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Acknowledgement of Country 

We acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land on which we are based. We acknowledge 
their connection to land, wind, water and community. We pay our respects to their culture and to 
Elders past, present and future. 

 

 

 

Name: Our Cultural Being      Artist: Charlie Waters 

Cultural practices provide people with enablers that support them to function on a daily basis. The artwork 
showcases visual locations and totemistic symbols that we see and use to help us get through life challenges. 
Having these cultural aspects in our lives are valuable. We share these practices with family, friends, work 
colleagues and those associated within our support circles. 
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Introduction 

 

Metro South Health values the support that individuals receive from families and carers. We 
recognise that you may be the only constant support in your loved one’s life. Families and 
significant others in the person’s life have the right to be involved and participate in planning 
and decision-making processes for themselves and the person for whom they care, whilst 
respecting the rights of the person receiving health care.  

This guide is to firstly acknowledge the impact that mental health and/or substance use issues 
have on carers, family and friends.  It aims to provide you with some initial knowledge to support 
your family’s path forward.   

Living with mental health and/or substance use issues can have a profound impact on the person 
experiencing it, and on family and friends who are caring for them. If someone you care for is 
living with these issues you may already be feeling worried, overwhelmed and perhaps 
wondering what lies ahead. 

In Australia, around 1 in 5 people will be affected by a mental health condition each year, with 
around 240,000 Australians caring for an adult living with a mental health issue1. While each 
person’s experience of mental health issues is different, it’s important to remember that 
although it could be a long journey, treatment options are available, and many people regain 
quality of life and find wellbeing.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please note: Throughout this guide we use the word ‘carer’ to mean a family member, support 
person or friend who provides care and support to someone who is living with a mental health 
and/or substance use issue. People often fall into the role of a carer because it becomes a natural 
extension of their relationship with the person. While they may be that person’s parent, partner, 
sibling or child, they may not think of themselves as a carer; they do what they do, because they 
care about that person and what happens to them. So, in this guide, when we use the word carer, 
we mean the broader definition of this role. 

Acknowledgement: 

This guide has been adapted by Metro South Addiction and Mental Health Services from the 
document produced by Northern Sydney Local Health District, Mental Health Drug & Alcohol, 
NSW Health in consultation with carers, families, and friends of people with a mental health 
condition, and the support organisations that they worked with.  

 
1Mind Australia, March 2017, ‘The Economic Value of Informal Mental Health Caring in Australia: Summary Report 
2 www.healthdirect.gov.au/substance-abuse 
 

“Getting the right information and knowing where to get the best help has meant that we as a 
family have been able to share our daughter’s life. Being able to be active in her recovery makes 
it all worthwhile”.  
 
…Carer 

 
 

http://www.healthdirect.gov.au/substance-abuse
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Common emotional reactions you may feel as a carer 

Your feelings and motivations may change over time. Along with the joy 
and relief that comes with supporting recovery, there can be cycles of 
despair and exhaustion. You may experience impacts on your own health 
and wellbeing or there may be financial and lifestyle implications. Being a 

carer is a complex and demanding role. It’s important to focus on enabling the person you love to 
be as independent and fulfilled as possible whilst not losing sight of your own independence and 
fulfilment. It’s a highly valuable and important role, and you don’t have to do it alone.  

Guilt 
Many people struggle to find a reason for the mental health issues and wonder if they are in some 
way responsible. It’s natural to ask ‘why?’ but remember, mental health or substance use issues can 
happen to anyone and no one is to blame. You may also feel you don’t want to be a carer or think 
you’re not up to the task.  Some carers may also feel guilty if they need to stop their caring role for 
their own wellbeing or that of their dependents. 

Shame 
Mental health or substance use issues are highly stigmatised, so you may feel embarrassed and 
anxious about what other people may think.  We encourage you to seek accurate and current 
information about the mental health and substance use issues from health professionals and sites 
such as Beyond Blue, Black Dog Institute and Sane.   

Fear 
You are likely to worry about what will happen to the person if you can’t cope or when you’re not 
available to help. You may fear how long will this last, will it be permanent or temporary? How 
restricted will I be? Fears about future or current risks are normal and fear about how this impacts 
on you and your family’s life is normal. 

Anger and frustration 
You may feel frustrated or angry that this has happened; that the issues dominate your life; that 
others don’t do more; and you sometimes feel unappreciated or taken for granted. 

Grief and sadness 
You may grieve for the loss of the relationship as it was and the life that you had before. You may 
feel sad that opportunities and plans for both yourself and your friend, partner or relative have 
now changed. Your world has shifted and it can be hard to adjust. 

Love 
Many carers say that their love for their friend, partner or relative deepens and they develop a 
closer bond over time. 

Fulfilment 
The new relationship you form with your loved one can bring growth and learning for you both. 
Sometimes the mental health issues push and motivate you to find parts of yourselves you had not 
yet tapped into and this can be a valuable experience for personal growth. 
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When you care for someone, it’s important to make sure you’re looking after yourself as well.  
Care-giving can be emotionally and physically demanding. Many carers find it difficult to focus on 
their own needs, and often don’t think about their own health, until they become unwell. 

When you spend extra time with your loved one to meet their needs, it’s easy to become 
overwhelmed and neglect your own needs. Finding a balance between work and leisure time can be 
tricky with extra demands on your time. You may have given up paid work or ceased studying to 
manage the extra challenges that caring brings. Giving yourself permission to find at least 15 minutes 
a day for yourself may help you to feel more energised to cope with caregiving demands. Remember 
to focus on doing activities that you enjoy and be gentle with yourself along the way. 

Some examples of things you can do to look after yourself: 

• Practice meditation and mindfulness 

• Get adequate rest and sleep 

• Catch up with friends 

• Spend time outdoors 

• Listen to uplifting music 

• Eating healthy meals 

• Try to focus on at least one positive aspect of your day 

• Keep physically active (e.g. walking, swimming) 

• Talk to other carers 
 

Talking it over 

Many carers find it helpful to talk about their concerns with counsellors and trained professionals 
who understand the caring role. Others find that talking with other carers who understand what 
they’re going through is helpful because sharing similar experiences can help relieve the feelings of 
isolation. Many carers find that carer support groups are a great source of support.  Seeking help is 
a positive sign of strength. It helps you to understand that your feelings are a normal reaction to a 
stressful situation. 
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Family relationships 

Changes in one family member’s mental health or behaviour can easily impact on others in the 
family. Similarly, an experience of trauma or a challenging life experience that affects one person 
can also be felt in different ways by others in the family and can have a major impact. Relationships 
within families can change as a result and it’s important to focus on the wellbeing and safety of 
everyone. With the right support, family relationships can heal and flourish. Mental health 
professionals and carer support services in your local area can provide information and support.  

