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Accessible summary

• The Mental Health Nurse Incentive Program (MHNIP) is a funding scheme in
Australia that enables mental health nurses to work in primary care settings with
people with complex mental health problems for as long as necessary. This study
examined the outcomes of the programme as reported by nurses.

• Nurses provided profiles of 64 people with whom they worked, including meas-
ures of symptoms and problems on admission to the programme and at a second
point in time.

• The findings showed that people had high levels of symptom severity and distress
on admission, and they experienced significant improvements in all problem areas
except physical health over their time working with the nurse.

• The MHNIP appears to be addressing the needs of people with highly complex
needs, but more sensitive measures of outcome ought to be routinely collected.

Abstract

The Mental Health Nurse Incentive Program (MHNIP) provides a funding mecha-
nism for credentialed mental health nurses to work in primary care settings
in Australia with people with complex and serious psychosocial and mental
health problems. This project explored the extent to which the programme
contributed to positive outcomes. Sixty-four service user profiles were provided
by nurses working within the programme, including the Health of the Nation
Outcome Scales (HoNOS), on admission and at the last review point. Mean total
HoNOS scores on admission were higher than those typically seen on admission to
inpatient care in Australia. Significant reductions in all problem areas except physi-
cal health problems were found at the last review point for this sample. These
findings support the viewpoint that MHNIP is addressing the needs of people
with the most complex needs in primary care and is achieving clinically significant
outcomes.

The Mental Health Nurse Incentive Program (MHNIP) is a
scheme introduced by the Australian government in 2007
that has enabled community-based general medical prac-
tices and private psychiatric practitioners to engage creden-
tialed mental health nurses (CMHNs) to facilitate mental
health care in primary care settings. The Australian College
of Mental Health Nurses (ACMHN) credentials nurses
with specialist postgraduate qualifications, experience

and ongoing professional development in mental health
nursing. The MHNIP provides a payment to eligible
organizations or CMHNs directly for a session of up to
3.5 h, during which CMHNs may see one or more people.
In the year to April 2012, 529 CMHNs engaged by 444
organizations provided 114 573 sessions to 41 535 people
under the scheme at a cost of $35.643 million (Senate
Community Affairs Committee 2012). The intent of the
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programme is to ‘. . . engage mental health nurses to assist
in the provision of coordinated clinical care for people with
severe mental health disorders’ (Medicare 2012). A recent
phenomenological study of professional’s involvement in
MHNIP concluded that participants experienced CMHNs
as being clinical leaders who practise autonomously, direct
their own interventions in partnership with service users
and collaborate with other disciplines (Hurley et al. 2013,
p. 5).

A handful of studies have considered the outcomes of
the MHNIP to date. Happell et al. (2010) spoke with 10
CMHNs in Queensland about their role, and elicited anec-
dotal evidence suggesting reductions in hospital admissions
and less frequent contact with medical and other allied
health professional for clients within the MHNIP. The most
commonly cited outcomes of MHNIP arising from a survey
of 225 CMHNs working in MHNIP (Lakeman 2013)
included a resolution of presenting problems or reduction
in symptoms, improved coping, the continuation or estab-
lishment of meaningful occupation, improved relationships
and community participation, reduced substance misuse,
and improved physical health. These person-centred out-
comes were also said to be accompanied by less frequent
hospitalization or use of coercive interventions. These find-
ings are consistent with those described in a series of case
studies (National Advisory Council on Mental Health
2010) in which most sites reported a reduced demand for
specialist health services when the MHNIP was introduced
in a local area.

Nurses who are engaged under the MHNIP are required
to complete an age-appropriate Health of the Nations Out-
comes Scale (HoNOS) when a person is referred to the
programme and at three monthly intervals. The adult form
of the HoNOS is a 12-item scale in which symptoms or
problem areas are rated on a scale from 0 to 4 (0 = no
problem, 1 = sub-threshold problem, 2 = mild, 3 = moderate,
4 = severe) (Wing et al. 1996). Despite CMHNs gathering
this information, it has not been collated centrally
(ACMHN 2009, Olasoji & Maude 2010). A survey of
CMHNs working in MHNIP undertaken by the ACMHN
(2009, p. 18) revealed that most CMHNs had experience of
using HoNOS prior to engaging with the programme. They
stated that HoNOS was not favoured by many of the 115
CMHNs consulted as it does not reflect a true picture of the
person. It has been argued that instruments such as HoNOS
fail to capture the richness of mental health recovery or
highlight the most significant outcomes for service users
(Lakeman 2004). Nevertheless, HoNOS has been a part of a
suite of instruments routinely used in public mental health
services for close to a decade (Pirkis et al. 2005), and
aggregated data may provide something of a comparison of
symptom severity of users of different services.

