FAQs by families and
carers

ABOUT MHCN
Mental Health Carers NSW (MHCN) is the peak body for mental health carers in NSW.
MHCN is a community based, non government organisation that provides systemic
advocacy and education for carers, family and friends of those experiencing a mental
illness across NSW. MHCN works to ensure that the voices of mental health carers are
represented and heard in policy and service provision reform processes to ensure that they
are recognised and that their rights are upheld. We endeavour to empower mental health
carers across the state to engage with mental health reform and advocacy.

ABOUT FAQS
This resource has been developed to help answer some frequently asked questions that
families, carers and friends often ask when their loved one is showing signs of becoming
unwell or is experiencing a mental illness. The topics and questions in this resource are the
most common concerns and questions that are asked when carers, families and friends
are seeking support for themselves and their loved one. We have compiled these
questions, and the typical answers, resources and supports that we provide when
someone expresses their concerns, in one helpful place.
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THE CARER ROLE

What financial entitlements am I eligible for as
a carer?

Carer Payment: this is a payment for people who provide "constant care" for
a "disabled adult" (physical, intellectual or psychiatric disability). You do not
need to be a Designated Carer or Principal Care Provider to apply for these.

To be eligible for the Carer Payment (Adult), you must be:
Under the pension income and assets test limits
An Australian resident
Carer for 1 or more people who have care need scores high enough on the
assessment tool used for an adult
Care for someone who'll have these needs for at least 6 months or the rest
of their life

The Carer Allowance: this is a fortnightly payment. It is not income or assets
tested and can be paid in addition to the Carer Payment, another pension or
benefit, or on its own.

You may be eligible for the Carer Allowance if:
Both you and the person you care for are Australian residents
The person you care for is a family member
The person you care for has a score of at least 30 under the Adult Disability
Assessment Tool
You provide care on a daily basis
The care is required permanently

To claim these payments you will need to lodge a form at Centrelink or online
but you will need a myGov account linked to Centrelink. You can ring
Centrelink on 13 27 17. Part of the form is a questionaire, the Adult Disability
Assessment Tool (ADAT) that must be filled out by the person's doctor or other
health professional.
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I'm a carer and looking for respite/break, or
useful tools to look after myself but lack time and
resources
Commonwealth Respite and Carelink Centre: 1800 052 222
(after hours 1800 059 059). They can discuss respite options
available to you depending on your location.

Some ideas about what you can do to help care for yourself:
Emotional support for yourself - you do not have to manage on
your own. If you are short of time, you can try online or phone
services.
Be clear about what you can and cannot manage.
Try to maintain as normal a routine as possible. This can be hard,
but try to dedicate some time in your day for something you
enjoy.

Over the phone counselling and support numbers:

Carer Gateway: offers free phone counselling for carers, and
also connects you with other supports and services.

P: 1800 422 737, Mon - Fri 8.00am - 6.00pm.
SANE Carer Forums: an online forum for carers, moderated by
mental health professionals, where you can talk to other carers
anonymously

W: https://www.sane.org/forums
Griefline: provides free phone counselling for anyone
experiencing mental health issues, their families and carers,
relationship issues, etc.

P: 1300 845 745, 12 midday - 3.00am 7 days a week.
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SEEKING SUPPORT SERVICES

As a carer where can I go to find supports for
myself? And what are some suitable services?
Families and carers also need support, and this is important for your
own health and wellbeing!

The Family and Mental Health Carer

Program is a state wide program which provides support and other
services for carers, including support groups, educational and training
workshops for carer, social events, and individual advocacy. There are
five specialist community managed organisations who run the
program. To find your local service provider, click here.
As mentioned above, the

Carer Gateway offers free phone

counselling for all carers. They can also connect you up with local
supports and services. Their website has alot of useful information and
practical advice for carers.
WayAhead also run a helpful online directory, listing lots of services
across NSW, ranging from education, employment, accommodation,
and more. Just type a key word/s into the search engine, pick your
location, and hit enter. You can access the

WayAhead Directory

here.
If your own mental health and wellbeing are suffering, you can also
visit your GP and ask for a mental health plan. This entitles you to 10
rebated sessions to a psychologist through Medicare. To find a
psychologist in your local area who specialises in a certain field, you
can use the

Australian Psychological Society Directory by clicking

here.
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NAVIGATING THE MENTAL
HEALTH SYSTEM

What are the first steps I can take when
someone is unwell?
Your loved one might be displaying symptoms which indicate that they
might be experiencing a mental illness. This is often a difficult topic to
bring up with a loved one. The best way to approach this is to sit
down in a comfortable and quiet place, at a good time, and talk to
them about your concerns.