Working together 

Carers and families play a crucial role in supporting people with mental health and/or substance use 
issues.  It is important for the treating team to work in partnership with the person and the carer 
and/or family. As a carer you have a unique and valuable understanding of your loved one’s daily 
experience of their mental health issues. You can advocate for their needs and preferences as well 
as contribute to the overall treatment plan. 

There are 3 important points to a partnership between carers and services, which are encouraged 
and supported across the service: 

1. To receive or share important information and background about their loved one to inform 
care 

2. To provide advice, information and education to carers and families to guide and support 
their relationship with the person living with mental health or substance use issues. 

3. To offer emotional support and referrals to carer support services where appropriate, to 
ensure your own health and wellbeing needs are being considered and addressed. 

Taking a break 

Sometimes being able to make time for yourself and take a break from caregiving requires some 
practical help and support to make it happen. Respite services allow you to take a break when you 
need to, which is essential to managing your role as a caregiver. You may feel calmer and more 
effective as a carer if you can build in some planned respite into your routine.  

 
For more information about respite services and taking a break, contact 
the Carer Gateway at www.carergateway.gov.au or call 1800 422 737. 
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Mental health issues 

Around one in five adult Australians are affected by some form of mental health condition. A mental 
health condition is a diagnosable condition that can affect a person’s thoughts, feelings and 
behaviour. It can significantly impact on a person’s ability to take part in everyday activities, such as 
work, maintaining relationships and looking after themselves. 

Most people who experience a mental health condition can live well with appropriate treatment 
and support and some may not require long term support. There are many different types of 
mental health conditions and it’s important to remember that they can affect people in different 
ways. Sometimes individuals can behave in ways that are confronting, confusing or even 
frightening to you. Very often, this behaviour is misunderstood. Knowing how mental health 
conditions affect your relative or friend is one of the most important aspects of a caring role, and a 
valuable tool in supporting their wellbeing. 

Carers and families are encouraged to ask mental health professionals about the diagnosis of their 
relative or friend. Be aware that the diagnosis may change over time, as the situation changes and as 
life experiences change. The most important thing is that your relative or friend is receiving 
effective treatment for their current issues. Even where the diagnosis is not yet clear, the treating 
clinician or team can explain to you how they see the current situation and what treatment is 
recommended.  

Health staff can assist you with general information about the condition and common treatments.  
There are many other places to find information. See the section “Where to Find Help”. 

 
Treatment 

Diagnosis describes the mental health issues the person is experiencing 
so that correct treatment can be determined, it does not predict the 
length of time the mental health issues will disrupt a person’s life. Most 
mental health conditions can be treated and are like many physical 
illnesses which may require ongoing treatment but can be managed, so 
that the individual can participate in everyday life. 

Sometimes a mental health condition can come and go in a person’s life. Some people have only one 
episode of mental health issue and don’t experience another. For others, mental health issues can 
recur throughout their lives and require ongoing t reatment and support. 

Mental health conditions are not anyone’s fault and there is no-one to blame. A person cannot 
simply make their symptoms go away by themselves.  A range of treatments are available to help 
individuals, and often multiple treatments are recommended to assist recovery and help people to 
function better.  These may include: 

• Medication 

• Psychological therapies such as Cognitive Behaviour Therapy 

• Medical treatments 

• Social supports, including carers, family and friends 

• Health and lifestyle changes such as exercise, sleep, dietary habits and managing stress 

• Participating in pleasant and meaningful activities 

• Counselling 

• Skills training 
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• Peer support groups 

• Self-help books 

• Mental health education 

Treatment needs to be tailored to the individual and sometimes it can be a complex process to find 
the right combination of medication and other treatment options. Often treatment is not based 
strictly on diagnosis. People with the same diagnosis may have very different experiences, such as 
differing amounts of confusion, anxiety, depression or abnormal perceptions. The choice of 
treatment is often guided by the frequency or degree of these experiences. Treatment choices are 
also influenced by the personal preferences of the people involved. 

 
Recovery 

Recovery is defined as “being able to create and live a meaningful 
and contributing life in a community of choice with or without the 
presence of mental health issues”- A National Framework for 
Recovery-Oriented Mental Health Service, 2013. 
 

Carers are perfectly placed to support and influence the recovery of a person experiencing mental 
distress, as they are often most familiar with the person they are supporting. They are a valuable 
source of information about the person’s life and what is important to them beyond the mental 
health issues. A sense of hope is important for all of us, and one of the most important ways a carer 
can help someone is by instilling hope for a more positive future. Often, the person experiencing 
mental distress may find it difficult to believe there can be “better days ahead”. Helping them to 
have a more positive outlook, and holding onto hope, is important in their recovery. 

Holding onto hope for carers and families can mean balancing the uncertainty of the condition with 
the possibility of improvement and a cautious optimism about the future. 

It’s important to view the support you provide as only one part of your connection with a loved 
one, rather than the whole of your relationship. Whilst recovery must essentially be driven by the 
individual, carers can play a significant role in the recovery process by offering their recovery-
oriented support, meaning not ‘doing for’ but ‘doing with’ or journeying alongside someone. 

Carers may find that without enough information, they may have unrealistic expectations of 
recovery. This can lead to feelings of frustration and resentment. Carers often feel that recovery 
means the person should be able to function as they were before the onset of the condition. While 
this may be true for some, it may also place undue pressure on the person or appear disconnected 
with their new reality, meaning and purpose. 

Make sure you get professional help for yourself as well as your loved one; you might like to ask 
your mental health professional for further information or for a referral to a carer support service 
that can help you.   

