Buses | Goulburn Valley Health (gvhealth.org.au) 

• COVID-19 vaccination clinics for people with disability - Amaze 

Mental health inpatient access 

There is scope to increase access to COVID-19 vaccination for those admitted to inpatient mental health 

units. This setting provides an opportunity to encourage COVID-19 vaccination to a cohort who are willing and 

otherwise would have limited access to vaccination.  

Local Public Health Units (LPHUs) are working with hospitals to ensure some form of vaccination service is 

available for inpatient in-reach vaccination requests to be sent. For general enquiries about inpatient options, 

please see the below list at each LPHU. 

LPHU name Email address for enquiries 

Albury 
Wodonga 

phu.vaccination@awh.org.au 

Barwon Deborah.kay@barwonhealth.org.au; 
Angela.Hayes@barwonhealth.org.au; and 
Caroline.poynder@barwonhealth.org.au 

Bendigo DisabilityLiaison@bendigohealth.org.au 

Gippsland C19Vaccine@lrh.com.au 

Goulburn 
Valley 

COVID19VaccinationProgram@gvhealth.org.au 

Grampians Rachael.Charity@bhs.org.au 

NEPHU Contact your hospital vaccination service directly  

SEPHU tom.mclaughlin@monashhealth.org 

WHPU outreachcovidvax@wh.org.au 

https://www.qlife.org.au/
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/the-facts/supporting-someone/supporting-someone-with-depression-or-anxiety
https://coronavirus.beyondblue.org.au/I'm-supporting-others
https://www.mhvic.org.au/getting-help/covidinfo
https://www.mhvic.org.au/getting-help/covidinfo-2
https://www.vaccho.org.au/index.php/events/acco-covid-vaccine-van-in-benalla/
http://www.gvhealth.org.au/covid-19/vaxbus/
https://www.amaze.org.au/2021/11/vaccination-clinics-for-people-with-disability/
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VicSIS Needle Phobia and Sedation services 

Paediatrics – under 16 years old 

Children and adolescents under 16 with severe needle phobia, anxiety, intellectual disabilities, or 

neurodevelopmental conditions are advised to avoid attending large scale vaccination sites for immunisation. 

These sites are loud and busy and can increase distress. Smaller settings such as a GP clinic or pharmacy 

may be preferred. 

Further information and strategies to assist with needle phobia can be found at MVEC: Needle phobia. 

This resource includes strategies and techniques which can be adopted by families and carers, as well as 

healthcare providers.  

If all avenues for addressing needle phobia that are possible within the primary care setting have been 

exhausted, a referral to VicSIS for COVID-19 vaccination can be considered for patients under the age of 16 

years. Information on which strategies have been trialled should be included in the patient referral. 

Sedation 

VicSIS Paediatric clinics can assist with many options for managing severe needle phobia. All avenues for 

facilitating vaccination in those with severe needle phobia can be explored, based on the individual needs of 

the patient. Sedation is only required in some cases, and the decision for sedation will be based on what is 

safest and most appropriate for the individual. 

Further information and strategies to assist with needle phobia can be found at MVEC: Needle phobia. 

Adults – 16 years and over 

VicSIS is not accepting referrals for vaccination under sedation for adults (those aged 16 years and over).  

Disability Liaison Officers are providing support to adults with a disability as well as those with severe 

needle phobia or mental illness to get vaccinated, including under sedation. Please see the information in 

this document, under the heading Disability Liaison Officer Pathway.  

Other support services and resources  

• PANDA → PANDA - Perinatal Anxiety & Depression Australia 

• EDV→ Home - Eating Disorders Victoria - Services and Support for those affected. 

• Mensline → Free help, support, referrals & counselling for men: MensLine Australia 

• Anxiety Recovery Centre Victoria→ Home (arcvic.org.au) 

• BlueKnot Foundation (National Centre of Excellence for Complex Trauma→ Home 

(blueknot.org.au) 

• QLife (services are for LGBTI individuals, their friends and families, and health professionals 

in Australia)→ About Us (qlife.org.au) 

• Suicide Call back Service→ Mental health counselling & suicide prevention| Suicide Call Back 

Service 

• SANE Australia→ SANE Australia 

• Kids Help Line→ Kids Helpline | Phone Counselling Service | 1800 55 1800 

• Yarning SafeNStrong (Victorian Aboriginal Health Service) → Yarning SafeNStrong | VAHS 

https://mvec.mcri.edu.au/references/needle-phobia/
https://mvec.mcri.edu.au/references/needle-phobia/
https://www.panda.org.au/
https://www.eatingdisorders.org.au/
https://mensline.org.au/
https://www.arcvic.org.au/
https://blueknot.org.au/
https://blueknot.org.au/
https://qlife.org.au/about-us
https://www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au/
https://www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au/
https://www.sane.org/
https://kidshelpline.com.au/
https://www.vahs.org.au/yarning-safenstrong/
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Contributors 

• COVID-19 Vaccination Program, Victorian Department of Health 

• The Office of the Chief Psychiatrist, Victorian Department of Health 

• The Office of the Chief Mental Health Nurse, Victorian Department of Health 

• The Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists (RANZCP) 

• The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP) 

• Victorian Local Public Health Units 

• Mental Health Victoria 

• Safer Care Victoria 

o Including consumer advocates 

Contact 
 
If you are a clinician, community health worker, or mental health worker who has further information about 
services that may be of value to include in this toolkit, please contact: 
COVID19vaccinesafety@health.vic.gov.au.  
 

mailto:COVID19vaccinesafety@health.vic.gov.au

