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Accessing 

Mental 

Health 

Services

Health care providers strive to provide a comprehensive range of

community based mental health services. The mental health team

includes a Consultant Psychiatrist, Registrar in Psychiatry, Nurses

and in many area, the services of an addiction Counsellor,

Psychologist, Social Worker and Occupational Therapist are 

available. Total confidentiality is guaranteed at all times. 

Your family doctor is usually the first person to approach in relation to mental health

concerns.  Many people attend their General Practitioner (G.P.) with mental health

problems such as depression or anxiety and will not need the help of a psychiatrist.  In

other cases the G.P. may decide to refer a person to members of the mental health team

such as a Psychiatrist, Clinical Psychologist or Addiction Counsellor.  In an emergency

situation, when your G.P. is not available, you may access the Mental Health Services

through your local mental health unit or hospital.

If I have a Mental Health Problem – where do I go?
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An out-patient appointment will usually take place within a few weeks of referral or in an
emergency, an immediate appointment can be arranged.  The Psychiatrist will meet with
you to discuss your mental health problems and to explain the treatment options available
which may include a course of medication.

1 Outpatient Care

• Out-Patient Clinic (clients referred by GPs)
• Day Hospital
• Day Centre
• Home Visits from the Mental Health Team
• Referral to Clinical Psychological Services
• Referral to Addiction Counselling services
• Access to Social Work or Occupational Therapy services
• Referral back to your G.P. for continuous care

2 Admission to Psychiatric Unit in Hospital

Where you will have access to a full range of services offered by the mental health team.

The majority of people are admitted to hospital of their own free will.  When you enter
hospital you will be asked to sign a voluntary form.  This is a Form of Consent to receive
treatment in hospital.

Occasionally a person in urgent need of hospital care due to mental health problems, may
be incapable of seeking treatment or unwilling to do so.  In such circumstances, it may be
necessary for the person to be admitted to hospital on an involuntary basis.  Your family
doctor or local mental health service will assist you and your family in this process should
such a situation arise.

The Doctor will discuss with you and your family as appropriate, what follow up care
should include.

The follow-up options are:

• Out-patient care
• Return to the care of your General Practitioner
• Supported housing for individuals who are likely to require more long-term care.

What happens if I am referred to a Psychiatrist?

What are the treatment options?

Can I be admitted to Hospital against my will?

Discharge from Hospital – What next?
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Mental Health Services have changed dramatically over the last twenty years or
so. These changes have been and are driven by government policies, changing
patient populations, and the closure or dismantling of the large mental
institutions. This has resulted in the development of better care and a more
supportive service to those with mental illness.

While there are many different elements of mental health services - in-patient and
out-patient services are the two major components of mental health care.

It has often been said that out-patient and community services are the backbone of the
mental health system. It has been the more extensive and effective use of out-patient care
that has averted hospital admissions to in-patient facilities and resulted in shortened in-patient
stays. The aim is to treat and support individuals in their own homes and communities where
at all possible.  G.Ps are central to the delivery of community care services.

• Out-Patient Clinic

This is a clinic in the community were people attend, most usually by appointment, from their
homes or care setting for either an assessment, follow-up or continuing management of their
mental illness. These facilities are often based in community health centres and are staffed by
a Consultant Psychiatrist, Community Psychiatric Nurses and by other members of the Mental
Health Team as required. A Consultant Psychiatrist leads the psychiatric team. This Psychiatrist
will be responsible for the treatment of the person whether in the community or in hospital.

• Day Hospital

This is a day facility where people with mental illness can attend from their home or care
setting for an assessment, treatment or nursing care. It is usually seen as an alternative to
someone who would otherwise require hospital admission. It is for those people who are
mentally unwell but who can also be cared for in their homes, for a period of time, without
necessitating a hospital admission. The Consultant Psychiatrist who sees the person in the
out-patient clinic will, usually treat them in the day hospital also.

• Day Centre

This is a community setting where people attend voluntarily from their home or care setting
for continuing support. It is staffed by psychiatric nurses and sometimes occupational
therapists. The aim is on providing a friendly and supportive environment with activities suited
to the needs of each individual. It is not unusual for some people to attend a day centre for
a long period of time. For others a short period is all that is required.

• Sheltered Workshop

This is a community facility where there is an emphasis on people with mental illness working
in areas suited to their skills or needs with support and guidance from trained staff.

Service Elements

What are Out-Patient and Community Services?

