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This step-by-step guide, developed by the Center of Excellence for Behavioral Health in Nursing Facilities, 
will help you implement a successful Behavioral Health Ambassador Program in your facility to address the 
mental health and substance use education needs of your team. The prevalence of mental health and 
substance use disorders has increased dramatically in nursing facility populations. Having trained staff can play 
an essential role in the nursing facility's efforts to improve the safety, care, and welfare of residents with 
behavioral health disorders and improve the confidence of staff providing these services. 

Leadership support is the cornerstone of a successful Behavioral Health Ambassador program. For the program 
to thrive, it requires active endorsement and engagement from leadership. This support demonstrates 
the organization’s commitment to behavioral health, empowering ambassadors to carry out their roles 
effectively. Leadership involvement ensures that the program is prioritized, adequately resourced, and 
integrated into the facility's broader goals.

This guide consists of a series of educational fact sheets, on-demand learning videos and webinar 
training designed to increase knowledge, awareness, and understanding of mental health and substance use 
disorders commonly seen in nursing facilities.

To access the materials referenced in this guide, please visit the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid 
Services’ Nursing Home Training and Resources page.

The guide includes:

3	 Definition of a behavioral health ambassador 

3		Benefits of establishing a program

3		Program considerations

3		Role of the behavioral health ambassador 

3		Ambassador recruitment

3		Training recommendations

3		Program launch and ceremony

3		Supporting the ambassadors

3		Continuous training guidelines

https://www.cms.gov/about-cms/what-we-do/nursing-homes/providers-cms-partners/training-resources
https://www.cms.gov/about-cms/what-we-do/nursing-homes/providers-cms-partners/training-resources
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What are Behavioral Health Ambassadors?

Behavioral health ambassadors are employees committed to advancing efforts to improve mental health and 
substance use awareness within the facility. Ambassadors will serve as champions of change by fostering 
awareness, understanding, and support for improved behavioral health care for residents. Their passion and 
commitment are essential to driving meaningful impact and sustaining progress. Ambassadors will be the voice 
of your behavioral health initiatives.

Benefits of the Behavioral Health Ambassadors Program

The Behavioral Health Ambassador Program is designed to educate, advocate, and increase awareness about 
behavioral health disorders. Through increased training, the program can reduce fear and stigma, provide support 
and resources for staff and residents, and encourage proactive resident-centered approaches for improved 
behavioral health outcomes and responses.

This program will not only enhance the ambassador’s confidence in supporting residents but also improve job 
satisfaction and reduce stress when addressing behavioral health challenges within the facility.

Program Considerations

Nursing facilities can lay a solid foundation for growth and impact to ensure success and sustainability. Below are 
several recommendations to guide the establishment of your program:

3 	 Start Small: Begin by determining the initial number of ambassadors with which you’d like to launch the 
program. A smaller team (i.e. 5-10 people) allows for focused training and refinement of processes. As the 
program proves successful, gradually expand the team to include additional ambassadors.

3 	 Engage Interest: Develop a clear process to generate interest and recruit participants. Set a timeline for 
recruitment, training, and program rollout. Ensure that all staff re informed and engaged.

3 	 Plan a Budget: Allocate funds for program materials such as ambassador pins, shirts, certificates, and 
supplies for recognition ceremonies. This investment emphasizes the value of the program and encourages 
participation.

3 	 Establish Visibility: Designate a central location within the facility for an ambassador information board. 
This serves as a resource hub for residents, staff, and family members. Use this area to display the 
ambassadors, highlight their roles, activities, and accomplishments.

By taking these steps, facilities can ensure that their Ambassador Program is both impactful and scalable. 
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Role of Behavioral Health Ambassadors 

Behavioral health ambassadors will serve as key partners with facility leadership to enhance behavioral health 
education, creating a culture of continuous learning and improvement. Their role involves fostering a supportive 
environment where staff feel equipped to manage the behavioral health needs of residents and residents 
experience compassionate, high-quality care.

Their work ensures that the facility remains proactive in addressing behavioral health needs and they are 
committed to advancing education and training for all team members.