Meehan & Robertson (2012) examined the demo-
graphic profiles of 309 people admitted to MHNIP in the
Ipswich area of Queensland, and compared that data to
people admitted to inpatient care in Queensland and those
referred to Access to Allied Psychological Services (ATAPs),
a programme for brief psychological interventions for high
prevalence problems in primary care. They found that
those enrolled in the MHNIP had higher total mean
HoNOS scores (mean = 12.69, SD = 4.78) than those
enrolled in ATAPs (mean = 11.91, SD = 5.01) but less than
those admitted to hospital in Queensland (mean = 15.4,
SD = 6.7).

Burgess et al. (2006) drew upon a database of outcome
measures collated in Australia called the Mental Health
National Outcomes and Casemix Collection to calculate
the Health of the Outcome Scales (HoNOS) change scores
associated with 14 659 acute inpatient episodes and
23 692 community episodes of care in Australian public
sector mental health services. The aggregate mean HoNOS
score on admission to inpatient care was found to be 15.3
(SD = 7.4), with a mean change score of 7.3 on discharge.
The mean HoNOS score of people on referral to commu-
nity mental health care was 11 (SD = 6.3), with a more
modest change at last review of 1.8 (SD = 6.1). The authors
conclude that, as expected, people tend to have higher
scores on admission to hospital, and by and large people in
public mental health services ‘get better’ or at least have a
reduction in symptom severity as rated on HoNOS. Such
analysis of HoNOS change scores has not been undertaken
in relation to the MHNIP, but might serve to substantiate
the qualitative and anecdotal evidence of positive outcomes
associated with the programme.

This project sought to illicit profiles of people enrolled in
the MHNIP and to determine if they experience improved
outcomes.

Methods

Following ethics approval from Southern Cross University
Human Ethics Committee, the ACMHN sent out an email
invitation to all CMHNs (n ~1000) who had provided
services through MHNIP (n ~529) to contribute to an
online survey about their work and optionally to contrib-
ute to a survey regarding consumer outcomes. The survey
was constructed and deployed using the Qualtrics Survey
Software (Qualtrics Laboratories Inc. 2009) and accessed
via a link from the invitation email. The survey consisted of
the mental health nurse’s credential number, which was
then able to be used as an identifier and matched against
otherwise de-identified demographic data about the
CMHN drawn from the credentialing database (age, sex,
location of work). The CMHN was asked to provide any
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number of client profiles but starting from the last person
they had seen and working backwards.

The survey was of entirely de-identified data about
clients, including their age, sex, medical diagnosis using the
International Classification of Diseases (ICD-10) (World
Health Organization 1992), their presenting problem or
reason for referral, the main interventions undertaken, and
the most significant outcomes or achievements to date. The
CMHN was asked to indicate the main interventions and
psychotherapeutic approaches used by ticking some boxes,
and then to complete the first age-appropriate HoNOS
undertaken with the person and the last one undertaken (at
last review or on discharge). Finally the CMHN was asked
to indicate the number of times the person had been seen
and to describe the current phase of the relationship. Only
complete records were included in the analysis. The statis-
tical analysis of the data was undertaken by the second
author who is not a nurse and had no relationship to the
MHNIP.

Respondents

Forty-three CMHNs contributed 64 usable cases with com-
plete adult HoNOS. Eleven CMHNs were male and 32
female who were on average 50.8 years of age (SD = 7.2).
Fifteen CMHNs were from Victoria (35%), 11 from New
South Wales (26%) and 9 were from Queensland (21%). A
few respondents were from South Australia, Tasmania or
Western Australia. Fifty-eight per cent were from the met-
ropolitan or inner-city areas, and the remainder were from
regional (28%) or rural (14%) areas.