Mental Health Services
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In-patient services refer to medical and nursing care which is provided in a mental health
facility, which is usually a hospital.

• Hospital

In the broadest sense, a hospital is a group of supports and services that are typically delivered
at a fixed location. In line with Health Board policy the large psychiatric hospitals often known
as institutions are now being replaced by smaller psychiatric units attached to general
hospitals. The advantage to the patient is the availability and easier access of services.

• Acute Admission Ward

This is an area of the hospital where patients are cared for on admission for treatment and
assessment of their presenting problem. After treatment, the vast majority of patients will be
discharged home and follow-up care is provided by the out-patient clinic or day hospital.
However, some patients may be transferred from an admission unit to a continuing care
ward, a rehabilitation ward or a care of the elderly ward according to their needs.

• Continuing Care Ward

This is an in-patient facility that provides care for patients who often have long term enduring
mental illness. A small percentage will be discharged to another facility i.e. a residential unit.
This unit may be used as a respite area for those patients in the community who have this
need.

• Rehabilitation Ward

This is an in-patient facility where the emphasis of care is on re-skilling patients with every day
living skills. This is done in order to improve their quality of life and regain a level of
independence that will enable them to live in their homes or a residential facility.

• Special Care Unit or Secure Ward

Sometimes it may be necessary to care for and treat a patient in a safe and restricted
environment due to the nature of his/her mental illness. This is usually a small unit within a
hospital setting staffed by highly trained psychiatric nurses. The unit is locked and the
environment is secure. Patients, who because of their mental illness have disturbed behaviour,
which does not respond to treatment, may necessitate admission to a secure unit, if possible
on a short term basis, for intensive treatment and care.

• Care of the Elderly Unit

This is a specialised unit for the 24-hour care and treatment of patients usually over 60 years
of age who have a mental illness or associated problems. The environment is designed to
meet the needs of the elderly. 

• Occupational Therapy

This is an in-patient facility for the assessment of particular skills by trained staff. There is an
emphasis on improving social skills and concentrating on other essential skills.

What are In-Patient Services?
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Residential Units

Housing is an essential element of care for persons with
a mental illness particularly for those with long term
mental illness who are so often dependent on the
collaboration between hospital and community
services in order to maintain a satisfactory existence
outside of hospital. Hospital and community services
aim to function as partners in the delivery of services
to those with a mental illness. Some residential units
serve as respite areas for those individuals who require
this support at different times.

•  High Support Group Home

This is a residential home for persons who do not need to
be in hospital, who can live in the community but who require
24 hour nursing care and support, for a variety of reasons.  Some
people may spend a period of time in a high support residence and
then move on into a medium or low support residence.

•  Medium Support Group Home

This is a residential home for persons who are fairly
independent in most areas of their every day living skills

but who require some assistance or support in
certain areas i.e. managing finances or cooking

skills. For this reason the hostel is staffed,
usually by day only, by either a nurse or by a

trained care staff.

•  Low Support Group Home

These residential units are for persons
who are independent in most if not all
areas of their every day living skills.
The overall upkeep and management
of the group home is co-ordinated by
the hospital management. The
residents may have a community
psychiatric nurse or supervisor who
will check on them as required.

If I need residential care – What are the options?
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Mental health services in Ireland offer a multidisciplinary approach, where a number
of professionals offer their particular skills in a co-ordinated and complementary way.  

The G.P is often the first person to seek help from.  He/she will assess the problem and may
either provide medication and monitor the patient, or may refer the patient to a specialist,
e.g. a psychiatrist, psychologist or counsellor, if necessary.  The G.P. may be able to
recommend a support group for the particular problem.

Where others are involved in the patient’s care (e.g. a psychiatrist, a social worker, family
members, etc.) the G.P. may liaise with them in order to provide the best overall care.
The psychiatrist is a medical doctor with a specialist qualification in mental health.  

A psychiatrist usually works in a psychiatric hospital or unit, or as part of a community care
team.  Referral to a psychiatrist is normally through a G.P.  An emergency 24-hour service is
provided by the doctor on duty at the hospital or psychiatric unit.

A psychiatrist will assess the person, usually at a hospital out-patient clinic, forms a diagnosis
and treats accordingly.  This may involve treatment with medication or referral to a member
of the mental health team.

Admission to hospital, in a small number of cases, may be suggested if the person’s difficulties
are severe.

A psychologist is trained in the study of human behaviour and experience.  When involved
in the area of mental health, the psychologist usually works as a clinical, community or
counselling psychologist, and unless also medically qualified, does not prescribe medication.