It is important for all within the recovery journey, to encourage opportunities for making choices 
and maintaining a sense of control in everyday life, building on strengths and celebrating success.   
As well as supporting new community connections and helping to strengthen networks. 
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Substance use issues 

Given the strong relationship between mental health and alcohol, tobacco and other drugs, it is 
very important that all services work together to ensure that the most appropriate treatment and 
supports are being made available to the individual and their carers. 

When exploring concerns with individuals who present with substance use issues, it is important to 
choose the right time and place to speak with them.  More positive outcomes occur when both 
parties are not under the influence of substances when having this conversation.  Keep calm and 
encouraging and try to avoid negative and emotional language.   

Try not to leave your loved one feeling discouraged, rather give them hope that you are there to 
support them and that if you can’t support them, there are services who can.  Have brochures to 
read through with them and contact numbers available to act on immediately should they agree.   

A big part of recovery is when someone is wanting to make changes for the better.  Discovering 
one’s main goals/aspirations and planning to achieve them is important.  Should you need support, 
contact supportive carers, family members or services for advice. 

Peer workers with lived/living experience of a substance use issues could be of support.  They 
engage and encourage the individual to refocus and do more of the things in life that provide health 
and joy.  Targeting an individual’s goals, hobbies, belief, and interest may be very important to the 
individual.  Peers encourage self-control and self-respect and want to strengthen individuals to 
make their own healthy choices.   

Stages of Change 

A challenge for many carers is that they 
may be at different phase of the “stages 
of change “(Pre-contemplation, 
contemplation, preparation, action, 
maintenance, relapse) than their loved 
one. It is important you align yourself 
with the stage your loved one is currently 
at. It’s important not to force your beliefs 
or wants onto your loved one.  
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Remember: 

• Don’t lose heart – find healthy supports that you need and 

have clear boundaries and know how to keep safe.   

• At times you may need to support from a distance, so 

whatever actions have caused a separation, don’t be overcome by 

the consequences – It’s important to remember you cannot change 

the past, but you can have a positive impact on the future.   

• Recovery is very personal and when a person reaches the point in their life where they truly 

want to make positive changes – breakthrough has really begun. 

• If they are currently at the pre contemplative stage, this is a phase that you may “plant 

seeds” for change. 

• The recovery journey can be long and tough for all involved, so self-maintenance and what 

keeps you strong is a must – such as spending time with family, friends, sports and 

spirituality, faith etc.  

Other Tips 

• It is important that you role model healthy lifestyles and do not set different standards for 

yourself and your loved ones.   

• Your loved one may be distancing themselves from people they once spent large amounts 

of time with. This is a very common part of change, however your loved one may feel lonely 

or even bored during this time. This may be a great opportunity for you to support them by 

spending quality time with them and promoting healthier lifestyles. This may include joining 

them in exploring new interests such as sports or developing a healthy hobby.  

• The journey towards managing substance use and mental health issues, can be a long road 

and often involves carers, families and friends making changes or adjustments to their own 

lives.  

Examples of this may be: 

- Family dinners are no longer held at a local pub or restaurant but rather held at home. 

- Not smoking in front of your loved one 

- Removing temptations from the home 

• Certain times of the day or places may be more difficult for your loved one.  You can support 

them during this time by promoting meaningful activities. Encouraging activities that require 

the individual’s attention and interest is a great form of distraction and can help them 

manage through those difficult periods. 

• Making your house a physically safe space may be important if your person experiences 

heightened or acute behaviours or is at risk of self-harm.  Removing some items will help 

minimise this risk. 

Educate:  

As a carer your best tool is to educate yourself. To learn about the substance and how it effects a 
person. If the individual is at a point in their journey where they are wanting to make changes, ask 
them what they are currently trying to implement and how you can help with this. 
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Safety reminders: 

Safety plans are important for carers, it is important to have clear set boundaries.  

- What is acceptable and unacceptable 

- What will you do if you feel threatened 

- What do you need to do to keep yourself safe 

- If you have concerns about your loved one’s health or safety what will you do 

If you find yourself in a situation where you feel unsafe or your loved one is in distress, remember 
to use quick, simple commands such as stop, sit and breathe.  Never hesitate to call a Doctor or 
Emergency Service’s should you or your loved one need it. 

Finally, lapses happen, and they are a part of the recovery journey, and it is very normal to feel 
disheartened when this happens. If your loved one has been trying to make a positive change with 
their substance use, they may feel disheartened by this lapse.  Please be mindful of how you share 
these feelings with them as this can have a negative impact on them and may lead them to not 
trying again. 

Ask them what they need from you (be aware you may not be able to fulfil their needs), encourage 
them to continue their journey and remind them lapse can be a part of recovery.  

Carers’ recovery journey 

There is now growing evidence that carers themselves experience prolonged distress and as such 
need to undergo their own recovery journey.  The table below shows the different core elements.  
The 2nd column focus of recovery for consumers.  The 3rd column focusses on recovery orientated 
support and the 4th column is the family’s recovery journey (M.Wyder & R Bland, 2014). 

Table: Carer/Family based recovery model  

Principles of 
recovery 

Consumers’ recovery Recovery oriented 
care-giving 

Carer’s/Family’s recovery 

Connectedness Being connected to self, 
others and community 

Supporting loved one 
to feel connected  

Remaining connected to self, 
others and community 

Hope and 
Optimism 

Belief in the possibility of 
recovery 

Finding ways to 
support loved one to 
maintain hope 

Maintaining hope for own life 

Identity 
• Redefinition of self 

• Overcoming stigma 

and shame 

Redefinition of 
relationship with loved 
one 

• Redefinition of caring role 

in own life. 

• Overcoming stigma and 

shame 

Meaning in life Making meaning of 
experience of living with 
mental health issues. 

Balancing limitations 
imposed by the mental 
health issues while 
allowing their loved 
one’s strengths to 
shine.  

Developing a life that extends 
beyond the caring role 
 

Empowerment Taking personal 
responsibility 
and control over one’s 
life 

Supporting consumers 
to take control while 
allowing them to take 
risks and fail 

Assuming control over own 
life  
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When to find help for someone 

It’s important to be prepared and know where to get help if you need it quickly or in a crisis. Sometimes 
the health of the person you’re caring for can deteriorate, or they become a risk to themselves or others.  