Use 'I' statements to talk about what you have noticed e.g. 'I have
noticed lately that you are finding it hard to get out of bed and
haven't been socialising'. You may want to support them to seek
professional help. You might encourage the person to go to a GP they
trust to speak about their options or possible specialist referrals. It
may be helpful if you offer to take them, make the appointment or sit
in on the appointment. However, it is ultimately their decision whether
to go or not, and whether they want to include you in the process.

The

Beyond Blue find a professional tool offers a directory for GPs

in your area as well as mental health specialists. Click here to view the
directory. It can be helpful to request a longer appointment when
booking the appointment. During the appointment, the GP may go
through an assessment and develop a Mental Health Care Plan. Under
this plan, the person is entitled to claim a Medicare rebate for up to 10
appointments with a specialist e.g. a psychologist, within a calendar
year.
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My loved one has recently been diagnosed with
a mental illness and I am having trouble
communicating with them because I don't want
to trigger or offend them

Living with someone who has a mental illness can be a challenge at
times for families and carers. Sometimes you might feel like you are
walking on egg shells and do not want to make the situation worse.
Some tips on how to best communicate with someone especially
when they might be experiencing poor mental health:

Be respectful and listen;
If they are experiencing hallucinations, be aware that the
hallucinations or the delusions they are experiencing are their
reality and you will not be able to talk them out of that reality.
Communicate to them that you understand that they experience
those events, and to them they are real but do not pretend that
you experience them;
Listen to understand, rather than thinking about how you can
argue back or convince them to change;
Remain calm and try to find healthy ways to process any
negative emotions;
Avoid interrupting, criticising or giving advice;
Be thoughtful about how to describe something. Use 'I'
statements e.g. "I get worried when..."
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How can I request a mental health assessment?

Designated carers and Principal Care Providers can make a request
to have their loved one be admitted to a mental health facility.

Carers can call the

Mental Health Access Line to ask about

handling a situation. The Mental Health Line is staffed by mental
health professionals who will ask some questions to determine the
needs of the person and urgency of the situation. It is important to
provide clear details of any symptoms present and if there is any risk
to the person or anyone else. They can also help you to get into
contact with the most relevant mental health services in your area.

If they are not able to assist at the present time, the caller could ask
what symptoms would the person be exhibiting for the crisis team to
be able to respond in future.

Alternatively, you can take your loved one to the hospital and request
an assessment if they are willing to go. If possible, try to ring them
ahead of coming into the hospital to let them know what is going on
and that you are bringing your loved one in.

In the case of an emergency or risk of immediate harm, call 000.
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The person I care for is not willing to get help,
what can I do?
It can be difficult to support someone who you feel may need help,
especially if the person is not willing to access support. This can leave
you in a difficult position of trying to convince them to seek the help
they need. If a person is legally an adult, then ultimately the decision is
up to them, unless they are risk of harm to themselves or others. If this is
the case, ring the Mental Health Access Line, or if in immediate danger,
call 000.

In these situations, some carers and families have addressed the
problem by focusing on the physical symptoms that the person is
experiencing such as sleeping problems, change in appetite, or lack of
energy. The person may find it easier to discuss physical symptoms
openly with a doctor at first, and then lead into the emotional
symptoms being experienced. You can ring their GP to discuss a
possible home visit if the person is unable to leave the house.

If the person is still refusing to seek help, you may have to accept that
there is only so much you can do and that this may not be the right
time for the person to get help. It is still important to remain supportive
and to be open to discuss things when the person is ready. It is also
important to look after yourself.