Results

The sample consisted of 64 completed case studies, which
included full profile data and completed paired adult
HoNOS ratings completed on admission to the MHNIP
and the last completed rating. The client sample comprised
37 (57.8%) females and 27 (42.2%) males. The ages of
people ranged between 17 and 83 years, with a mean age of
43.4 years (SD = 14.9 years). The individuals had received
between 2 and 250 occasions of service (mean 37.5, SD =

48). Diagnoses were categorized into ranges of the ICD-10
(World Health Organization, 1992), with 27% (n = 17)
being diagnosed with a depressive disorder (F32-34), 25%
(n = 16) with bipolar affective disorder (F30-31.9), 22%
(n = 14) with an anxiety disorder, 30% (n = 13) with
schizophrenia (F20-29), and 6% (n = 4) with a personality
disorder. As illustrated in Table 1, those in all diagnostic
groups had exceptionally high HoNOS scores on admis-
sion, and all groups had significant change. Most people
were considered stable, and current work is focused on
preventing relapse or facilitating growth (64%, n = 41).
Six people were discharged (9%), and eight (13%) were
visiting intermittently for support when needed. Six (9%)
people were perceived to be currently acutely unwell, and 3
(5%) were at the beginning of the relationship.

Respondents were asked to provide an outline of the
significant problems on referral, and to describe the key
interventions and the most significant outcomes of each
case. These qualitative data suggested that the issues that
people presented with were considerably more complex
than people’s diagnosis suggested. Examples of client pro-
files with qualitative data are provided in Table 2. This
qualitative data also point to additional outcomes or high-
light the significance of particular outcomes for people
beyond symptom reduction.

Table 2 further illustrates descriptively some of the inter-
ventions employed with individual service users. Respond-
ents were additionally asked to indicate on a checklist the
interventions that they undertook (see Fig. 1). Respondents
were asked to indicate what psychotherapeutic approaches
they took with a particular individual. All respondents
identified at least one psychotherapeutic approach (mean =
3). As illustrated in Figure 2, 66% of respondents stated
they used cognitive behavioural techniques, and people
acknowledged drawing on a range of other approaches
(e.g. 45% used interpersonal psychotherapy).

The mean total HoNOS score at Time 1 was 21.47
(SD = 7.83), and the mean total score at Time 2 was 9.61
(SD = 6.24). The mean change was 11.86 (7.82). Normality
of the change scores can be assumed due to the central limit
theorem for samples over n � 30. Significance was set at
P � 0.05.

Table 1
Diagnosis and mean Health of the Nation Outcome Scales (HoNOS) change for diagnostic groups

Diagnostic group % n
Mean
HoNOS 1

Mean
HoNOS 2

Mean
change

Mean occasions
of service

F30-31.9 Bipolar 25 16 17.4 7.3 -10.1 30.8
F32-34 Depression 27 17 22.2 8.2 -14 25.5
F40-48 Anxiety disorder 22 14 21.6 10.1 -11.5 35.5
F20-29 Schizophrenia 20 13 23.8 12 -11.8 45.0
F60-69 Personality disorder 6 4 26.5 15.5 -11 86.6
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Age [F(1,62) = 1.32, P = 0.26] and gender [F(1,62) =
0.169, P = 0.68] were found to have no effect on the change
scores. The change on totally HoNOS scores was found to
be highly significant on a paired t-test [t(63) = 12.13, P <
0.001]. Therefore, it is extremely unlikely that such a dif-
ference would occur through chance or sampling variabil-
ity. Thus, the intervention was associated with a reduction
in HoNOS scores.

Each of the scales on the HoNOS was then explored by
a graphical representation of the subscales to see which
scales were most impacted by the intervention. Figure 3
showed that most of the subscales were dramatically
reduced at the second measurement point. All subscales
were then tested to investigate the significance of change
for each subscale. The probability of the paired t-tests was
adjusted to account for multiple tests by applying the Bon-
ferroni adjustment (0.05/12 = 0.004). Tests with a P �

0.004 were considered significant. Table 3 shows that only
subscale 5 (physical health problems) did not change sig-
nificantly, while all other subscales changed significantly.

