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Summary 

Healthwatch Norfolk has done some work for the NHS England East of England 

Urgent and Emergency Care Network. The work started in December 2016 and 

finished in May 2017. The aim was to gather together the experiences patients 

and families of mental health crises care along with the local wisdom of care 

providers. The focus was to seek out where services are working well and what 

needs to be improved, so this learning could be shared with others. We had 

help from a number of community and voluntary organisations, who offered 

different kinds of support to mental health service users and carers. 

We asked people to tell us about their views and experiences of using urgent 

and emergency services at times of mental health crisis. At least 686 mental 

health service users and carers shared their stories through: 

 199 survey responses from mental health service users and carers 

 An audit of 10,942 calls to a mental health crisis helpline by 498 callers 

 Face to face, one to one and paired interviews with 50 mental health 

service users and carers 

 Informal discussion groups comprised of 21 service users and carers  

 33 case stories 

 One to one interviews with 18 stakeholders (executives, senior managers, 

commissioners, service providers, clinicians and practitioners) 

The stories came from adults from all walks of life, including for example; 

veterans, refugees, asylum seekers, people with dementia, depression, 

anxiety, bi-polar disorder, people recovering from alcohol and drug addiction 

and people with lived experience of homelessness and rough sleeping. Family 

members, friends and mental health carers also shared their experiences. 

During Mental Health Awareness Week in May 2017, we got together with some 

of the people who’d helped us and held a workshop. We used this workshop to 

talk about what we’d found out and how common it was. 

Of those who took part in our survey, around 60% were able to plan ahead for 

times of crisis to some extent but 40% were not. People were using many 

different services at times of mental health crisis. The pathway to help and 

support is not always clear. Almost half did not know who to contact in an 

emergency. Some people who are already receiving mental health treatment 

and care may have a ‘crisis care plan’ in place (18%) but half (50%) didn’t have 

a plan but told us that they wanted one. Knowing which service to contact is 

difficult. People don’t know if they are meant to call NHS 111 or go to A&E.



 

 

 

Some people lose the ability to make good decisions when they are in crisis, so 

getting the right kind of help is important. Carers, family and friends often act 

as the voice of the service users and support to help them do so is vital. The 

information we collected gave us a very mixed picture of people’s experiences 

of services during a mental health crisis. The services that people were most 

likely to rate as “very good” or “quite good” are GPs (55%), community 

pharmacies (41%), ambulances and paramedics (34%) and A&E departments 

(31%). The services people were most likely to rate as “quite poor” or “very 

poor” are NHS community mental health services (41%) and GPs (24%). A great 

GP can make a big difference but people said this could “be a bit of a lottery”.  

Some people thought there would be, or should be, some kind of ‘fast-track’ 

into mental health services during a time of crisis. In Norfolk we have a Crisis 

Resolution Home Treatment team. Mental health professionals told us that 

there is a 4-hour, 5-day and 28-day response service for people with a mental 

health problem. People in mental health crisis can get a ‘blue light’ service 

like an ambulance (999 call), be taken to A&E by ambulance or by someone 

else and be seen by a mental health specialist within 4 hours. This is no 

different for a person who has a physical or medical crisis, accident or injury. 

The idea is that everyone has the same kind of access to emergency services, 

whether their need is physical or mental. In practice, some mental health 

service users and carers find this very difficult or they are unhappy because it 

doesn’t meet their needs. There are mixed messages about going to A&E. 

A lot of people are getting help and support from services provided by 

community and voluntary organisations. This can take the form of mental 

health telephone helplines, drop-ins, cafes, support groups, counselling and 

therapies. Many people speak highly of such services but are worried they 

might be seen as a replacement for good quality NHS mental health care. 

This work did not set out to purposely get feedback on the Norfolk & Suffolk 

Foundation Trust or their mental health crisis services. We often found that 

people talked about these services as being unresponsive and unsafe. We also 

heard genuine empathy for front line mental health professionals who are felt 

to be doing the very best they can. Our conclusion is that mental health crisis 

services are under-resourced and over-stretched and this issue requires urgent 

attention. Crisis care plans are important and more people want to have one. 

Messages on who to contact and where to go in a crisis need to be clear and 

consistent. Some people and services are especially good at making mental 

health service users and carers feel safe, welcome and well-cared for and 

others could learn from them to improve their own services.  
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Who we are and what we do 

Healthwatch Norfolk is the local consumer champion for health and social care in the 

county. Formed in April 2013, as a result of the Health and Social Care Act, we are an 

independent organisation with statutory powers. The people who make decisions about 

health and social care in Norfolk have to listen to you through us. 

We have five main objectives:  

1. Gather your views and experiences (good and bad) 

2. Pay particular attention to under-represented groups 

3. Show how we contribute to making services better 

4. Contribute to better signposting of services 

5. Work with national organisations to help create better services 

We are here to help you influence the way that health and social care services are planned 

and delivered in Norfolk. 
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