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Mental Health Carers – Key Asks
for Government and 

Local Commissioners



Cornelius Katona, “Caring for Richard”, Partners in Care Handbook, produced by the Royal College of Psychiatrists 2005.

Background

1.5 million ordinary people care for someone with a mental illness.
  As such, one in every forty people is a mental health carer.
  Caring for someone with a mental illness can be a positive experience - or it can harm the carer’s own mental health and wellbeing, financial situation and life chances.  Key issues faced by mental health carers (as opposed to other carers) are: 

· the unpredictability of caring for someone with a mental health problem 

· the stigma of mental illness

· confidentiality and information-sharing conflicts with mental health professionals

· for some carers, the constant fear of a loved one’s suicide
· the lack of specialised respite and/or ‘sitting services’

Whereas mental health professionals are trained, professionally supported and paid to work with service users on a limited basis, many carers look after individuals 24/7, with little or no support, training or financial aid.  Indeed, despite carers’ legal rights to a needs assessment, a recent survey by The Princess Royal Trust for Carers found that 86% of these carers had been offered no services in their own right before attending one of our Carers Centres
.  The Healthcare Commission’s 2007 survey of 16,000 mental health service users also found that around 40% of mental health service users feel that their relatives or carer had not received enough support from health and social services.
  

Certainly, the burden of mental health care and support is increasingly falling on families and friends in the UK.  This comes as a result of the move towards community rather than inpatient provision for mental health service users, and the recent tightening of local Eligibility Criteria for social care support services.
This is a national problem, and we need a national commitment to support mental health carers.  This commitment must be mirrored in local service provision.  At present, there are encouraging trends in greater carer recognition, both from central and local government.  However, there is still much to be achieved to ensure that all carers are supported and valued for their contributions.

Supporting and involving mental health carers is in the long-term interests of the UK’s health and social care system.  Supporting these carers can mean mental health service users recover more quickly and require fewer services.  All carers are estimated to save the country up to £87bn per year
 and this figure could rise with better support.  Without aid, many carers fall ill from the pressures of care, become unable to care any longer and require greater support themselves.  Service users’ wellbeing suffers as a result.  As stated by Mike Shooter (Past President of The Royal College of Psychiatrists), mental health carers:

“suffer physically, mentally, socially and financially – and may become patients in their own turn if not properly supported”
 
In this way, a lack of commitment to support mental health carers leads to greater demands on the health system in the long term.

What are we asking for?

Our key goal is for mental health carers to be recognised nationally as partners in care
, and for this reflected in local professionals’ attitudes to the role of carers. There are a number of aims already in place in national legislation and guidance towards this goal, but uneven application of these aims on the ground.  There must be dedication to ensure these goals are achieved in local settings.  

The implementation of the National Carers Strategy and the application of the new Mental Health Act in England and Wales are opportunities to make real changes to this end.  The Government must:

· provide guarantees against unreasonable demands being placed on carers, when service users are under Community Treatment Orders (CTOs).  For England and Wales in particular, the Code of Practice for the Mental Health Health 2007 has outlined that professionals should pay “particular attention”
 to carers’ concerns when they are looking after someone under a CTO.  However, it remains difficult to see how staff will be adequately resourced to support both patients on a CTO and their carers effectively.  There remains a risk that carers will be put in the position of being ‘warden and informer’ on their loved ones by under-resourced and under-supported mental health professionals.  
· offer substantive respite to mental health carers in every area.   Mental health carers need not just emergency respite, as outlined for all carers by the New Deal for Carers, but extended periods of time to rest and recharge from caring.
· ensure services routinely identify and support carers when someone first accesses mental health services; particularly in the case of young carers, who are often overlooked by adult services. 
· ensure that carers are always included on the service user’s care plan (as per Care Programme Approach Guidance), and where possible ensure they are involved in developing the plan.
· provide mental health carers with information and training to care effectively.  General information on a mental health condition can be provided if a service user wishes their personal details to remain confidential.
 