These results demonstrate that the intervention had a
strongly significant impact on the HoNOS outcomes,
regardless of age or gender. The effect was strongly signifi-
cant for total scores and was also significant for every
subscale of the HoNOS except for physical health problems.

Individual HoNOS items indicated that depression had
the highest mean. On admission or referral, people pre-
sented with multiple problems, with over 50% of people
having some degree of problem on each item except for
hallucinations and delusions (38%, n = 24) and problems
with drink or drug taking (48%, n = 31). Eighty-six
per cent (n = 55) of people had some ‘other’ problem on
admission, with anxiety (n = 28), stress (n = 7) and sleeping
(n = 7) being most prevalent. On the second measure of
the scale, the prevalence of any problems had dropped to
below 50% on most items except for other problems
(70%), problems making supportive relationships (77%),
problems with activities of daily living (60%), and oppor-
tunities for creating and improving abilities through
occupation and recreation (54%).

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Group Work

Case Management

Other Focused Assessment

Family Work

Coaching

Advocacy

Linkage/Liaison

Goal Se ng

Lifestyle Advice

Medica on Review/Management

Psychoeduca on

Ini al Assessment

Risk Assessment

Figure 1
Interventions undertaken with service
users
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Schema-focused Therapy

Bibliotherapy

Dialec cal Behaviour Therapy (DBT)
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Family Therapy and Family-based Interven ons

Psychodynamic Psychotherapy

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)

Solu on-focused Brief Therapy (SFBT)

Mindfulness-based Cogni ve Therapy (MBCT)

Interpersonal Psychotherapy (IPT)

Cogni ve Behavioural Therapy (CBT)

Figure 2
Main psychotherapeutic approaches
taken with service users
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Discussion

A major limitation of this study is the non-random selec-
tion of profiles. Consequently, one cannot, with any confi-
dence, assume that the outcomes reported here are typical
of those achieved in the MHNIP. It may be that respond-
ents selected profiles to share that illustrated particularly
impressive outcomes, or some other selection bias was at
play. There are some indicators that these profiles are unre-
markable. For example, in six profiles, people’s HoNOS
scores at last assessment were worse or unchanged com-
pared with the one reported on admission. The profiles of
some with poorer outcomes are illustrated in Table 2 to
enable the reader to judge the credibility or typicality of the

person’s presentation. The response rate of CMHNs (43 of
a potential out of potentially 529) was low, although the
demographic profile of the CMHNs in terms of age and
geographic distribution was similar to larger surveys
(Lakeman 2013).

The mean HoNOS scores reported here (12.47) are
exceptionally high on admission and are close to six points
higher than the mean score of those admitted to inpatient
care in Australia (Burgess et al. 2006) or Queensland
(Meehan & Robertson 2012), although what the actual
clinical significance of this is open to speculation. It is
possible that respondents overinflated their scores on
admission, and being largely sole practitioners CMHNs
working in MHNIP may not have the opportunities to
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Figure 3
Mean Health of the Nation Outcome
Scales (HoNOS) scores on
admission/referral and the last HoNOS
completed

Table 3
Results of t-tests for each subscale of the Health of the Nation Outcome Scales (HoNOS)