A GP is a good starting point for locating support and referrals to more
specialist professionals. If you are concerned about someone's safety,
try getting in contact with the person's GP, psychiatrist or treating
team. You can speak to the Mental Health Access Line. If the mental
health team are unable to intervene, try to take the person to the
nearest hospital for assessment. If they are not willing to get help and
you feel the person is violent or at risk, then call the police on 000.
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RIGHTS AS A CARER

What are my rights as a carer?
How to access information: obtaining information about the
person who is receiving care can be a complex issue. Privacy and
confidentiality means you may be excluded from treatment plans
and discussions. However, if the person receiving treatment
consents, you may be given access to information and be permitted
to provide input. The best way to be involved is to have the
consumers consent (when they are well) for you to be nominated as
the Designated Carer.

Involvement in care: it is a good idea to establish ongoing contact
with the mental health facility and team, and be involved so you will
be consulted. Principal Care Providers and Designated Carers
should be automatically involved and consulted by treating teams,
unless the consumer has excluded them in the Designated Carer
nomination.

Talking with the treating team: communicating with health
professionals can help ensure that you are kept informed. It is
important to find out the best way to contact them, such as when to
call and how to reach them in an emergency. Be proactive about
taking part in consultations. Try working together with the treating
team as it can be more helpful and productive. Show your support,
and make the most of the opportunity to ask questions and provide
relevant information.
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What is a Designated Carer and how do
I go about becoming one?

The important role of families and carers is recognised in the Mental
Health Act 2007. Becoming a Designated Carer is needed if you are to
receive information about your loved ones care without clinicians
breaching privacy legislation.

A

Designated Carer is:
Someone who is entitled to certain information about a consumer's
care and treatment;
Entitled to be notified of certain events, and information such as
treatment and discharge planning;
Consumers can nominate up to 2 Designated Carers;
A nomination is made in writing at the time of contact with the
community mental health service or hospital. Click here to view the
Nomination of Designated Carer form.

Who can be a Designated Carer? If a patient is under 14 years of age,
the Designated Carer is either a parent or appointed guardian.
Otherwise, the Designated Carer can be the person's spouse or partner,
family member, close friend or the person who is primarily responsible for
providing support and care to the person.
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What is a Principal Care Provider?

What is a Principal Care Provider? the PCP under the Mental
Health Act is the person who is primarily responsible for providing
support or care to the consumer. An authorised medical officer can
determine who is the PCP. It may be the same person as the
Designated Carer. The PCP has the same rights to information and
communication as the Designated Carer/s, as outlined above. You
can't be nominated as the PCP if the consumer has excluded you
from being given information.
If the consumer has excluded a PCP or Designated Carer and the
treating team believe that there are reasonable ground for believing
that the consumer at the time lacked the capacity to make such
decisions, and/or the exclusion would increase the risks to the
consumer or carer, then the request to exclude may be placed on
hold and revisited when the consumer has regained capacity or the
risks abated. Services are not required to appoint a person as the
PCP or to give or withhold information from the PCP if they
reasonably believe that to do so may put the consumer or carer at
risk of serious harm.
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MEDICATION

As a carer, where can I go to discuss medication
concerns for the person I support and how can I
find information?
It is recommended that you speak to the prescribing doctor or
pharmacist for information or concerns about medication.

Medicines Line This is a telephone service that provides people with
information about prescription, over the counter and complementary
medicines.

P: 1300 633 424, Mon to Fri 9.00am - 5.00pm
The Adverse Medicine Events Line: this is operated by

clinical

pharmacists. They are there to answer questions about medicine side
effects and to report adverse events. You can ring them if you are
concerned that the medicine is causing problems and are worried
about it.

P: 1300 134 237, Mon to Fri, 9.00am - 5.00pm
Poisons Control: for any concerns that relate to overdose or
suspected poisoning.

P: 13 11 26, 24/7
In the case of an emergency, call 000.
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LEGAL ADVICE

How can I access free legal advice and
representation?
Legal Aid: provides one off free legal advice to people about a
range of legal issues. Anyone can use their advice service. You can
visit their website by clicking here.

Law Access: this is a free NSW Government phone service that can
offer legal assistance and advice about legal problems. They can
also provide you with details of other services that can assist with
your problem. You can ring them on 1300 888 529. If you would like
to speak to someone face to face, you can locate your closest Legal
Aid office by clicking here.