If you feel your relative or friend is becoming unwell, or possibly heading for a crisis, it’s important to 
discuss what’s happening with them and encourage them to seek help. Do not hesitate to call for help. 

 

 

If they are already working with a health professional or psychiatrist, you may wish to contact them or 
another staff member from the community mental health team or local GP.  

If the situation is life threatening or you need to keep yourself and others safe:  

➢ Seek help immediately –Triple Zero (000)  

➢ Provide a calm, safe environment. 

➢ Minimise noise and activity. 

➢ Remove items that might be a danger 

➢ Reassure your relative or friend that help is coming 

Or head directly to the emergency department (if safe to do so) 

Another option is to call 1300 MH CALL (1300 64 22 55) a tele-triage service that delivers a single point-
of-access to Metro South Addiction and Mental Health Services 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  

This service provides: 

• another entry point for consumers to access specialist in addition to face-to-face hospital 
emergency department assessments 

• access to mental health support, information and advice for consumers, carers and families 

This service is also available to the wider community seeking support and information on mental health 
– such as people with questions or concerns about their own mental health, the mental health of a 
carer or family member, friend or neighbour, or general mental health questions. 

 

 

The act of seeking help on behalf of a loved one can be hard; it can be confronting and raise uncomfortable 
emotions. When your loved one is not able to recognise symptoms as part of an illness and their wellness is 
getting worse, it may be necessary to talk with the mental health service for an involuntary support. 
Remember that seeking help early and quickly helps to limit stress to you and your family and may 
contribute to a quicker recovery time. 

Planning ahead 

When a crisis has settled, or before it occurs, it helps to write down a plan of how to access immediate help 
when you need it. Remember to keep the mental health service and clinician numbers handy. You may also 
want to think about which other family member or friend could look after the children, or pets, at short 
notice if you had to go with your loved one to hospital. 

It can be helpful to have a conversation with the individual about what they would like to do if they become 
unwell and who they might like to support them. A Recovery Plan and Advanced Health Directives are 
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forms that you can use to write down helpful information ahead of time (you can ask your mental health 
professional for a copy of this) 

Early warning signs that someone is becoming unwell can be different for each person, but the following 
signs can be used as a guide and an indicator of when to seek mental health support. 

Suicidal thoughts 

Take all thoughts and talk about suicide seriously. It can be confronting to know that someone you love is 
thinking about suicide but talking about it together and encouraging them to seek professional help can 
prevent suicide and provide the appropriate support that the person needs. 

Marked changes of mood 

You may notice unexplained elevated mood, irritability, sullenness, anger, depression or marked lethargy. 

Hallucinations 

Hallucinations may involve any of the five senses, such as experiencing clear sensory impressions that are 
not real. They may include, hearing voices or smelling odours which are not there. The person may be seen 
to smile, laugh or talk to themselves. 

Auditory hallucinations (hearing voices)- hearing voices can be a warning sign; however, it is especially 
concerning if the voices are telling the person to harm themselves or engage in risky behaviour. 

Fixed false beliefs about themselves, other people or the environment/delusions 

For example, the person may wrongly believe they are being tricked, followed, or that their thoughts are 
being controlled by outside forces such as TV or radio. 

Changes to speech and communication  

The person may unexpectedly change the topic of conversation or their answers may be unrelated to 
questions asked. Conversation may be brief and shallow or speech may be loud, pressured and difficult to 
interrupt.  

Disorganised behaviour 

There may be difficulties in organising daily routine tasks such as maintaining hygiene, or the person may 
be dressing in an unusual manner such as wearing heavy coats in summer or applying makeup 
inappropriately. 

Decreased ability to initiate and continue with previously enjoyed activities 

The person may sit, apparently preoccupied, for long periods of time or remain in bed throughout the day 
and show little interest in participating in work or social activities. 

Threats to others or thinking about killing or seriously injuring others 

This may include vague thoughts of revenge, through to well thought out plans, without the act itself. 

Self-destructive or high-risk behaviour 

This may include taking illicit drugs, self-harm, self-mutilation or engaging in persistent and unsafe sex. 

Poor concentration and distractibility 

The person may have trouble concentrating when reading or following another person’s conversation or 
may start tasks and not finish them. 

Confusion and disorientation 

The person may forget who or where they are. 
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Marked sleep changes 

The person may sleep lots, have difficulty falling asleep, or wake much earlier than usual. Some people may 
have longed wakeful periods and stay up all night. 

Persistent (ongoing) and intense anxiety 

This may occur only in specific situations or may be general and unrelated to specific events or situations. 

Significant changes in social, work related or interpersonal functioning 

For example, the person may spend money excessively, or they might clean or tidy up to an extraordinary 
degree. Activity or inactivity can be to extremes. 

Understanding aggression 

Aggression may come for a variety of reasons through frustration, psychosis or unmet needs.  

Carers are not expected to put themselves in harm’s way to support the individual. Threats or actions 
of violence toward you are not acceptable.  It’s important to work out strategies to deal with violence 
during periods of calm. During the crisis provide the person some space, enlist help, plan a way of escape 
and seek support after the crisis. 
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Visiting a mental health inpatient ward 

Visitors are welcome in our mental health wards. Carers, family 
and friends are important in supporting recovery.  Mental health 
inpatient wards generally have a secure entry. Staff will let you 
into the ward to visit your friend or relative, and then let you out 
when you are ready to leave.  Sometimes going onto a ward can 
be confronting, it is a good idea to talk to the nursing staff prior 
to going onto the ward. 

 

Items that cannot come on the ward  

To help keep everyone safe, certain things are not allowed on the ward. They’re referred to as “contraband” 
and include things like cigarette lighters, anything made of glass, spray deodorants and weapons. You 
should check with the unit to find out about what you can bring. Visitors’ belongings may be searched 
prior to entry to the unit. You won’t be able to take things like handbags and backpacks onto the ward; a 
secure space where you can store your belongings will be provided. 

Visiting hours 

There are times when the wards may not be open to visitors. Phone the ward before you visit to check it 
will be a good time for you to visit. 

