
Evaluating mental health decision units in acute 
care pathways (DECISION): a quasi-experimental, 
qualitative and health economic evaluation

Steve Gillard,1* Katie Anderson,1 Geraldine Clarke,2  
Chloe Crowe,3 Lucy Goldsmith,4 Heather Jarman,5  
Sonia Johnson,6 Jo Lomani,1 David McDaid,7  
Paris Pariza,2 A-La Park,7 Jared Smith,4 Kati Turner4  
and Heather Yoeli1

1School of Health and Psychological Sciences, City, University of London, London, UK
2Improvement Analytics Unit, Health Foundation, London, UK
3Adult Acute Mental Health Services, North East London NHS Foundation Trust,  
London, UK

4Population Health Research Institute, St George’s, University of London, London, UK
5Emergency Department Clinical Research Unit, St George’s University Hospitals NHS 
Foundation Trust, London, UK

6Division of Psychiatry, University College London, London, UK
7Care Policy and Evaluation Centre, London School of Economics and Political Science, 
London, UK

*Corresponding author steven.gillard@city.ac.uk

Disclosure of interests

Full disclosure of interests: Completed ICMJE forms for all authors, including all related interests, are 
available in the toolkit on the NIHR Journals Library report publication page at https://doi.org/10.3310/
PBSM2274.

Primary conflicts of interest: None declared.

Disclaimer: This report contains transcripts of interviews conducted in the course of the research, or 
similar, and contains language that may offend some readers.

mailto:steven.gillard@city.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.3310/PBSM2274
https://doi.org/10.3310/PBSM2274


Published December 2023
DOI: 10.3310/PBSM2274

Plain language summary
Evaluating mental health decision units in acute care pathways 
(DECISION): a quasi-experimental, qualitative and health 
economic evaluation

Health and Social Care Delivery Research 2023; Vol. 11: No. 25
DOI: 10.3310/PBSM2274

NIHR Journals Library www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk



Copyright © 2023 Gillard et al. This work was produced by Gillard et al. under the terms of a commissioning contract issued by the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care. This is 
an Open Access publication distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution CC BY 4.0 licence, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, reproduction 
and adaptation in any medium and for any purpose provided that it is properly attributed. See: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/. For attribution the title, original 
author(s), the publication source – NIHR Journals Library, and the DOI of the publication must be cited.

iii

 Health and Social Care Delivery Research 2023 Vol. 11 No. 25 (Plain language summary)

Plain language summary

People who experience mental health crises often go to a hospital emergency department and can be 
admitted to a psychiatric hospital. Emergency departments and psychiatric wards are not always the 

best environments for supporting people in a crisis. Emergency departments are overcrowded and waits 
can be very long; psychiatric wards are also very busy. Psychiatric decision units have been introduced 
to reduce pressure and improve experiences of crisis care. Psychiatric decision units are short-stay 
hospital-based units where people can be assessed and signposted to the most appropriate care. 
This study aimed to evaluate the effect of psychiatric decision units on emergency department visits, 
psychiatric admissions and the cost of mental health care, and to consider the best way for psychiatric 
decision units to be structured.

We looked at research on similar units internationally and identified all psychiatric decision units in 
England. We evaluated the impact of psychiatric decision units four mental health NHS trusts on 
emergency department visits and psychiatric admissions by examining electronic patient records in the 
2 years before and after units opened, and by comparing records in areas with and without psychiatric 
decision units using data from NHS Digital. We compared mental health services used by people in the 
9 months before and after their first psychiatric decision unit stay. We interviewed people about their 
experiences of the psychiatric decision unit and crisis care. We also interviewed staff working on and 
referring people to psychiatric decision units.

There were some reductions in psychiatric admissions, emergency department visits and wait times 
following opening of psychiatric decision units. The resulting cost savings were small and did not 
outweigh the costs of running psychiatric decision units. People mostly found units safe, calming and 
supportive, except where they were discharged too quickly. Psychiatric decision units worked best to 
reduce psychiatric admissions and improve quality of crisis care where stays were longer and staffing 
levels higher. Psychiatric decision units had more impact on emergency departments where they were 
larger and stays were shorter.
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