This is accomplished by:

3		 Communicating Opportunities: Collaborate with the facility training coordinator to convey staff raining 
requests and resident behavioral health needs and observations. 

3		 Maintaining Resources: Establish and update the ambassador information board that will serve as a 
centralized hub for resources.

3 	 Responding to Crisis Situations: Support the management and resolution of behavioral health crises 
within the facility.

3 	 Engaging in Care Planning: Actively participate in care planning for residents with behavioral health 
disorders.

By fulfilling these responsibilities, behavioral health ambassadors contribute to a culture of care that prioritizes 
resident well-being and staff evelopment, ensuring the success of the facility’s behavioral health initiative.

Recruitment of Ambassadors 

To ensure your program's success, it is essential to recruit the right ambassadors-those genuinely passionate 
about mental health and substance use education. You can achieve this by: 

3 	 Communicating the program goals and benefits.

3 	 Promoting the program to staff through meetings, the company newsletter, or postings on the facility bulletin 
board.

3 	 Encouraging participation from all departments and shifts. 

3 	 Looking for individuals who are respected by peers and residents. 

Note: Ambassadors should volunteer for this role; they should not be selected or appointed.
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Behavioral Health Ambassador Training 

The training for behavioral health ambassadors will include several curricula. Training recommendations are 
designed to support nursing facilities in preparing potential ambassadors with foundational knowledge in mental 
health and substance use education.  

These suggested training courses can be tailored to meet the specific needs of each facility. 

Curriculum 1: Mental Health 

n	 Review ambassador program and individual roles 

n	 Mental Health 101 Bite-sized Learning (5-minute video): Learn about the basics of mental health, how 
to recognize signs, symptoms, and ways to support residents with mental health conditions.

n	 The Power of Empathy Bite-sized Learning (6-minute video): Discover practical ways to build connections 
with residents by employing empathy. Learn simple techniques to demonstrate empathy during resident 
engagement.

n	 Fact Sheet

• Overcoming Stigma in Mental Health: Learn helpful tips to stop mental health stigma.

To access these resources, please visit the
Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services’ Nursing Home Training and Resources page.

https://www.cms.gov/about-cms/what-we-do/nursing-homes/providers-cms-partners/training-resources
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Curriculum 2: Substance Use

n	 Substance Use and the Brain  Module (20-minutes): Gain an understanding of the impact substance use 
can have on the brain and available treatment options for residents.

n	 Fact Sheets

• Identification and Intervention for Potential Substance Use Disorders in Nursing Facilities: This
resource provides an overview of common signs of substance use disorders and offers practical tips
for addressing these presenting signs and symptoms.

• Language Matters:  This document outlines the use of inclusive language to help minimize the stigma
surrounding substance use.

Curriculum 3: De-escalation 

n	 De-escalation Strategies Module (20-minutes): Learn key skills to respond to and safely de-escalate 
challenging behaviors. 

n	 Fact Sheets

• De-Escalation Toolkit:  The techniques in the de-escalation toolkit can be used in any situation to
diffuse tension, promote understanding, and prevent further escalation.

• The Dos and Don’ts of Nonverbal Communication:  Explore the dos and don’ts of nonverbal
communication
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Ambassador’s Ceremony & Launch

After ambassadors complete their training, the program can officially launch.

Kick-off the program with a celebratory ceremony where ambassadors are recognized for their achievement and 
presented with certificates, pins, and other acknowledgment items.

Promote the program widely to staff, residents, families, and referral sources. Utilize staff meetings, newsletters, 
family or resident council meetings, and marketing materials to ensure everyone understands the program's goals 
and how it will benefit the facility community.

During this event, seize the opportunity to clearly communicate the program's purpose and objectives. Involving 
corporate or regional leadership in the ceremony highlights the significance of the ambassadors' accomplishments 
and reinforces the program’s value.

Supporting the Ambassadors

Maintaining open and consistent communication with your ambassadors is essential to their success. Ensure 
your ambassadors feel valued, appreciated, and well informed. The more engaged they are, the more effective 
their contributions will be. Here are some ways to provide ongoing support: 

3 	 Schedule routine behavioral health meetings, such as weekly “huddles,” for debriefing and peer support. 

3		 Create a schedule of regular check-ins and touchpoints between leadership and the ambassadors 
throughout the year.

3		 Offer incentives and recognition to motivate ambassadors, within budgetary limits. 

3		 Establish an ambassador mentorship program (buddy system), allowing experienced ambassadors   
the opportunity to guide and mentor new recruits. This creates a structured process for spread, 
feedback, and evaluation that can support the recruitment of new members.

3 	 Include the ambassadors in the Quality Assurance and Performance Improvement (QAPI) plan. They can 
serve as advocates for residents with behavioral health conditions.
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Continuous Education

Ongoing training is highly recommended for the ambassador program. Schedule regular training sessions at least 
quarterly to enhance skills, keep ambassadors informed about the latest developments and best practices, and 
foster a culture of growth and adaptability in their role.

This commitment to continuous training not only supports better job performance but also boosts personal 
satisfaction and contributes to the overall success of the organization. This commitment to learning encourages 
innovation, collaboration, and shared knowledge, leading to improved outcomes for residents and reduced stress 
for staff when managing behavioral health challenges within the facility.

To access the curricula referenced in this guide, please visit the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Servicesʼ 
Nursing Home Training and Resources page. To ensure the continued success of the program, the following 
curricula are recommended:

Continuous Education: Schizophrenia
n	 Recognizing and Treating Schizophrenia in Nursing Facilities Module (15-minutes): This module will 

give you the tools needed to support residents living with the complex disorder of schizophrenia. Staff will 
learn how to identify symptoms of schizophrenia, conditions that can be mistaken as schizophrenia, and 
treatment strategies. 

n	 Fact Sheets

• Schizophrenia Fact Sheet:  Schizophrenia is a complicated brain disorder with a range of symptoms.
Learn the facts about schizophrenia.

• Ten Ways You Can Support a Resident with a Schizophrenia Diagnosis:  Here are 10 tips for
supporting a resident diagnosed with schizophrenia.

Continuous Education: Bipolar Disorder

n	 Recognizing and Treating Bipolar Disorder in Nursing Facilities Module (20-minutes): This module 
will equip staff with foundational knowledge of bipolar disorder, explore the potential causes, and the impact 
it can have on residents.  

n	 Fact Sheet

• Bipolar Disorder: Learn the facts about bipolar disorder.

Continuous Education: Major Depressive Disorder & Anxiety 

n	 Identifying and Supporting Residents with Major Depressive Disorder Module (15-minutes): This 
module provides effective support tools for residents living with Major Depressive Disorder (MDD). Staff 
will discover how to recognize common symptoms, warning signs, understand risk and protective factors, 
identify screening tools, and develop personalized care plans.

https://www.cms.gov/about-cms/what-we-do/nursing-homes/providers-cms-partners/training-resources
https://www.cms.gov/about-cms/what-we-do/nursing-homes/providers-cms-partners/training-resources
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n	 Fact Sheets  

• Understanding Major Depressive Disorder in a Nursing Facility: Learn the facts about Major
Depressive Disorder (MDD). MDD is a serious mental illness (SMI) that requires understanding,
compassion, and medical care.

• Nonpharmacological Approaches to Depression Management: This flyer provides non-
pharmacological approaches to assist residents in managing depressive symptoms.

• Major Depressive Disorder Myths & Facts:  Recognize the myths vs facts of depression.

• Helping Residents Manage Anxiety: This resource defines anxiety, discusses its symptoms, and
offers helpful tips for reducing anxiety in nursing home residents.

• Understanding Generalized Anxiety:  This flyer provides information regarding the signs and
symptoms of Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD).

Continuous Education: Trauma Informed Care

n	 Fact Sheets

• Apply the 4 Rs to Create a Trauma-informed Approach in Nursing Facilities: This document will
help nursing facilities to recognize the 4Rs (Realize, Recognize, Respond, and Resist Re-Traumatization) 
needed to create a trauma informed environment.