Clinical Psychologist
The clinical psychologist has a specialist qualification in mental health and works as part of the
mental health team in a unit or hospital and is involved in assessment and counselling therapy.
Family therapy may be provided where appropriate, and a particular approach may be used
for specific problems, such as a cognitive-behavioural approach for phobias.  Referral is often
through a G.P or psychiatrist, but self-referral is possible.  

Community Psychologist
The community psychologist has a clinical qualification and works as part of a community
based team, with e.g. social workers, speech therapists, community welfare officers etc.  The
community psychologist is involved in assessing and working with those with a wide range of
problems, including children with behavioural, educational and other difficulties.

Mental Health Professionals

• General Practitioner (G.P.)

• Psychiatrist

• Psychologist

Mental Health Services
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Counselling Psychologist
A counselling psychologist has a qualification in counselling and often works privately, offering
help for a wide range of problems such as relationship difficulties, anxiety, poor self-esteem,
etc.  Not all counsellors are psychologists.

Some counsellors are qualified psychologists, but many are not.  Those who are not may have
a basic degree or training in other areas and/or relevant work experience (e.g. teaching,
nursing, etc.) plus a counselling qualification.  There are many forms of counselling available
for a wide range of problems, and many counsellors specialise in particular areas such as
addiction, bereavement, etc.

All approaches emphasise non-judgemental, attentive listening and respect for the client.
Counselling aims to enable people to take control of their own lives, and the counsellor may
not adhere to one particular theory.

Self-referral is the usual route to counselling, although a GP, psychiatrist or trusted friend may
be able to recommend someone suitable.  Counselling is often one session per week and
tends to be short-term rather than longer-term, although this can vary.

Psychotherapy tends to be more in-depth than counselling.  Psychotherapists usually
undertake a long post-graduate training part of which involves the trainee therapist
undergoing therapy themselves.

Like counselling, there are many forms of psychotherapy, many of which aim for self-
understanding rather than simply the relief of symptoms.  Many forms of psychotherapy take
account of the unconscious processes which affect us, with some based on the belief that
lasting, personal change is not possible without analysis of the unconscious.

The techniques and interventions used by the psychotherapist vary according to the
theoretical framework within which he or she is working.

The psychiatric nurse plays a central role in the care of the psychiatric patient, both in a
hospital setting and in the community.  He or she works within a psychiatric service as part
of a health care team.

The nurse’s activities are varied, depending on the individual needs of the patient.  In hospital,
the nurse administers prescribed drugs and attends to the patient’s needs on a day to day
basis.  The community psychiatric nurse usually follows up patients on discharge from hospital,
calling to their homes and attending out-patient clinics and day care centres.

• Counsellor

• Psychotherapist

• Psychiatric Nurse

J JMHAI A5 brochure paginated V8.0.qxd:MHAI A5 brochure paginated  30/January/2009  12:03 30/January/2009  Page 7



He or she provides a link between community and hospital and between the patient and G.P.
Family support is often provided and community psychiatric nurses may also be involved in
patients’ rehousing needs.

A mental health social worker is involved in the provision of a direct social work service for
patients who are under psychiatric care and for their relatives.

The mental health social worker liaises with members of the various services involved in the
care of patients (e.g. G.P.s, Public Health Nurses, Community Welfare Officers and voluntary
bodies) and also with relatives and employers.

The range of possible services provided can include help with accommodation, rehabilitation,
social and community skills as well as advocacy work on behalf of mental health patients who
may be unable to utilise the various services themselves.

Occupational therapists (O.T.s) provide services to people whose ability to cope with
everyday activities is threatened or impaired in some way by physical, psychological or
developmental problems.

Occupational therapists can assess and support anyone (adult or child) who has practical
difficulties due to mental illness; accidental injury; arthritis; cerebral palsy; learning difficulties;
stroke; other congenital, developmental, degenerative or neurological conditions.

Occupational therapy aims to enable the person to have as independent, productive and
satisfying a lifestyle as possible.  

Accessing Mental Health Services is one of a series of information fact-sheets
developed by Mental Heath Ireland, with support from Comhairle. 

Mental Health Ireland

Mensana House

6 Adelaide Street

Dun Laoghaire

Co. Dublin 

Tel: 01 2841166

Fax: 01 2841736   

Email: info@mentalhealthireland.ie

Website: www.mentalhealthireland.ie

• Mental Health Social Worker

• Occupational Therapist
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