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  7    Engagement and  p articipation of  c hildren 
and  y oung  p eople           

Figure 7.1   Use of graphic facilitation to capture what children, young people and families want from health services
                    (from visits to primary and secondary schools in the east of England in 2012)

• Provision of direct feedback via a compliment letter, complaint, survey, either in writing, online or via apps

• Engagement in expert patient programmes

• Reviewing current health care services using programmes such as the Department of Health’s You’re Welcome Standards
   and the NHS Institute’s Fifteen Steps Programme

• Contributing to the design and development of health care environment buildings/services

• Recruitment and selection of staff

• Informing and participating in research programmes

• Participation in the governance of health services 

• Involvement in the commissioning of services

Figure 7.2   Some ideas as to how children and young people can engage and participate in health services
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  What  a re the  p ractical  h ints and  t ips  t hat 
 c an  a ssist in  a chieving  e ffective 
 e ngagement and  p articipation of  c hildren 
and  y oung  p eople? 
    •    Governance systems and policies need to be in place to ensure 
that engagement and participation is safe, meaningful, ethical and 
systematic. 
  •    Consent from the child, young person and their parent or guard-
ian, is essential if names, quotes, drawings or photos are used. 
  •    Records of responses, consultation and engagement should be 
treated as confi dential and should be stored securely. 
  •    Put in place training programmes for staff  to address principles 
of engagement and participation of children and young people in 
decisions about their individual care and in wider service enhance-
ment programmes. 
  •    Consider collaborating with local authorities as they have statu-
tory youth councils which can be helpful to in progressing engage-
ment activities. 
  •    Consider provision of training for children and young people 
as it can provide them with transferable skills. Accreditation and 
recognition can assist in sustained engagement and participation. 
  •    Use a broad range of communication strategies including social 
media/networking sites to advertise opportunities and to secure 
engagement and participation. 
  •    Commit to gathering a diverse pool of children and young 
people. Th ey are not a homogenous group and diverse needs, 
backgrounds, capabilities and interests should be utilized. 
  •    Aims and objectives of engagement programmes need to stated 
clearly from the outset. 
  •    Programmes should be frequent, child/youth led and focused. 
  •    Monitor and evaluate the eff ectiveness of engagement and the 
wider impact of child and youth participation. 
  •    Put eff ective feedback mechanisms in place so that children and 
young people realize the impact of their contributions. 
  •    Children and young people ’ s representation is especially mean-
ingful when young people have a budget and the power to decide 
its allocation.    

  What to  a void 
    •    Tokenism: organizations need to be committed to valuing input 
and acting on suggestions. 
  •    Use of jargon, unnecessarily complex information. 
  •    Exploiting children and young people and not giving credit for 
their contribution.      

   Children and young people can provide a window into the 
NHS, sharing powerful insights of what it is like for them to 
use their local health services. ‘I felt really scared’ said an 

11-year-old describing his experience in an A&E department on a 
Friday night surrounded by intoxicated adults. Statements such as 
this reach right to the heart of how much further we still have to 
go in getting our services right for young people. No country has 
yet been successful in giving its citizens a truly central role in 
improving health and health care, preferring to rely on economic 
and professional levers, yet there is a shift  to empowering citizens 
and one-fi ft h of our population are children and young people. 

 Th e Report of the Children ’ s Outcomes Forum ( Department of 
Health   2012 ) stated that all health organizations must demonstrate 
how they have listened to the voices of children and young people. 
‘We do a great injustice to Children and Young People when as a 
society, we fail to listen to their views, take on board their perspec-
tives and value their contribution in shaping child health services’ 
( RCPCH   2010 ). As active citizens, children and young people take 
actions and make contributions in everyday life that infl uence 
their personal circumstances and society. While their age and level 
of maturity is infl uential, all, whether a neonate, toddler, non-
verbal child with complex needs or an articulate young person, 
have a right to be listened to and to be active participants in deci-
sions that aff ect them, the services they utilize and their communi-
ties ( Unicef   2007 ). 

 Th ere are two fundamental levels of participation and involve-
ment: the making of individual health care choices and being 
confi dent in interactions with health professionals, and more 
generic involvement as a service user or as a member of the public 
to inform the wider development of health services.  Th e NHS 
Institute for Innovation and Improvement ’ s  ( 2010 ) work in schools 
confi rms that children and young people express a desire to be 
involved in decisions surrounding their personal care and also in 
the development of health services. Th e  National Children ’ s Bureau 
 ( 2012 ) highlighted that children and young people want to be 
listened to, have their recommendations acted on, be informed of 
what happens as a result of their recommendations and also meet 
with decision makers so they can explain why their recommenda-
tions may not have been taken on board. Children and young 
people value the opportunity to make a diff erence and see it as an 
opportunity to develop skills. High quality productive engagement 
results in the development of children and young people ’ s self-
confi dence; it can be enjoyable, sociable and fun. 

