
With Parents in Mind: Can shared decision making support parents at CAMHS? 

In Bonis' (2016) review, she highlighted that several factors may impact the continued or 
frequent use of CAMHS, and little is known about parents’ decision to use or not use services 
(Carlon et al., 2015). Therefore, understanding the unique needs of primary caregivers 
(parents) to enhance involvement in their child’s mental health care is valuable. Parents of 
children with mental health challenges report they feel “stressed beyond their limits” (Bitsika 
et al., 2013, p 540). This can impact their ability to parent effectively and to manage or be 
involved in their child’s mental health care (Ludlow et al., 2011; Myers et al., 2009). A 
systematic review by Jackson et al. (2008) found that when parents are faced with child 
health decisions, the emotions (e.g. anxiety, despair) make decision making even more 
difficult. By asking the question, what are parents’ decision support needs? This review 
found emerging themes of “the need for information”, “having control over the process” and 
“talking to other” (Jackson et al., 2008). 

Shared decision making (SDM) is defined as a process in which clients and clinicians work in 
partnership to make decisions about care and treatment (The Health Foundation, 2014). In 
CAMHS, decisions such as how, when and where to seek help (Wolpert et al, 2015); agreeing 
treatment options when more than one option is available; agreeing the goals of treatment 
(Bradley et al., 2015) or agreeing diagnostic tests (Berger et al., 2017) are constantly being 
made. Exploring SDM as a triad relationship between clinicians, children and parents where 
clinicians and service users (i.e. children and parents) share the evidence (information) when 
faced with the task of making decisions, and where service users are supported (talking to 
others) to consider options to achieve informed preferences, may be of value. In this unique 
situation, the key characteristics of SDM in relation to the process will be (1) that all 
members of the triad are involved (sense of control) in the decision-making as 
developmentally appropriate and 2) that an agreed decision is made by all members of the 
triad. 

It is anticipated that the degree to which individual members of the triad be involved will 
vary in different aspects of the process depending on the legal context, capacity, experience 
and expertise of the participants and type of problem. However, this area of research is of 
great importance and may have practical implications such as improving individuals’ 
experience of CAMHS. 
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