Visiting with children 

Children can visit the wards if there are no safety concerns associated with their visit. It is essential that you 
contact the ward before bringing children. It’s important to work out what’s best for the person and the 
children. The nursing staff will discuss options with you.   

In cases where the person is extremely unwell, the treating team may recommend that children don’t visit 
at this time. This will be reviewed on a regular basis. All children must be accompanied by a responsible 
adult who is known and agreed by the person. 

Cards and gifts 

Cards and gifts are lovely to receive while in hospital, however in the mental health unit there may be some 
limitations about what can be brought in.  If you are not sure, please check with hospital staff about what 
gifts are ok to give. 

Phone calls  

If you have a friend or relative currently admitted to one of our mental health inpatient wards, you can talk 
with them on the phone. They may not have their mobile phone with them, but you can call the general 
phone number of the hospital and ask to be put through to their ward. 
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Raising concerns 
 
Ryan’s Rule- only for inpatients (consumers in hospital) 
 

Ryan's Rule is a three-step process to support patients of any 
age, their carers and families, to raise concerns if a patient’s 
health condition is getting worse or not improving as well as 
expected. Ryan’s Rule applies to all patients admitted to any 
Queensland Health public hospital. 

Carers and family members often know about their loved one’s 
physical and mental health history. They have a sense for their 
usual personality style and level of wellbeing. During an 
inpatient mental health hospital admission, it’s important to 
let staff know if you notice that ‘something is just not right’ 
about your relative or friend, or if you notice any worrying 
changes in their mental or physical health.  

If you feel that the health care concerns raised have not been 
addressed or acted upon by staff, speak immediately with your 
relative’s treating team. All aspects of a consumer’s health are 
important during their admission to a mental health unit, 
including mental, physical, spiritual and social health. 

Ryan’s Rule offers patients, their carers and family a process to 
escalate concerns independently when they believe the patient 
is getting worse, is not doing as well as expected or if 
something doesn’t feel right.  

 

Note: Ryan’s Rule is not for making complaints. Please see 
Compliments, complaints and feedback section below. 

 

Compliments, complaints and feedback 

The mental health service welcomes feedback, including compliments and complaints. Carers are 
encouraged to identify and report when things are not quite right. Staff are encouraged to talk openly to 
the individual and carer about a matter, and to make continuous improvements to the health service. 

If you wish to contact the mental health service to provide feedback, follow the steps below and the 
service can work together with you to find a solution. 

1. Let the staff know you have a concern,  

2. Speak to the manager or team lead of the service.   

3. If unhappy with solution; contact the Metro South Addiction and Mental Health Services on  

(07) 3156 9805 or via email at ed_mhsmetrosouth@health.qld.gov.au 

You also have the option to contact the Office of the Health Ombudsman.  The Health Ombudsman is 
independent from Metro South Health and can be contacted on 133 646. 

 
  

mailto:ed_mhsmetrosouth@health.qld.gov.au
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Privacy and confidentiality 

Queensland Health provides a framework that supports clinicians to share information in certain situations, 
while recognising the individual’s right to confidentiality and privacy. As far as possible, the individual’s 
preferences regarding sharing of information are respected. Where an individual has not provided consent 
for carer and/or family involvement, staff will check with the person as their health improves.  

Due to privacy, confidentiality laws and the Mental Health Act, clinicians may not be able to answer all your 
questions without the persons consent to share information with you.  

However, clinicians can often answer general questions that will help you to understand what your relative 
is going through, or provide information about the mental health issues, medication and side effects 
without the need to discuss personal details. There may be some flexibility in information sharing in these 
circumstances. 

Staff are keen to work with carers and understand the need for information about their relative or friend’s 
treatment plan. Staff also understand that carers play a vital role in supporting the recovery of their loved 
one. 

Staff will aim to identify everyone important to the individual and include the appropriate carers in their 
assessment and treatment process. 

As a carer, you can: 

• let the staff know about your concerns and the clinician can listen without breaching 
confidentiality 

• provide valuable information and insights about the person  

• seek general information about ways to support your loved one 
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Healthcare rights and expectations  

Everyone who uses the healthcare system has certain rights. These rights are 
outlined in the Australian Charter of Healthcare Rights on the Australian 
Commission on Safety and Quality in Healthcare website: 

http://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/national-priorities/charter-of-healthcare-
rights/ 

You’re encouraged to read the charter or have it explained to you. Individuals, 
carers and services can work together to get the best healthcare possible if 
these rights are understood. If you feel your rights have not been respected, or 
you have concerns about their healthcare, let staff know as soon as possible.  

 
 
 

The Mental Health Act 2016 

 

The objectives of the Act are to be achieved in a way that:  

• safeguards the rights of persons  

• adversely affects a person’s rights and liberties only to the extent necessary                  

.      and promotes patient recovery  

• strengthens patient rights  

A patient’s carers, family and other support persons play a crucial role in 
supporting patients when they are unwell, and throughout all stages of 
treatment, care and recovery. Support persons are recognised throughout the 
Mental Health Act 2016 and are provided important rights and responsibilities.  

 

What role do support persons play?  

The Act expressly states the role of support persons, namely:  

• to contact the patient while they are undergoing treatment and care  

• to participate in treatment decisions  

• to receive information about the patient’s support, care, treatment, rehabilitation and recovery 

• to arrange other support services for the patient, such as respite care, counselling and community 

care facilities.  

Carers, family and support persons also have a number of responsibilities, including:  

• to respect the patient’s dignity and humanity  

• to consider the opinions and skills of health practitioners who provide treatment and care to the 

patient, and  

• to co-operate with reasonable programs of assessment, treatment, care, support, rehabilitation and 

recovery of the patient. 

https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/444940/rights-of-family-fact.pdf  
 

http://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/national-priorities/charter-of-healthcare-rights/
http://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/national-priorities/charter-of-healthcare-rights/
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/444940/rights-of-family-fact.pdf
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Who are nominated support persons? 

A person may appoint one or two ‘nominated support person’. This appointment is made in advance, to 
support the person if they become an involuntary patient. Nominated support persons are given specific 
rights under the Act. 

