Partners in Care Event – South Warwickshire

Sarah Bannister
At the end of last year we attended the launch meeting in Birmingham which told us all about the Royal College of Psychiatrist’s initiative to improve partnerships between carers, service users and professionals. Our team consisted of Graham Ford (carer), John Copping (carer), Dr Andy Owen  (Consultant Psychiatrist), Maria Fennell (General Manager Mental Health Services) and Sarah Bannister (Head of Communications).

The session set off lots of ideas and thoughts about what we could do as well as a long list of tasks that we would need to complete in order to make it all happen. We started by agreeing what we wanted to achieve from the event, this was to find ways of improving partnerships between carers, users and professionals. We began to list the topics we thought this might fall into and then realised that above all we did not want to second guess what the issues might be.  We wanted to hear it first hand and at this point we were all clear that our event had to be about finding out exactly what was getting in the way of even better partnership working.

Once we had a clear understanding of what we were trying to achieve it was a matter of delivering. 

Some of the challenges we faced were:

· How do you contact all the carers in your area without using patient records?

· How do you get the majority of your consultant team into one place at the same time?

· How do you get people to discuss personal emotional issues without allowing the discussion to get personal?

The event was named “Learning By Listening” and was to be held in a local church hall in Warwick which gave all participants an informal setting that we hoped would make discussions more open and relaxed. We set the date for Tuesday 10th May 2005, a day when clinicians had protected learning time so they could easily attend without moving appointments.  We sent invitations out hoping that we would attract enough people to fill the 50 places we had planned for. Within 24 hours of the invitations going out we had filled all the spaces for carers and had another 20 people on a reserve list. The event was also supported by the presence of Shaun Clee, Director of Operations and Dr Ranjana Palmer, Medical Director.
We decided that we wanted to avoid the “death by PowerPoint syndrome” and we needed to find a way of distancing discussions from the highly personal situations without it becoming unfeeling. On the basis that it is always easier to talk about a friend or stranger’s experience than you own, we decided to show people someone else’s experience and ask participants to base their discussions on that. In order to do this we needed to find four brave volunteers who would be happy to share their thoughts with so many people, as well as having the confidence to do this in front of a video camera, interviewer and 2 camera crew.

We selected speakers and decided upon the programme for the day, trying to ensure that we gave structure but allowed participants to set the themes themselves. 

The event was opened by Maria Fennell, General Manager, Mental Health Services for South Warwickshire Primary Care Trust and was followed by an introduction to the workshops by John Copping (Carer Empowerment Worker) and Dr Andy Own (Consultant Psychiatrist).
The success of our event was in no small way due to the volunteers who came forward to produce the video, Sandy (Carer), Dennie(Service User), John (Consultant) and Natalie (Mental health nurse). Once we had their words captured on video we spent two days editing it to work for the event. We cut very short sections of what each person had said and deliberately took this out of context so that their words could be given a number of different meanings as well as making it unclear as to who was the patient, the carer or the professional.

When we played the short clips at the event, we asked people to think about who they thought had been talking and what they were talking about. Once we had given them a little time we played the full clips that put the comments into context. This was a very powerful way of proving that many views are similar but each person seemed to express it from a slightly different angle. It also highlighted that we all have preconceived ideas of what people will see as issues.

The video gave participants plenty to discuss and each group came up with a list of issues that they felt had the potential to cause problems in the partnership. The second part of the workshop took the 4 main issues that had been identified, each group took one issue and discussed potential actions that would address the issue.
People reported that they found the event to be very open and positive, feeling that everyone’s views were being heard and that there was a real desire to make changes that would allow partnerships to flourish. Many people said that they thought we should run the event again giving more people the opportunity to take part.

Although this was a really successful event there were still some things we would want to improve on if we were to run it again.

· Find a venue that will cater for more people than we think will respond so that we can be flexible on numbers and do not have to disappoint people

· Include a formal feedback mechanism to capture what people thought of the event rather than relying on what people tell you at the time

· Encourage a larger number of clinicians to attend

When you are faced with the task of setting up your event on top of your day job, it can be really tough but we would encourage you not to give up because the results are well worth all the effort.
Copies of the ‘Different view/different needs’ film are available to buy on video at a cost of £50 each by emailing gemma.coldicott@swarkpct.nhs.uk .  Copies can be rented for £25 each – all profits will go towards producing more tools that will allow us to take this work further. 

