Service user and carer involvement in the 
New Ways of Working programme

It is of real significance – and deliberate intention – that this section, on the

involvement of service users and carers in NWW, should head this part of the report.  The issue is fundamental to the principles and purpose of the programme, and it underpins the thinking and future practice of each work stream across all age groups (children, working-age adults and older people) in mental health services.
Involvement is a constant cross-cutting theme that challenges unacceptable traditional approaches, where the service user was sometimes seen as an ‘add-on’ to the delivery of their own care, the carer was not recognised for their invaluable contribution, and so often both parties were passive recipients of services. NWW is about having the service user and carer at the heart of every aspect of care as equal partners. Accepting that service users and carers should have the right to be involved in decisions that affect their lives, NWW recognises that they have much to contribute through their experience of a particular disability, illness or care service. In particular, they can relate this from their own viewpoint, expressing their fears, joys and feelings, and so contributing to a better understanding for all. Effective involvement leads to service users and carers feeling empowered, confident and valued, thereby making them feel more in control and better able to make choices, and so enhancing the quality of their lives and advancing the potential for a more effective and positive workforce.

 

Feedback from service users and carers suggests a preference for increased

multidisciplinary team working as a means to providing more ‘person-centred’ care. The concept of team working presents both challenges and opportunities to the workforce and to the service users and carers. NWW recognises and includes the service users and carers as valued, respected members of the healthcare team, and the Creating Capable Teams Approach (CCTA) is an inclusive, partnership process.

 

As members of the various working parties involved in the NWW, service users and carers have influenced discussions, changed attitudes and affected outcomes. Their voices and opinions have often refocused fixed dialogue and debate that can become too professionally introspective when challenged by change. Mutual respect continues to influence thinking on both sides.

 

Where service users and carers have been integrated into the workforce with

genuine encouragement and support, they have used their particular experiences and understanding to great advantage in the care of others. Recent reports into the effectiveness of the new Support, Time and Recovery (STR) role have emphasised the successful impact of the service user and carer on a role built on mutual trust and respect and underpinned by a positive attitude of hope and recovery.

 

A ‘user-friendly’ PowerPoint presentation on the NWW has been devised by the User Involvement Lead with the help and support of a user-carer group in Humber Mental Health Teaching NHS Trust. This has been presented, with good effect, to a number of service user groups and mental health workers. Interest has been aroused and expectations raised. A small working party of service users and carers has devised an appropriate leaflet and poster for national distribution to service user and carer groups and staff. Appropriate information and knowledge is vital to promote inclusion and honest participation.

 

NWW is about a big culture change; it is not about tinkering at the edges of service improvement. Only when all service users and carers are genuinely involved in their care, when real choices based on knowledge can be made, and when service users and carers are truly enabled by services led by their needs to move forward on the long journey towards their recovery, will some of the past, entrenched methods and practices become the exception, and enlightened inclusive care become the rule.

 

Changing individual practice and the values and beliefs of mental health workers, and increasing their knowledge and skill levels to meet more effectively the needs of service users and carers, is only the first part of the challenge. The second part is the difficult trick of changing the way in which services are delivered and the way in which they are organised. To this end, there is great promise in the moves – led so far by so many committed professionals, service users and carers involved in the NIMHE

National Workforce Programme and in other areas – to explore and develop new ways of working that will more effectively meet the needs of mental health services customers and the aspirations of mental health services workers. This promise must not falter, but must continue to develop in order to meet future expectations. 

Contact: Bill Davidson, NIMHE Service User Involvement Lead, at sirwillock@aol.com,