 Children and young people are key stakeholders in health and 
health care and are not just benefi ciaries or passive recipients of 
services. As health professionals, it is our responsibility to create 
the mechanisms to facilitate eff ective engagement of children and 
young people who are current and future consumers of health care 
to cultivate true participation and co-production across the NHS. 

 If health services are to deliver high quality holistic care, the 
contributions of children and young people needs to be harvested, 
valued and acted on. Children and young people ’ s engagement and 
involvement will result in a much richer perspective that will assist 
in improved outcomes and enhanced services.  

      Red  f lag  
    •    Remember: importantly, make it fun and have fun!   
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 A two-way process

Figure 1.1   The practice tree: Communication

Figure 1.2   Communication is a two-way process
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Introduction
A mental health nurse is expected to demonstrate compassion 

when delivering care as well as being an effective communicator. 

Unlike most healthcare relationships the therapeutic relationship in 

mental health care is both the medium for treatment as well as in 

most cases the main treatment. Being an effective communicator 

gives the mental health nurse a platform from which to deliver a 

range of psychological interventions tailored to meet the specific 

needs of the mental health service user. Moreover, it is pivotal in the 

establishment and continuation of a therapeutic relationship that 

also manages risk, is recovery focused and has positive outcomes.

Professional competencies
Mental health nurses are required to:

 • Have excellent communication, interpersonal and therapeutic 

skills.
 • Be skilled in working in partnership with service users and carers.

 • Engage in person-centred care that is compassionate and 

empowering.
 • Preserve dignity, be anti-discriminatory and practise within the 

law considering such issues as confidentiality and consent.

The context
It is important to recognise that the more effective the communi-

cation skills of a mental health nurse, the more effective he or she 

will be in delivering care. Communication should be seen as a 

 two-way process (Figure  1.2) in which information is shared 

between the service user and the mental health nurse; other people 

or agencies may also be part of this process. At times sharing 

 information can be disrupted or blocked and this may be due to a 

number of factors. In these situations the responsibility lies with 

the mental health nurse as the competent practitioner, firstly to 

understand why this has happened and secondly to develop 

 strategies to overcome any identified communication difficulties.

Types of communication
Communication can be broken down into verbal communication 

and non-verbal communication. Verbal communication can be 

seen to contain three key elements:

 • The spoken word – vocals.

 • The way the spoken word is expressed – paralanguage.

 • The way the spoken word is perceived by the other person – 

meta-communication.

The majority of our communication is conveyed through non-

verbal communication or body language, such as:

 • facial expressions;

 • eye contact;
 • gestures
 • posture;
 • head movements;

 • personal space;

 • touch;
 • appearance.

During the communication process the mental health nurse 

needs to be aware of their own body language and its impact upon 

the other person. They also need to be able to understand the poten-

tial messages that the other person’s body language is conveying. 

Is the service user angry? are they sad? do they look confused? 

The mental health nurse will at times adapt their body language; if a 

service user is angry the mental health nurse will adopt a non-

threatening but assertive posture.

Listening and responding
An important part of the communication process is that the nurse 

actively listens to what the service user is saying and then responds 

appropriately. The mental health nurse as an active listener must 

concentrate on what the service user is saying; this means that they 

must also control any potential distractions, giving the service user 

time and space to talk. The mental health nurse demonstrates that 

they are listening by responding in a way that is appropriate to 

what is being said. This can be achieved through the mental health 

nurse nodding their head – a non-verbal sign that they are 

 listening; also the mental health nurse can summarise what the 

service user has said and then check or clarify with the service user 

that their understanding of what has been said is correct. A key 

part of understanding is based on the mental health nurse being 

skilled in asking open questions – “tell me about feeling sad” – and 

also being able to ask probing questions – “what time of day do you 

feel most sad?”

The 6 Cs
People with mental health needs can sometimes be highly vulner-

able; it is essential in this situation that the mental health nurse 

shows empathy through a genuine understanding of the service 

user’s experiences. This understanding should be based on the 

effective use of their communication skills but also through 

 demonstrating such values and behaviours as:

 • care;
 • compassion;
 • competence;
 • communication;

 • courage;
 • commitment.

Further reading

Bowers, L. (2010) How expert nurses communicate with acutely 

psychotic patients. Mental Health Practice 13(7): 24–26.

Department of Health (2013) Patients First and Foremost: The Initial 

Government Response to the Report of The Mid Staffordshire 

NHS Foundation Trust Public inquiry. London: Department 

of Health.

Hargie, O. (2006) The Handbook of Communication Skills. 

Hove: Routledge.
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