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Introduction

Mental ill-health is the largest single source of disability in the UK and approximately one in six of the UK adult population (7 million people) will have a significant mental health problem at any one time (Time to Change, 2018). Referrals to community mental health teams have risen by nearly 20 percent over the past five years and paramedics are increasingly the first responders to patients with mental health care needs. They are confronted by acute emergency episodes (e.g. suicide attempts) and chronic mental ill health (e.g. depression). In addition, there is evidence that people with co-morbid mental health problems make greater use of paramedic services. 

Methods

This study uses qualitative methods of participant observation and semi-structured interviews.

Results

Thematic analysis was used to report on the results of five months of observations and over 11 hours of interviews conducted with paramedic crews working in a single English Ambulance Trust. The analysis helped to identify challenges for paramedic practice and gaps in professional skills and to understand where paramedics fit into the network of inter-professional services that provide support for mental health patients. These findings will help identify ways to improve paramedic care and education.

Discussion

Paramedics use humour, stereotyping and nostalgia when managing mental health patients. This aids in their personal resilience but also fortifies the ties within their Community of Practice. This Community of Practice acts as a support mechanism, ensuring that paramedics can continue to manage and evolve with the needs of their patients. 
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