· ensure that each carer has their own written care plan and/or Carers Assessment (as stipulated by the National Service Framework for Mental Health Standard 6, and the Carers (Equal Opportunities) Act 2004).  This should include an emergency plan with contacts for the carer’s use in a crisis.  Carers’ needs should not be judged on the needs of the person they care for. 
· promote the involvement of mental health carers in training and selection of mental health staff locally.
In addition, the Department of Health can ensure these aims are achieved and sustained by: 

· developing how mental health professionals are trained to include mental health carer awareness, including involving carers in training as outlined above.  This would also involve appreciating differences in cultural perceptions of mental health and caring, which can affect how well services can identify and support carers from a variety of cultural backgrounds.

· inspecting health and social care services on how they reach and provide for mental health carers.  This may involve expanding the current National Indicator 135 on carers services which forms part of Social Services monitoring.
These changes will help both service users and carers, keep families together and, for the first time, give these vulnerable carers the chance to make informed choices about the level of care they can safely provide.
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“the notion of mental illness affecting ‘every family in the land’ is no cliché, just the truth”








� Briefing Paper “Services to support carers of people with mental health problems”, 2002, p.1, from National Co-ordinating Centre for NHS Service Delivery and Organisation (NCCSDO).  


� This figure was derived from two sources: (a) “1 in 6 people will currently be experiencing problems with their mental health.” - from � HYPERLINK "http://www.shift.org.uk/" ��http://www.shift.org.uk/� accessed at 15:27pm GMT standard, 23/5/07.


(b) UK population at 60,776,238 (July 2007 est.) – from � HYPERLINK "https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/print/uk.html" ��https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/print/uk.html�, accessed at 15:31pm GMT standard, 23/5/07.


� Mike Shooter, “Who cares for the carers” article, 2005, Partners in Care Handbook, produced by the Royal College of Psychiatrists.


� Survey carried out in September 2007 by The Princess Royal Trust for Carers, undertaken in City and Hackney, Hammersmith and Fulham, Medway, Reading and Central Berkshire, Sedgefield, Suffolk, and West Wiltshire Carers Centres.


� See BBC News website (� HYPERLINK "http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/6972439.stm" ��http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/6972439.stm�), accessed at 8:53 GMT, 3/9/07.


� Carers UK, “Carers save UK £87bn per year”, available at http://www.carersuk.org/Newsandcampaigns/News/1190237139, accessed at 12:26, 26/9/07.


� Mike Shooter, “Who cares for the carers” article, 2005, Partners in Care Handbook, produced by the Royal College of Psychiatrists.


� Nick Hervey and Rosalind Ramsay, Advances in Psychiatric Treatment (2004) 10: 81-84, available at � HYPERLINK "http://apt.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/full/10/2/81" ��http://apt.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/full/10/2/81�, accessed at 15:44, 3/9/07.


� Point 25.46, Mental Health Act 2007 Code of Practice, available at: 


�HYPERLINK http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Healthcare/NationalServiceFrameworks/Mentalhealth/DH_4001813 ��http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Healthcare/NationalServiceFrameworks/Mentalhealth/DH_4001813�


� Certainly, “carers desperately want information – information about services, diagnosis, treatment options and support mechanisms.” Quoted from Nick Hervey and Rosalind Ramsay, Advances in Psychiatric Treatment (2004) 10: 81-84, © 2004 � HYPERLINK "http://apt.rcpsych.org/misc/terms.shtml" �The Royal College of Psychiatrists�, available at � HYPERLINK "http://apt.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/full/10/2/81" ��http://apt.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/full/10/2/81�. 


� See “Under Pressure – The impact of caring on people supporting family members or friends with mental health problems”, produced by Rethink, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.rethink.org/how_we_can_help/research/our_research/carers.html" ��http://www.rethink.org/how_we_can_help/research/our_research/carers.html�










