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INTRODUCTION TO THIS TOOLKIT 

Welcome to Staying in Balance, a resource toolkit for safety net organizationsð 

the organizations that provide essential support and services to New Yorkers in need. 

This toolkit is designed for use by supervisors, managers, and frontline staff, with the 

goal of helping employees, volunteers, and clients respond in healthy ways to the 

high levels of emotional distress created by the economic crisis.  

 

The recent downturn in the economy is now the longest in U.S. history since the 

Great Depression. In one way or another, it has affected all of us. Economic 

uncertainty can take a toll on anyoneôs emotional and physical health and often 

complicates the problems that individuals already face. The widespread nature of the 

economic downturn means that we are facing a public health crisis that crosses 

cultural and economic lines and reaches deep into the multitude of communities that 

make up New York City.  

 

As with any crisis, a community-wide response that values and addresses the needs 

of the helpers as well as those in need of help is required 

to return our city to health.  

 

During spring 2009, the Mental Health Association of New 

York City met with safety net organizations to assess the 

emotional impact of the economic crisis on both clients 

and the staff members who support them. From our 

needs assessments, we learned how an unprecedented 

demand for services, coupled with shrinking resources, is 

influencing organizations, the people they serve, and the 

staff who provide services.  

 

Chronically poor and working poor populations, who have 

relied on safety net organizations for help in the past, are experiencing heightened 

levels of stress. Not only are there fewer opportunities to make a living wage, but 

resources to help meet basic needs are scarcer than ever. In addition, they are now 

joined by many newcomers to the social services system who have recently become 

unemployed and who may need extra help to access unfamiliar systems of benefits 

and social services. As safety net service providers strive to meet the needs of an 

increasing number of individuals seeking help, they must also develop new 

sensitivities to the emotional impact that an abrupt change in daily routine and a 

decline in standard of living can have on the newly unemployed and their families.  

Now you take that paper dollar,  

it's only that in name.  

The way that buck has shrunk,  

itôs a lowdown dirty shame.  

Thatôs why I got the blues,  

got those inflation blues. 

ðB.B. King, Inflation Blues 
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The need is devastatingðunlike anything weôve 

ever seen. . . . It is unreal how many people are 

showing up. We do not have the staff or the 

capacity to handle it. 

 

We are seeing a new population of clientsð

middle-class clients that have recently been laid 

off and are having a hard time adjusting to their 

new situation. . . .Their shame about their 

hardship often gets in the way of getting the help 

they need. 

 

We are starting to see a lot of stress and anxiety, 

especially among the elderly, and a spike in 

domestic violence. We also notice a lot of tension 

between young adults, who are unemployed and 

spending more idle time on the street. 

 

Many staff are working extra long hours with no 

extra pay to make sure that the work gets done. 

 

 

 

Mental health and social service providers have 

been hit doubly hard by the economic downturn. 

While the demand for our services is increasing, 

our budgets are decreasing and our staffing is 

being stretched thin. The effects of the economic 

crisis will be felt for a long time, and recovery for 

average New Yorkers is anticipated to lag well 

behind economic indicators of recovery. Learning 

how to manage stress and stay in balance will 

help us minimize the emotional toll that the 

recession has taken on our lives and the lives of 

our clients. This is a critical need, not just for our 

own emotional health and wellness but for that of 

the people we serve.  

How Economic 
Uncertainty 
Threatens Public 
Health 

Á One in five Americans 

reports mental and 

emotional distress while 

battling anxiety and fear 

over potential job loss 

(Adecco USA, 2009). 

Á Unemployment and the 

resulting financial strain 

are associated with 

increased rates of 

depression, substance 

abuse, and marital 

turmoilðall of which are 

independently linked to 

suicide risk (Suicide 

Prevention Resource 

Center, 2008).  

Á Calls to the National 

Suicide Prevention 

Lifeline have increased 

more than 25 percent 

since 2008 (New York 

Times, April 9, 2009).  

Á Nearly half (47 percent) 

of Americans have 

postponed a health care 

visit, have not filled a 

prescription, or have 

skipped mental health 

visits in efforts to save 

money (Kaiser Family 

Foundation, 2009). 
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Safety net organizations are a vital part of New York City, its economy, and the well-

being of its residents. The nonprofit health and human services and cultural 

organizations sectors are the largest private-sector source of employment in the city. 