P: 1300 888 529
Mental Health Advocacy Service: run by Legal Aid, the MHAS is a
statewide service that provides free information, advice, and
assistance around mental health law. The MHAS are able to provide
representation for Mental Health Review Tribunals and for people
appearing before the Guardianship Division of NSW Civil and
Administrative Tribunal (NCAT). You can visit their website by
clicking here.

P: 02 9745 4277.
If you need more than legal advice, you may be provided with a
lawyer to help with your case. However, court representation is
means tested by Legal Aid and is not always free.
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The person I care for is struggling financially,
what can be put in place to help protect them,
especially if they become unwell?
When people are experiencing poor mental health, there can be significant
financial impacts.

The NSW Trustee and Guardian can be appointed by a court

or Tribunal to provide direct financial management services for people who have a
disability (such as a mental illness) that affects their ability to make decisions

They can be appointed 2 ways:
Direct financial management services e.g. day to day income and expenditure
management and protecting assets;
Provide direction to private financial managers e.g. someone appointed by the
tribunal, court or Guardianship division. A carer or famlily member can also
apply for Guardianship or to be the Financial Manager of their loved one. To
apply for Guardianship or financial management, you can contact

NCAT on

1300 006 228, or visit their Guardianship section on their website by clicking
here.

Mental Health Review Tribunal: is a specialist legal body established under the
Mental Health Act 2007. The panel consists of a lawyer, psychiatrist, and
community member e.g. a nurse, social worker or consumer.

Tribunals conduct hearings that include a range of issues:
Whether to discharge a person from hospital;
Approving and reviewing Community Treatment Orders (CTO);
Approving orders for the management of a persons finances under the NSW
Trustee and Guardian;
Reviewing the care of long term inpatients;
Reviewing applications for and authorising electroconvulsive therapy (ECT).

Carers and families can be involved in Tribunal hearings. It gives them an
opportunity to discuss treatment and care. Hearings are open to the public and
carers are usually able to attend. Carers and families can also communicate
through written responses to the Tribunal or on the phone if the consumer does not
want the carer at the hearing but they still want to discuss their concerns with the
Tribunal. For more information about carers and the Tribunal, click here.
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ADVOCACY

If I have a complaint about someone's treatment
while in the emergency department or acute ward,
what do I do?
If you have a complaint about someones treatment while in the ED or
hospital, the first step is to let a nurse or other hospital staff member know,
or speak to your local health service complaints manager or patient
representative. If you still wish to make a complaint, don't think it was dealt
with properly or wish to remain anonymous, there are a number of avenues
to express your complaint.

Official Visitors Program: this is independent to the health system and
deals with problems in inpatient mental health facilities. They regularly visit
mental health facilities in NSW and will speak to the person in hospital or
their family members and carers when there are concerns. You can also
ring them up to a year after the person has been discharged from hospital.

P: 1800 208 218
NSW Health Care Complaints Commission: this is an independent NSW
Government agency which is responsible for dealing with complaints about
health services provided in NSW. They investigate complaints about health
practitioners, allied health services, public and private hospitals, and
medical centres. Complaints must be done in writing.

P: 02 9219 7444
NSW Ombudsman: you can contact them if you have concerns about a
NSW Government department or community service. You can complain to
them about how a NSW Government Department or agency deals with you.
P: 1800 451 524
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What do I do if I care for someone, but I am not
included in care plans or treatment arrangements?
Ideally, treating teams should work with families and carers, with their
loved one, to come up with a care plan for the person. It is well
recognised that planning for supports for a person experiencing mental
illness achieves the best possible outcomes when the significant others
in their lives are involved in the process.

The NSW Mental Health Act 2007 recognises the role of carers and their
right to be kept informed about the treatment and care being provided
to the person they care for. You can be nominated as a Designated
Carer by your loved one (when they are well) or identified by the
treating team as a Principal Care Provider.

Unless you have been nominated as the Designated Carer or identified
as the Principal Care Provider, the details of your loved ones treatment
do not have to be communicated with you, and it is up to the patient to
decide who is included in their care plan. You still have the right to
communicate your concerns about your loved one to the treating team.
However, this does not necessarily mean they will listen to you or provide
you with information.

