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Background
We Can Talk is a project designed to create sustainable changes in practice and 
hospital culture to improve patient experience, reduce risk and improve outcomes for 
children, young people, up the age of 25, who attend hospital in a mental health crisis or 
following self-harm or attempted suicide.

Acute hospital staff report they lack the confidence and competency to deal with 
children and young people presenting with mental needs, leading to a poor experience 
for the patient as well as for staff themselves.

Young people also report too many negative experiences of attending hospital due to 
their mental health. There is also a recognised issue with support provided by Registered 
Mental Heath Nurses (RMNs) sourced via agencies, who also frequently lack the skills to 
support children and young people.
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Development
Health Education England funded We Can Talk to coproduce (with hospital staff, mental 
health experts and young people) an education framework for hospital staff in children 
and young people’s mental health and a one-day training day linked to the 
competencies, which is co-delivered by young people with experience of presenting to 
hospital due to their mental health.

We Can Talk has developed a sustainable role out model that supports local Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) to work with their local hospitals to develop 
the project locally and lead the change.

The training has been continually evaluated by the Child Outcomes Research 
Consortium (CORC) and demonstrates significant increases in knowledge, confidence 
and skills for those who attend.

https://wecantalkonline.files.wordpress.com/2018/07/we-can-talk-core-competencies-educational-framework.pdf
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Impact: training
Over 2000 staff across England have attended the one-day We Can Talk 
training since March 2017.

• 93% saw children and young people with mental health difficulties at least 
occasionally

• 57% were 'not at all' or 'not very' confident supporting children and young 
people with mental health difficulties before training

• The overwhelming majority report training improved their confidence 
(76%-100%) and knowledge (76%-98%) in all We Can Talk competency
areas.

• 99% report the training will make a difference to the way they do their job
Adapted from the Child Outcomes Research Consortium (CORC) (2019) We Can Talk final trust reports for 
Health Education England working across Kent, Surrey and Sussex (HEE KSS).
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Impact: staff
Feedback from staff

• “[I learned] that mental health is EVERYONE'S business and that we are all equally 
as capable of making a difference.”

• “The day was easy to follow and interesting throughout, there were no points I felt 
bored or uninterested.”

• “I loved the young person inclusion and to see it from their perspective.”

• “I liked the different methods of teaching. Made the day interactive and enjoyable.”

• “[I learned] that caring for the children/young people can only have a positive impact 
on their experience. That by talking to them about risks you are not heightening their 
risk.”

Taken from the anonymous feedback section of the CORC (2019) We Can Talk final trust reports for HEE KSS.
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Impact: young people
Feedback from local young people

• ”Most young people when they go in to A&E with a mental health problem they don’t 
necessarily want attention, they just want someone to care about them and care for 
them when they can’t do that for themselves in that precise moment”

• “You just have to empathetic, you just have to be caring. Just be a human being.”

• “A lot of people within A&E think that they have to be some sort of specialist within 
mental health to talk to you about your mental health and that’s simply not the case”

• ”I think a lot of the fears around asking about risk is putting ideas in young people’s 
heads but you avoiding the question is much more of a risk”

• “More often than not young people find A&E is the last place they want to be, 
however, they feel like it’s also one of the safest places to be in a mental health 
crisis.” Quotes from young people from the Surrey RAP team (2019) for HEE KSS
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Impact: system
Currently more than 20 acute and mental health trusts have worked together 
collaboratively to deliver the We Can Talk project.
They report the following additional outcomes:

• Reduction in the number of risk incidents involving CYP presenting due to their 
mental health on a ward where these were routine pre-project.

• Improvement in the management of CYP awaiting mental health assessment 
including a reduction in the use of out-of-hours CAMHS

• Reduction in the use of RMNs to ‘special’ children and young people
• Improvement in the relationship between hospital wards and local CAMHS

We Can Talk is working with HEE KSS and the University of Surrey to document these 
reports and measure the economic impact. The Care Quality Commission (CQC) has 
recognised We Can Talk an area of outstanding practice and “the only programme of its 
kind in the NHS”.

https://www.cqc.org.uk/sites/default/files/new_reports/AAAH6372.pdf
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Project Overview
Health Education England is supporting We Can Talk to work in partnership 
with acute and mental health service providers to improve the knowledge and 
confidence of hospital staff in understanding and supporting the mental health 
needs of children and young people.

