New ways of working for primary care in mental health

Work has been underway to develop primary care mental health services in Walsall for some 10 years.  Initially there were 6 CPN’s, split between 4 CMHT’s, covering 65 GP surgeries serving a population of 253,000.  The service is now independent of the CMHT’s with its own manager and has grown to include 12 band 6 Primary Care Mental Health Nurses (PCMHN), 6 graduate workers, 1 CNS for anxiety and depression, and 1 administrator. We work with people from the age of 17+.

The team has developed a more primary care focused model of service delivery, where patients are not subject to CPA and written referrals have been abolished. As a consequence of this we no longer need to send out appointment letters thus reducing administration. We developed a service information leaflet that the primary care team gives to the user when a mental health need has been identified. This leaflet offers the patient information on what we offer and how to access us, along side a choice of additional services/agencies.

We have stopped using the traditional comprehensive mental health assessment lasting 60-90 minutes in favour of a 20-30 minute screening appointment which enabled us to increase the numbers of people seen, see people quicker and reduce the numbers of non-attendee’s. It is likely that the service this year will see 10,000 people which is an increase of 8,500 from 2 years ago with an expected reduction in non attendee’s 40% to 20-25%.
In the majority of localities the PCMHN is able to conduct their work in a health centre or GP premises and input directly into the electronic medical notes their findings from the initial screening assessment and outcomes This has greatly assisted with integration of the primary mental health care team into primary care and has encouraged education and training and consultancy and liaison role of the team. To bridge the gap between primary and specialist mental health services the PCMH team attend weekly MDT meetings with the respective CMHT’s. 

The team follows a stepped model approach to treatment and are able to offer a choice of psychological intervention such as bibliotherapy, 1-1 guided self help, group psycho- education and individual CBT.
Dr Sameja, a Walsall GP and Psychiatrist, explains the service like this. “This is the best we can get. Most GP’s have very little mental health training and with the government asking us to assess people for depression by asking 3 questions it is not possible. I now give a patient an information leaflet and the telephone number for the mental health service.” He also goes on to say that his referral rates onto SMHS and for consultant outpatients appointments have greatly reduced, he and the PCMHN share the care of patients. 

Kate, who used the service commented, “I needed to see some-one as quickly as possible and saw the mental health professional within 3 days at a health centre that is close to my home” she went on to say that she did not expect access to mental health services to be that easy.  

It has not all been plain sailing with our main difficulties being finding money for training in psychological therapies namely CBT and educating our secondary care colleagues about differences between specialist and primary care mental health. We were also mindful that we needed to have resources available to cope with the increase in users we have accessing our services and close links have been forged with statutory and voluntary organisations. 

The team has plans for further developments in primary care mental health to include enhanced primary care for adults and older adults.  There is also some talk about expanding the service to include children and young adults. For both of these areas to be addressed this would obviously mean additional financial resources to supply the manpower and meet training requirements for the service.  

Working in primary care in Walsall has proven to be challenging and rewarding with staff feeling that they are making a difference and an impact on people’s mental health and wellbeing needs.
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