Queensland Advocacy Incorporated - Mental Health Legal Service 

This service provides advice and casework services for people who are receiving involuntary assessment 
or treatment under the Mental Health Act 2016 (Qld). They can: 

• Provide legal advice on a patient’s rights and obligations under the Mental Health Act 2016. 

• Prepare submissions for the tribunal or appear before the Mental Health Review Tribunal on 
behalf of the patient.  Phone: (07) 3844 4200 or 1300 130 582 

Independent Patient Rights Advisor (IPRA) 

Anyone under the Mental Health Act 2016 can speak with an IPRA.  In Metro South Health they are 
separate to the hospital and are a Non-Government Organisation.  

IPRAs can help people understand how to: 

• know their rights under the Mental Health Act 2016 

• express their views about treatment and care 

• access legal advice and support for Mental Health Review Tribunal appearances 

• express concerns and make complaints 

• understand the benefits and the steps of making an Advance Health Directive. 

A member of your treating team may arrange a referral to the Independent Patient Rights Advisor Service 
or you can call 1300 477 243 or email IPRABrisbane@stride.com.au .  

Carers Recognition Act 2008 

The Carers Recognition Act 2008 recognises, promotes and values the role of carers. The Act formally 
acknowledges the important contribution that people in care relationships make to our community and the 
unique knowledge that carers hold about the person in their care. 

https://www.communities.qld.gov.au/resources/dcdss/community/carers/carers-charter.pdf  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For more detail on The Mental Health Act 2016 

https://www.health.qld.gov.au/clinical-practice/guidelines-procedures/clinical-staff/mental-health/act  

tel:0738444200
tel:1300130582
mailto:IPRABrisbane@stride.com.au
https://www.communities.qld.gov.au/resources/dcdss/community/carers/carers-charter.pdf
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/clinical-practice/guidelines-procedures/clinical-staff/mental-health/act
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Advanced Care Planning/ Advanced Health Directives 

 

Advance Health Planning is thinking ahead about what a person wants for 
health care treatment should they be seriously ill or injured. Having 
discussions with carers, family members, friends, GP and health care 
professionals ensures a person’s wishes are known if there comes a time when 
they are unable to make decisions for themselves. 

An Advance Health Directive is a formally written record of a person’s wishes, 
preferences and instructions about future medical treatment. It only comes 
into effect if the person is unable to make their own decision. If there is an 
Advance Care Directive, it is important that this information is given clearly to 
hospital staff.  www.advancecareplanning.org.au or 1300 208 582 

 

 

Advanced Health Directive for mental health (QLD).  

This directive applies if the person becomes unwell and is unable to make 
decisions about their healthcare. This Directive will act as a record of the 
consumer’s consent to receive healthcare that they have requested. It’s 
recommended that the consumer completes this when they are not in a crisis 
in consultation with their GP or psychiatrist who understands their mental 
health condition. More information can be found at 
www.advancecareplanning.org.au  or Advance Health Directive Guide and Form - 

Print 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Consumer Care Plan  

A Consumer Care Plan is designed to involve the person in their own care, 
particularly in terms of symptom management, relapse prevention and crisis 
planning. It acts as a recovery aid and a prompt or reminder about what to 
do to support someone’s recovery. 

 It includes section where consumers can nominate what they would like to 
happen (or not happen) if they become unwell, for example who might look 
after the children and who they want involved in care and treatment 
planning. It also includes an opportunity to document the type of supports 
and treatments or medications that the person requires. Carers can 
provide input into the care plan. Speak to the treating team to discuss the 
plan. 

 

 

http://www.advancecareplanning.org.au/
http://www.advancecareplanning.org.au/
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0036/639864/Advance-Health-Directive-Guide-and-Form.pdf
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0036/639864/Advance-Health-Directive-Guide-and-Form.pdf
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Recovery Plan 

A Recovery Plan is made by the person, for the person and helps them to 
identify goals that will actively help to guide their recovery journey and 
thereby improve their health and wellbeing. It allows the person to think 
about the things that are important to them.  This can include: 

• Hopes, goals and dreams 

• List the people that they wish to support them.  

• A plan to reach their goals and to live a fulfilling life  

The treating team will work with consumers to develop this plan and it can be 
changed at any time. If the person already has a recovery plan, let their 
treating team know. 

 

This is just one example of a Recovery Plan. Some people prefer to create their own Plan by drawing on 
things that inspire them and speaks to what they want to achieve – perhaps the words of a poem, or a 
song. 

Safety Plan 

A safety plan is made by the consumer and helps them to have a plan in place to 
keep themselves safe.  Ask them if it is ok for you to have a copy. 
Information recorded include: 

• what are stressors/changes that indicate a crisis,  

• things I can do to take my mind off my problem 

• places I can go to take my mind off things 

• contact people 

• what I can do to make myself safe 

• what is important to me and worth living for 

 

Financial support 

Caring for someone may impact you financially.  Some carers may be eligible for 
financial support from Centrelink which can include the following:  

Carer Payment 

The Carer Payment is an asset-tested benefit, to provide financial support to 
people who are unable to work in substantial paid employment because they 
provide full-time daily care to someone with a severe disability or medical 
condition, or to someone who is frail aged. 

An income support payment if you give constant care to someone who has a 
severe disability, illness, or an adult who is frail aged. 
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To get this you must: 

• be under the pension income and assets test limits 

• be an Australian resident 

• care for someone who is an Australian resident 

• care for 1 or more people who have care need scores high enough on the assessment tools used for 
an adult or child 

• care for someone who will have these needs for at least 6 months. 

Carer Allowance 

The Carer Allowance is not asset-tested and is a fortnightly income supplement for parents or carers 
providing additional daily care and attention to an adult or dependent child with disability or a medical 
condition, or to someone who is frail aged. Carer Allowance can be paid in addition to a carers’ wages.  

For more detail go to www.servicesaustralia.com.au or call Centrelink on 13 27 17 

 

National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) 

 

The NDIS is for people under the age of 65 with permanent and 
significant disability. There are Australian residency status 
requirements. 

A disability is a physical (body) or mental (mind) condition that 
limits someone’s movements, senses or ability to take part in 
activities.  If you have a disability or are caring for someone who 
has a disability, the NDIS could provide the support you need. 