• Six Guiding Principles to Create a Trauma-informed Approach Within a Nursing Facility:
Trauma-informed care starts with learning and understanding as much as we can about a resident’s
lived experiences. Display this flyer as a daily reminder of ways staff can take a trauma-informed
approach.
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Program Sustainability

It is important to continuously recruit new ambassadors and actively promote the program to ensure longevity.

Recruiting Additional Ambassadors:

n	 Encourage current ambassadors to share their stories and experiences to inspire others to join the program.

n	 Promote the ambassador program through materials like “Ask Me About the Ambassador Program” pins 
and signs. 

n	 Incorporate details about the program into the onboarding process for new hires to ensure it becomes an 
integral part of their orientation. 

n	 Incorporate the following concise bite-sized learning videos into your facility's policies and procedures 
for onboarding, annual training, or Just-in-Time training. These resources help establish a culture that 
prioritizes behavioral health and reinforces the importance of mental wellness among staff nd residents.

Onboarding, Annually and Just-in-Time training video options:

Choose from the menu of bite-sized learning videos that address the specific needs of your facility. These 
brief videos are designed to introduce facility staff to key concepts in behavioral health. To access the videos 
referenced in this guide, please visit the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services’ Nursing Home 
Training and Resources page.

n	 Bite-sized Learning (5 Minute Videos) 

• Mental Health 101 : Learn about the basics of mental health, how to recognize signs, symptoms, and
ways to support residents with mental health conditions.

• Major Depressive Disorder: Identify ways to support residents diagnosed with Major Depressive
Disorder (MDD).

• The Power of Empathy : Discover practical ways to build connections with residents by employing
empathy.

• Substance Use 101: Explore actionable steps nursing facility staff can take to support residents with
a substance use disorder.

• De-escalation Strategies: Gain a better understanding of how to use de-escalation strategies to
assist residents experiencing distress.

• Schizophrenia and Antipsychotics : Learn about common symptoms of schizophrenia and the risks
and benefits of antipsychotic medications.

• Bipolar Disorder: Learn the signs and symptoms of bipolar disorder.

https://www.cms.gov/about-cms/what-we-do/nursing-homes/providers-cms-partners/training-resources
https://www.cms.gov/about-cms/what-we-do/nursing-homes/providers-cms-partners/training-resources
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• Understanding Nonpharmacological Depression Management : Learn about depression, common
signs and symptoms of depression, and various nonpharmacological approaches for depression
management.

• Generalized Anxiety Disorder in Nursing Home Residents: Develop an understanding of
Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) and identify common events and situations that can lead to an
increase in anxiety symptoms.

• Trauma-informed Care : Explore the keys to creating a trauma informed approach.

Group Learning: In-service Toolkits 

The following in-service training toolkits are designed to provide nursing facilities with guidance on how to deliver 
high-quality behavioral health training for staff at all levels, whether they work directly or indirectly with residents. 
Helping nursing facility staff increase their behavioral health knowledge is essential for improving resident care. 
Behavioral health training equips staff with the skills to manage complex behavioral needs effectively and safely; 
boosts staff confidence in working with residents with behavioral health disorders; and may also assist with 
meeting training requirements.

n	 Major Depressive Disorder In-Service Toolkit:  The Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) toolkit is used to 
educate nursing facility staff about MDD, including its risk factors and symptoms, as well as the appropriate 
steps to take when supporting a resident with MDD.

n	 Substance Use Disorder In-Service Toolkit:  The Substance Use Disorder (SUD) toolkit is used to equip 
staff with knowledge and skills related to the concept of substance use disease, the impact substances 
have on brain chemicals, and the appropriate steps to take when supporting residents with SUD.

n	 De-Escalation Strategies In-Service Toolkit:  The de-escalation toolkit aims to equip staff with the 
knowledge and techniques necessary to prevent escalating behaviors and enhance safety within a 
nursing facility. The de-escalation toolkit offers clear guidance on understanding behavioral patterns, using 
empathy, and directing efforts toward constructive solutions.