Therefore, it is important that when your loved one is well, you sit down
with them and complete the Designated Carer form so that if your loved
one becomes unwell then the treating team can communicate with you.
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SYSTEMIC ISSUES

The person I care for has recently been discharged
but there is no discharge plan or ongoing support is there anything I can do?
When someone is discharged from hospital, numerous steps should be taken to
ensure adequate follow up care is arranged, and ongoing support is provided to
ensure they can live effectively in the community. However, due to shortcomings
of the system at times, discharge arrangements might not always follow the
intended plan.

Discharge planning: mental health services are required to:
Identify a key coordinator from the treating team, who is responsible for each
step of the process;
Estimate a date of discharge in collaboration with the consumer and their
family/carer, based on mental state;
Carry out regular mental state examinations;
Consider the need for a community treatment order;

At time of discharge:
A discharge summary document must be given to the consumer and the
family/carer at the time of discharge;
The nominated key coordinator must take time to go through the summary with
the person/carer to ensure that they understand;
Discharge summary must be forwarded to the receiving service provider;
Provide follow up in the community.

If the plan is not adequate or any of the above have not occured, speak to the
community mental health team, the case manager, and the social worker at the
hospital, or ring the

Official Visitor on 1800 208 218.
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The person I care for is displaying warning signs
of becoming unwell, but they are refused
admission and have minimal support, what can I
do?

It is possible that a person can be refused admittance to a facility if
an authorised medical officer feels that the person would not benefit
from treatment or care as a voluntary patient or if appropriate care is
available in the community. While the person might be unwell, often
there are not mental health services to meet the needs of patients. As
a result, it is the most acutely unwell who are offered treatment.

In this situation, it is beneficial to talk to your loved ones GP,
psychiatrist or psychologist, and try to book an emergency session with
them. It might also be helpful to discuss your concerns with the
Community Mental Health Team, which you can access through the

Mental Health Access Line on 1800 011 511.
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INFORMATION &
TERMINOLOGY

What does it mean when someone is an
involuntary patient? Do they have similar
treatment compared to a voluntary patient?
An

involuntary patient is admitted to hospital against their will. They

must be suffering from a mental illness (as defined in the Mental
Health Act) and be at a serious risk of harm to themselves or others.
Treatment is necessary for the person's own protection or protection of
others from serious harm. While serious harm is not defined in the
Mental Health Act, it is interpreted to include physical harm, financial
harm, harm to reputation or relationships, neglect of self, and neglect
of others.

A

voluntary patient remains in a mental health facility for treatment,

care or observation, at their own will. They have the right to discharge
themselves or leave at any time. The Mental Health Review Tribunal
must review a voluntary patient who remains in a mental health facility
for a continuous period of more than 12 months.
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What does it mean when someone is scheduled?
A person can be taken against their will by an authorised
ambulance officer, accredited mental health professionals, police or
magistrates to a declared mental health facility e.g. emergency
department or mental health inpatient unit, for further mental health
assessment.

After arriving at hospital, a person must be given a form explaining
their rights, and examined by a doctor within 12 hours. If the doctor
finds the person is 'not mentally ill' nor 'disordered', they must be
discharged. If they find the person is 'mentally ill' or 'disordered' a
further examination is conducted, usually by a psychiatrist.

What is a Community Treatment Order (CTO)?
A CTO is sometimes required to ensure that a person who is or has
been mentally ill remain in treatment after returning home. It is a legal
order made by either the Mental Health Review Tribunal or a
Magistrate. It provides a community based alternative to involuntary
hospitalisation for people deemed able to be effectively treated out of
hospital, and requires a person to accept medication, therapy,
rehabilitation, or other services for up to 12 months.

The following people can apply for a CTO to be imposed on an
individual: authorised medical officer of a mental health facility in
which a person is detained or is a patient, medical practitioner who is
familiar with the clinical condition of the person, director of community
treatment of a mental health facility who is familiar with the clinical
condition of the person or a Designated Carer or Principal Care
Provider.
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contact us
W: www.mentalhealthcarersnsw.org
P: 1300 554 660
E: MHCNadmin@mentalhealthcarersnsw.org

facebook.com/
mentalhealthcarers/

@mhcarersnsw

mentalhealthcarersnsw