They fund services, equipment and supports for people living with a permanent disability. It also 
supports their carers and/or families and other people who care for them. 

To find out more contact an NDIS representative by calling 1800 800 110 

 

 
 

http://www.servicesaustralia.com.au/
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Questions to ask your health professional 

The questions outlined below are frequently asked by carers. They may help you to 
decide what you need to know. You are encouraged to ask questions of health 
professionals. If there’s anything that you don’t understand, ask them to repeat the 
information or write it down for you. 

  

✓ Where can I find more information about my loved one’s mental health issues?  

✓ What behaviours might I expect and how should I manage them? 

✓ What is the medication and what is it supposed to do? 

✓ What are the side effects of the medication? 

✓ What should be done if a dose of medication is missed? 

✓ What other treatments are available? 

✓ What are the aims of the recovery plan? 

✓ How can I get a second opinion? 

✓ What can I do to help? 

✓ What are the early warning signs for becoming unwell again? 

✓ Are there any local carer support services that can help me? 

✓ What are my rights and responsibilities? 

✓ Are there any restrictions on sharing information about my relative? 

✓ Will I be included in meetings concerning their care and treatment? 

✓ Is there a copy of a discharge plan that I can have? 

✓ Who do I contact if I have a concern? 

✓ Who do I contact in an emergency? 

✓ Is there a follow up appointment?  
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When children are involved 
 

When someone in your family experiences mental health or substance use 
issues, the impact of this can affect the whole family including children and 
young people. This can be a stressful time for everyone, as families are trying 
to cope and come to terms with the situation. Sometimes the needs of 
children can be hard to recognise or meet in these times of stress. 

When a parent becomes unwell, it is particularly helpful to explain the situation 
to children, using age-appropriate language.  Children worry less about something 
if they understand it.  Providing an opportunity to talk with someone may help 
reduce their worries.   

- Reassure them that they are loved and that they are not to blame. Listen to what children say and 
take time to acknowledge and validate their feelings. Children often need to be reassured that the 
mental health issue is not their fault, as they may imagine that they have somehow caused it. 

- Ordinary life can be disrupted, it is important to explain what is happening, for example if someone 
else will be helping to look after them. Where possible have a consistent carer, and maintain 
normal activities and routines, including regular meals and bedtimes. 

- Sometimes children and young people take on extra caring responsibilities. In this situation, it's 
especially important to ensure that these responsibilities are not too much for the child to cope 
with. This will depend on their age, personal coping style and other demands on their time. 

Mental Health Services have specially trained mental health clinicians who work to support children and 
families. They can help you in thinking about the needs of children when a family member is unwell or in 
hospital. They can be contacted through the Child and Youth Mental Health Service in your area or by 
discussing this with the mental health clinician involved in their care. 

The COPMI (Children of Parents with a mental health condition) website has information and resources for 
parents, family and friends supporting a child; www.copmi.net.au. The website also has age-appropriate 
information and helpful videos for children and young people. 

In addition, The Young Carers Network (https://youngcarersnetwork.com.au ) is a free service for carers aged 
25 years and under. The website contains information, support and events for young carers. 

 

 

  

http://www.copmi.net.au/
https://youngcarersnetwork.com.au/
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When Mental Health conditions affect pregnancy or a young baby 

Depression and anxiety are common during pregnancy and in the first year after 
a baby is born. Other mental health issues can also be brought on, or symptoms 
may increase, following the birth of a baby. Bringing a new baby into the family 
can be a time of great adjustment and stress for parents. Adjusting to this major 
life change, as well as coping with the day-to-day demands of parenthood, can 
make some people more likely to experience mental distress. Talking with a 
member of the treating team can be a helpful step in identifying supports and 
discussing a referral to services, which may be able to help you and your family. 

The Perinatal Wellbeing Service offers a free service provided by trained nurses who will work closely with 
mum, family, GP, and child and health services. The service provides information, support and treatment 
where a parent who is pregnant or parenting a new baby requires the ongoing support from Perinatal 
Mental Health services.   

Logan Beaudesert Phone: 3089 2734   Redlands Phone: 3825 6214 

There are several ways to access the service:  

• You can make a self-referral by contacting the service directly  

• GPs, midwives, community health and other health providers can make referrals on your behalf. If 
you do not have a GP, the service can help you find one. 

Other helpful services during the perinatal period: 

• Maternity services - during pregnancy 

• Your local Child and Family Health Nurse (Community Health Centre’s) after the birth  

• Your local doctor or GP 

• www.panda.org.au   

• www.beyondblue.org.au  

• www.blackdoginstitute.org.au  

• www.womhealth.org.au   

• http://cope.org.au   

• www.peachtree.org.au  

 

   

http://www.panda.org.au/
http://www.beyondblue.org.au/
http://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/
http://www.womhealth.org.au/
http://cope.org.au/
http://www.peachtree.org.au/
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Where to find help 

A number of support services are listed below.  Please note this does not include all available services.  It is 
hoped the services listed, will help connect you with the information and support you need. 

24 hour supports  

Emergency 000 

MH CALL 1300 642 255 

Lifeline 13 11 14 

Suicide call back service 1300 659 467 

Kids Helpline 1800 55 1800 

Beyond Blue 1300 224 636 or www.beyondblue.org.au 

ADIS (24hr drug & alcohol) 1800 177 833 or www.adis.health.qld.gov.au  

Other Services Include: 

Carers and families play a critical role in promoting positive mental health and recovery, together with 
consumers, clinicians and relevant professionals. Carers and/or families need support, information and 
education to help sustain them in this role.  

 

Family and Carer Support 

Carer Gateway 
Australia-wide carer information, advice and support 

Tel: 1800 422 737 
www.carergateway.gov.au 

Carers Queensland 
Carer information, support and counselling 

Tel:  07 3900 8100 
www.carerqld.com.au  

Arafmi 
Provides a 24hr support line, online carers forum, carer 
support groups, information, resources and educational 
workshops. 