Safety net organizations are the frontlines of responding to basic human needs and 

the last defense in making sure that individuals 

and families can survive and even thrive during 

tough times. We need to do all that we can as 

organizations to help our staff members cope 

with stress. When we stay in balance, we are in 

a better position to help our clients achieve their 

goals and a greater sense of well-being. 

 

This toolkit contains training modules to help 

safety net organizations deal with the many 

levels of stress experienced by staff members 

and clients during the economic crisis. Modules 

provide information and exercises on: 

 

Á Reducing workplace stress;  

Á Reducing personal stress;  

Á Supporting the emotional needs of 

clients, including education on how to 

help staff members identify when a client 

may need professional help; 

Á Handling challenging client behaviors, 

such as hostility; and 

Á Continuing the work within your 

organizations after the effects of the 

economic crisis pass. 

 

The final section of this toolkit includes a 

directory of participating safety net organizations 

and resources, including wellness and mental 

health resources that complement the toolkitôs 

modules. 

Helpers Need Help 

The Human Services 

Council of NYC issued a 

report in September 2009 

that revealed that the 

majority of human services 

organizations are facing 

major financial hardships 

as a result of the 

recession. Findings 

include: 

Á 62 percent of human 

service organizations 

have had a decrease 

in public funding, and 

73 percent have seen 

reductions in private 

funding;  

Á 53 percent of human 

service organizations 

have laid off staff, and 

24 percent have 

reduced health care 

and other employee 

benefits; and 

Á 35 percent of 

organizations have 

had to make essential 

cuts to needed 

programs and 

services. 
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The organization of this toolkit is intended to ñhelp the helpersò first, so that 

organizations will be better able to support client needs. These modules can stand 

alone, and organizations should feel free to adapt the information as they see fit to 

meet the immediate and unique needs of their environments. 

 

Training is offered by the Mental Health Association of New York City on how to use 

the Staying in Balance toolkit to promote resilience among staff members and 

develop staff skills to provide emotional first aid to clients who have been affected by 

the economic downturn. 

 

ADDITIONAL MATERIALS TO SUPPORT THIS 
PROJECT 

In addition to this toolkit, the Staying in Balance project provides other materials to 

help organizations and their workers cope with the increased demands of an 

uncertain economy. They include: 

 

¶ Tip sheets to assist clients with stress reduction; 

¶ Tip sheets to assist managers and supervisors in reducing workplace stress; 

¶ Posters with customer care messaging;  

¶ Posters with stress reduction tips for employees and volunteers; and 

¶ A booklet to assist clients in accessing an array of services. 

 

Most materials are available in English and Spanish and will be available for free 

download on our Web site (http://www.mhaofnyc.org). For organizations that would 

like to create versions in other languages, please contact us and we will be happy to 

provide the electronic art files to make this possible. 

 

If you or your organization has any questions about these materials, is interested in 

receiving training for your organization, or would like additional support in applying 

the ideas in this toolkit in your workplace, contact the Mental Health Association of 

New York City by calling 1-212-614-5750.  

 

http://www.mhaofnyc.org/
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ABOUT THIS PROJECT 

Staying in Balance is a program developed by the Mental Health Association of New 

York City (MHA-NYC) through a grant from The New York Community Trust to help 

safety net organizations to cope with the added stressors of the recent economic 

crisis and to link their staffs and clients to mental health supports and resources. 

Since 1924, The New York Community Trust, through the generosity of its donors, 

has built a permanent endowment to support the nonprofit organizations that make 

our city a vital and secure place in which to live and work.  

MHA-NYC is a nonprofit organization that addresses mental health needs in New 

York City and across the Nation. It is a local organization with national impact and 

has a three-part mission of advocacy, education, and mental health services. MHA-

NYC identifies unmet needs and develops culturally sensitive services and programs 

to improve lives while promoting the awareness of mental illness. 

MHA-NYCôs Staying in Balance project team includes Kathryn M. Salisbury, Ph.D. 

(Director of Program Innovation and Community Partnerships), and Michelle Angulo, 

M.S.W. (Director of Outreach). The original concept for Staying in Balance was 

developed by Giselle Stolper, Ed.M. (Executive Director of MHA-NYC) and Michael 

Friedman, M.S.W. (Director of MHA-NYCôs Center for Policy, Advocacy and 

Education). 

© 2010, Mental Health Association of New York City. Permission is granted to 

nonprofit organizations to reprint the Staying in Balance toolkit and materials for 

internal educational purposes. All other uses require permission from the Mental 

Health Association of New York City. 

 

 

 



 

 

 