Paired samples test

Paired differences

t df
Sig.
(two-tailed)Mean

Standard
deviation

Standard
error mean

95% confidence interval
of the difference

Lower Upper

Pair 1 Aggression 1.292 1.343 0.167 0.960 1.625 7.758 64 <0.005
Pair 2 Self-injury 1.354 1.351 0.168 1.019 1.689 8.078 64 <0.005
Pair 3 Drinking/Drug taking 0.631 1.126 0.140 0.352 0.910 4.517 64 <0.005
Pair 4 Cognitive 0.908 1.011 0.125 0.657 1.158 7.237 64 <0.005
Pair 5 Physical 0.246 1.392 0.173 -0.099 0.591 1.425 64 0.159
Pair 6 Hallucinations 0.523 1.062 0.132 0.260 0.786 3.970 64 <0.005
Pair 7 Depressed mood 1.662 1.241 0.154 1.354 1.969 10.795 64 <0.005
Pair 8 Other 1.323 1.276 0.158 1.007 1.639 8.359 64 <0.005
Pair 9 Relationships 1.246 0.919 0.114 1.018 1.474 10.931 64 <0.005
Pair 10 Activities of daily living 1.077 1.254 0.156 0.766 1.388 6.925 64 <0.005
Pair 11 Living conditions 0.677 1.200 0.149 0.379 0.974 4.547 64 <0.005
Pair 12 Occupation 0.908 1.128 0.140 0.628 1.187 6.487 64 <0.005
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engage in activities to improve interrater reliability. An
equally plausible explanation is that this sample did indeed
have severe problems on admission to the programme. This
can be gleaned from examination of the qualitative profile
data. It appeared that most of this sample engaged with the
CMHN at a time of crisis and had multiple psychosocial
stressors.

It is also possible that symptom severity, as measured by
HoNOS, is not a useful predictor of hospitalization. For
example, Callaly et al. (2011) found that people readmitted
to hospital within 28 days of discharge had significantly
lower HoNOS score on index admission. Paradoxically,
those that had follow-up by a community mental health
team within 7 days were more likely to be readmitted.
Psychosis appears to be highly prevalent in those admitted
to hospital in some centres (Abas et al. 2003), and in this
sample hallucinations and delusions had the lowest mean
severity ratings. Kent & Yellowlees (1994) also famously
observed that more than 60% of patients had been read-
mitted for social reasons rather than psychiatric indications
in one hospital in Australia. It appears that MHNIP clients
in this sample have a constellation of serious symptoms but
that the MHNIP appears to facilitate meeting psychosocial
and relational needs.

The pattern of distribution of HoNOS item scores is
similar to those reported by Meehan & Robertson (2012).
In particular, depressed mood, relationship problems and
‘other’ problems had the highest mean scores. Of note, this
sample differed from Meehan & Robertson’s (2012) in that
it was drawn from the caseloads of CMHNs working
nationally, rather than in one region, and it likely included
CMHNs working with private psychiatrists and eligible
organizations other than general medical practices.
However, even if there is some score inflation, this similar-
ity in distribution adds credibility to the findings. It is also
consistent with the diagnosis reported for people with
mood regulation problems (bipolar affective disorder,
major depression and borderline personality disorder) at
the severe end of the spectrum being reported for over 50%
of the sample.

Aggression and self-injury also had relatively high mean
scores on admission, which suggests that the CMHN and
other health professionals involved are able to deal with
and safely contain risk. It appears that many, if not most,
clients had previous contact with public mental health and
sometimes had poor experiences or had difficulties engag-
ing with services. The MHNIP appears to be one way of
reaching people with severe mental health and social prob-
lems. That the MHNIP was able to engage with people
over long periods of time and the person visit a clinic with
such regularity may be a remarkable outcome in itself for
some people, is congruent with the conclusions of Happell
& Palmer (2010) that the MHNIP is acceptable and desired
by people who use the service.

Further development of the MHNIP or similar pro-
grammes ought to embed a method of evaluation from the
outset. The HoNOS data may not be particularly clinically
useful in working with people with highly complex needs,
or indeed capture the richness or complexity of people’s
problems, but if gathering data is to be imposed on clini-
cians, it ought to at least be used in service evaluation and
development. In light of the profiles of clients of the
MHNIP with highly prevalent problems associated with
mood and relationships, it would seem sensible to consider
more sensitive measures of these phenomena in any suite of
routine outcome measures in future.

The qualitative research in which CMHNs describe the
most significant outcomes of care (Lakeman 2013) may
provide further indicators of outcomes that are worth explor-
ing. Consideration of what elements of the programme that
contribute to positive outcomes is likely to be essential to
ensuring it’s survival. The provision of a suite of interventions,
the adaptation of psychotherapeutic approaches, establishing
therapeutic alliances and a collaborative relationship with a
medical practitioner are all important. However, the relative
contributions of these components to clinical outcomes need
to be explored. This research suggests that the MHNIP does
contribute positive and highly significant outcomes for some
people enrolled in the programme and in particular for people
with highly complex needs.
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