Tel: 07 3254 1881 or 1800 351 881 
www.arafmi.com.au 
 

Help and Support Lines 

National Sexual Assault, Domestic and Family Violence 
Counselling Service 

1800 RESPECT – 1800 737 732 

Family Relationships Advice Line 1800 050 321 

Mensline Australia 1300 789 978 

Parent Line 1300 30 1300 

Post and Antenatal Depression Association (PANDA) 
Helpline 

1300 726 306 

Pregnancy, Birth, and Baby Helpline 1800 882 436 

Tresillian Parents Helpline 1300 272 736 

Kids Helpline 
 

1800 55 1800 

PFLAG (Parents and Family of Lesbians and Gays) 
Provides support and information for parents and family 
of people who identify as sexually and gender diverse.  

Phone: 0400 767 832 
www.pflagbrisbane.org.au   
 

 

http://www.beyondblue.org.au/
http://www.adis.health.qld.gov.au/
http://www.carergateway.gov.au/
http://www.carerqld.com.au/
http://www.pflagbrisbane.org.au/
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Mental Health 

Black Dog Institute www.blackdoginstitute.org.au  

Butterfly Foundation Support for Eating Disorders Tel: 1800 33 4673 
www.butterfly.org.au 

Queensland Eating Disorder Service (QuEDS) 3114 0809   
QuEDS@health.qld.gov.au 

Children of Parents with a Mental health condition 
(COPMI) 

www.copmi.net.au  

Dementia Support Australia Tel: 1800 699 799 
www.dementia.com.au  

Headspace www.headspace.org.au 

Head to Health www.headtohealth.gov.au  

Mental Health Legal Service Tel: 1300 130 582 
https://qai.org.au/mental-health-advocacy-
practice/  

Mental Health Review Tribunal www.mhrt.qld.gov.au 
 

Mind Health Connect www.nmsupport.org.au  

Public Guardian 1800 661 533 
https://www.publicguardian.qld.gov.au/i-am-a-
child-or-young-person/who-can-help-
you/community-visitors  

Open Minds Tel 1300 673 664    
www.openminds.org.au   
 Raising Children Network www.raisingchildren.net.au  

Reachout www.au.reachout.com  

Relationships Australia www.relationships.org.au  

Sane Australia Tel: 1800 187 263 
www.sane.org  

Siblings Australia www.siblingsaustralia.org.au  

Transcultural Mental Health  Tel: 1800 188 189 

Services for parents/children 

Children of Parents with mental health condition 
(COPMI) 

www.copmi.net.au  

Young Carers (Carers Australia) www.youngcarersnetwork.com.au 

Peachtree (pregnancy – 24months after babies birth) www.peachtree.org.au  

Addiction services  

Logan Central Community Health Centre 07 3089 4084 

Inala Community Health Centre 07 3275 5300 

Bayside Community Mental Health Centre 07 3825 6060 

QuIHN (equipment and education for people who inject 
drugs 

1800 172 076  
www.quihn.org   

Family Drug Support 24/7 support 
 

Tel: 1300 368 186 
www.fds.org.au  

http://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/
http://www.butterfly.org.au/
mailto:QuEDS@health.qld.gov.au
http://www.copmi.net.au/
http://www.dementia.com.au/
http://www.headspace.org.au/
http://www.headtohealth.gov.au/
https://qai.org.au/mental-health-advocacy-practice/
https://qai.org.au/mental-health-advocacy-practice/
http://www.mhrt.qld.gov.au/
http://www.nmsupport.org.au/
https://www.publicguardian.qld.gov.au/i-am-a-child-or-young-person/who-can-help-you/community-visitors
https://www.publicguardian.qld.gov.au/i-am-a-child-or-young-person/who-can-help-you/community-visitors
https://www.publicguardian.qld.gov.au/i-am-a-child-or-young-person/who-can-help-you/community-visitors
http://www.openminds.org.au/
http://www.raisingchildren.net.au/
http://www.au.reachout.com/
http://www.relationships.org.au/
http://www.sane.org/
http://www.siblingsaustralia.org.au/
http://www.copmi.net.au/
http://www.youngcarersnetwork.com.au/
http://www.peachtree.org.au/
http://www.quihn.org/
http://www.fds.org.au/
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander specific services  

Gallang Place (counselling service) 07 3899 5041 
www.gallangplace.org.au  

Way Forward 07 3176 4707 
Email: wayforward@health.qld.gov.auu   

Inala Indigenous Health Centre of Excellence 07 3101 4222 
www.health.qld.gov.au/iihs  

Other Resources 

Centrelink (Carers) Tel: 132 717 

Health direct Australia (service finder) Tel: 1800 022 222 
www.healthdirect.gov.au 

Public Housing Qld https://www.qld.gov.au/housing/public-
community-housing/  

Choice and medication www.choiceandmedication.org  

My Aged Care  www.myagedcare.gov.au  

National Disability Insurance Scheme 1800 800 110 
www.ndis.gov.au  

QLD Companion Card Tel: 13 QGOV (13 74 68) 
www.qld.gov.au/disability/out-and-about  

Queensland Civil and Administrative Tribunal (QCAT):  1300 753 228 
http://www.qcat.qld.gov.au/  

The Public Trustee: 1300 360 044 
http://www.pt.qld.gov.au  
 Legal Aid Queensland: 1300 65 11 88 
http://www.legalaid.qld.gov.au  
  

Interpreter services – 13 14 50 
 

If you need an interpreter, please phone the Translating and Interpreting 
Service on 13 14 50 

• Tell the Translating and Interpreting Service the language you speak and the 

name and telephone number of the service. 

• The service is confidential and free of charge. 

• It is a good idea to use an interpreter if you think it would be helpful for 

yourself or for a relative or friend.  

• It is better to have an interpreter present to ensure nothing important is 

missed. 

 

http://www.gallangplace.org.au/
mailto:wayforward@health.qld.gov.auu
mailto:wayforward@health.qld.gov.auu
http://www.health.qld.gov.au/iihs
http://www.healthdirect.gov.au/
https://www.qld.gov.au/housing/public-community-housing/
https://www.qld.gov.au/housing/public-community-housing/
http://www.choiceandmedication.org/
http://www.myagedcare.gov.au/
http://www.ndis.gov.au/
http://www.qld.gov.au/disability/out-and-about
http://www.qcat.qld.gov.au/
http://www.pt.qld.gov.au/
http://www.legalaid.qld.gov.au/