We Can Talk is supporting support 15 partnerships across three regions 
between acute hospital sites and their local Child and Adolescent Mental Health 
Service (CAMHS) teams to embed the project across their organisations.

Wessex (6 partnerships)

Thames Valley (4 partnerships)

Kent, Surrey & Sussex (5 partnerships)
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Project Overview
We Can Talk is supports partnerships between acute hospital 
sites and local CAMHS. Project leads from acute and CAMHS 
work together to develop the project locally.

Each partnership delivers the project across four phases:

1) Engagement
2) Training
3) Utilising Data
4) Sustaining Change

We Can Talk supports project leads in each partnership 
through bespoke training days, regular email/telephone contact 
and on-site outreach to develop the skills of the team locally to 
deliver the training, lead the project and sustain the change.

Acute 
Hospitals

CAMHS

We Can 
Talk
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Timeline

Project Launch Project 
Leads Engagement Training

March/April 2020 Project leads in place and acute staff survey live

May/June 2020 First training days delivered by Project Team

June/July 2020 Project Lead Training 2 – Training Delivery

July/Sept/Oct 2020 Training days 2 & 3 (Project Leads & Project Team)

Dec 2020 Project Lead Training 3 – Utilising Data

Nov 2020 to March 2021 Training days 4 & 5 by Project Leads & Young Advisors

Feb/March 2021 Project Lead Training 4 – Sustaining Change
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Expectations: Local Leadership
Acute providers CAMHS providers

Identified Band 6/7 Practice Development Nurse (or 
equivalent) with interest in mental health and 
service user involvement

Identified Band 6/7 CAMHS nurse (or equivalent) 
with interest in teaching and raising awareness of 
CAMHS

Protected time (2 days per month for 12 months) Protected time (2 day per month for 12 months)

Co-lead on staff engagement
Lead on communications
Lead on logistics and implementation
Co-lead training delivery

Co-lead on staff engagement
Lead on young advisor support
Support on logistics and implementation
Co-lead training delivery

Commitment to ensure a minimum 150-175 staff 
supported to attend the five one-day trainings over 
12 months and provision of appropriate on-site 
training venues, senior level support

Commitment to ensure CAMHS Project Lead is 
enabled to support the hospital Project Lead. 

Sign-off by Director of Nursing Sign-off by Clinical Director and local CAMHS 
Service Manager  

Support from Communications team
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Project team
Robin Barker
National Director
robin@healthyteenminds.com

Karen Whitelaw
Director of Engagement
karen@healthyteenminds.com

Martha Reilly
Project Coordinator
Martha.Reilly@annafreud.org

Chris Kerr
Lead Trainer
chris@healthyteenminds.com

Olivia Windsor, Izzy Joan, Nadia 
Henning
Young Advisors

Luís Costa da Silva
Research Associate (Data)
Luis.Costa@annafreud.org

Melissa Tidswell
Research Associate (CYP Experience) 
melissa.tidswell.14@ucl.ac.uk

For more information please visit 
www.wecantalk.online/team or e-mail 
team@wecantalk.online

http://healthyteenminds.com
http://healthyteenminds.com
http://annafreud.org
http://healthyteenminds.com
http://annafreud.org
http://ucl.ac.uk
http://www.wecantalk.online/team
http://wecantalk.online
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The We Can Talk Principles are a young people and staff accessible version of 
the educational framework that the training is based on. They outline the key 
areas that all staff should feel confident and capable in addressing with children 
and young people after attending the training

1.We Can Talk and listen about your emotional and mental health needs in a 
clear and non-judgmental way
2.We Can Talk about how we will look after your physical and emotional needs 
while in hospital
3.We Can Talk about how to help manage the challenges of being in hospital by 
using distraction and relaxation techniques
4.We Can Talk about your problems and we can try to find the right person to 
help

Principles
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5. We Can Talk about how to keep you safe while you are staying with us in 
hospital

6. We Can Talk or we can communicate in another ways that might work better 
for you, by writing, drawing, using signs and pictures etc. We’re flexible.

7. We Can Talk about self harm and other big issues that might be worrying you
8. We Can Talk in private and will always talk with you about information that 

needs to be shared.
9. We Can Talk about difficult or awkward subjects in a way that is not as 

difficult or awkward as either of us thought it would be
10. We Can Talk to you and your parents / carers about helpful places to access 

additional support or information around your mental health

Principles


