
Pioneering a New Approach for Deaf People with Mental Health Problems 
 
1. Background 
 
A review of evidence published in The Lancet in March 2012 concluded that Deaf 
people are twice as likely to have mental health problems as people in the general 
population.  In addition, Deaf people have greater difficulty accessing mental health 
care and the quality of care that they receive tends to be lower. 
 
For many Deaf BSL users, English is not their first language. Not being able to read 
documents and fully access television, radio or other communication networks 
hinders them from understanding how public services work.  Often compounded by a 
poor education, the result is a significantly lower knowledge base than the rest of the 
community. The lack of access to health information means that many Deaf people 
lack awareness about mental health issues and are therefore unable to address their 
own anxieties about mental health issues. 
 
A lack of appropriate communication support creates barriers to accessing primary 
healthcare services.  A recent study identified that when no BSL interpreter was 
provided, 92% of patients would use a partner or family member which is not 
appropriate.  In relation to mental health issues, there is a risk that Deaf people will 
not access support because of the stigma attached to mental health.  This can result 
in people not seeking help when they need it which prevents early diagnosis and 
intervention.  It is also generally difficult for people experiencing mental health issues 
to access GP services too even when they don’t have a sensory loss. 
 
There is a low level of awareness amongst general practitioners of the different 
communication needs of Deaf people and also of Deaf culture.  Deaf people are at a 
greater risk of not receiving appropriate treatment and may not be treated at all for 
mental health problems such as depression and anxiety.   
 
When Deaf people in Wales reach a mental health crisis point, they are either placed 
in the John Denmark Unit in Prestwich, Manchester or the Barberry National Deaf 
Service – Jasmine Suite - in Birmingham.    As well as the additional cost of service 
provision outside of Wales (at an average of £38,000 per intervention), returning 
patients are at an increased risk of relapsing without a support network and many 
need increased support to manage medication and re-build their sense of well being.   
 
2. Project Aims 
 
To reduce the impact and prevalence of poor mental health amongst Deaf people in 
South Wales by: 
 

 improving access to primary healthcare services, information and advice, 
advocacy and peer support; 

 

 developing the awareness of Deaf people to help improve their confidence, 
reduce isolation and enable them to self manage their mental health and 
wellbeing; 

 



 developing the capability and confidence of primary and community mental 
health service providers (statutory and third sector) to enable them to 
communicate effectively with Deaf people 
 

 promoting early intervention, diagnosis and support to keep Deaf people who 
are living with mental health issues well in their communities 
 

 developing information and support that is accessible to Deaf people and 
enables them to make informed choices 
 

 helping Deaf people to develop skills to recognise when their mental health is 
deteriorating and to have coping mechanisms to deal with issues such as 
stress and anxiety at an early stage. 
 

3. Project Delivery  
 
3.1 Primary Care 
 
Focus group work with three general practices and members of the Deaf community 
to gain a better understanding of the barriers Deaf people experience in accessing 
their services and to explore potential solutions.  This will include appointment 
systems, communication support and developing staff awareness and 
understanding. 
 
The next stage of this element of the project will be to pilot changes to improve 
access within the 3 general practices and undertake an evaluation.  The longer term 
aim will be to roll out the learning to all general practices in the Cwm Taf area.  
 
3.2 Development of new Mental Health Advocacy Support Service for Deaf 

People 
 
Recruit and develop Mental Health Advocacy Support Co-ordinator and 3 
independent mental health advocates 
 
The advocacy team will have BSL skills.   
 
3.3 Develop mental health support services to make them accessible to 

Deaf People 
 

 Mental Health First Aid training 

 Depression busting courses 

 Education Programme for Patients (EPP) 
 
3.4 Creation of Deaf and Mental Health Peer Support Group 
 
This will be hosted by New Horizons for the Cwm Taf area.  
 
  



4. Project Partners  
 
The British Deaf Association (BDA) is the lead partner and has the connections 
with the Deaf communities in South Wales.  They employ a community engagement 
officer who works closely with the Deaf clubs.  The BDA will employ the advocacy 
support team. 
 
New Horizons manage a range of resource and outreach centres throughout RCT 
for people experiencing mental health or emotional wellbeing issues.  They will 
provide accommodation for the mental health advocacy support team. 
 
Interlink RCT will host meetings of the Steering Group Partnership and will monitor 
and evaluate the project at key stages to assess impact and effectiveness. 
 
Cwm Taf University Health Board will provide at least 3 general practices to 
engage with the project to explore how they can improve access to their services for 
Deaf patients.   
 
NHS Centre for Equality and Human Rights will support the delivery of the project 
and facilitate further pilots with Cardiff and Vale and Abertawe Bro Morgannwg 
University Health Boards.     
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