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Objective: to know the characteristics of mental health care provided by nursing professionals in emergency medical 
services. Method: integrative literature review in the databases Latin American and Caribbean Health Sciences 
Literature (LILACS), Publisher Medline (PUBMED), SciVerse Scopus (SCOPUS) and Cumulative Index to Nursing 
and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), from March to June 2023, using previously defined inclusion and exclusion 
criteria. Results: the final sample included 59 articles, which were grouped into the following thematic categories: 
conceptions in mental health, communication, interventions, network care, competence in mental health care and 
barriers during care. Conclusion: care is done incipient and permeated by difficult elements. The findings of this 
study serve to review and rethink mental health care practices and policies and promote strategies for improving 
work processes.

Descriptors: Mental Health. Psychiatric Nursing. Emergency Medical Services. Mental Health Care. Emergencies.

Objetivo: conhecer as características da assistência à saúde mental dispensada por profissionais de enfermagem 
nos serviços médicos de emergência. Método: revisão integrativa de literatura nas bases de dados Literatura 
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Latino-Americano e do Caribe em Ciências da Saúde (LILACS), Publisher Medline (PUBMED), SciVerse Scopus 
(SCOPUS) e Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), no período de março a junho 
de 2023, utilizando-se critérios de inclusão e exclusão previamente definidos. Resultados: obteve-se uma amostra 
final de 59 artigos os quais foram agrupados nas seguintes categorias temáticas: concepções em saúde mental, 
comunicação, intervenções, atendimento em rede, competência em cuidado em saúde mental e barreiras durante 
os atendimentos. Conclusão: o cuidado é feito de forma incipiente e permeado por elementos dificultadores. Os 
achados do presente estudo servem para rever e repensar práticas e políticas de cuidado em saúde mental e promover 
estratégias de aperfeiçoamento dos processos de trabalho.

Descritores: Saúde Mental. Enfermagem Psiquiátrica. Serviços Médicos de Emergência. Assistência à Saúde Mental. 
Emergências.

Objetivo: conocer las características de la asistencia a la salud mental dispensada por profesionales de enfermería 
en los servicios médicos de emergencia. Método: revisión integrativa de literatura en las bases de datos Literatura 
Latinoamericana y del Caribe en Ciencias de la Salud (LILACS), Publisher Medline (PUBMED), SciVerse Scopus 
(SCOPUS) y Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), en el período de marzo a junio de 
2023, utilizando criterios de inclusión y exclusión previamente definidos. Resultados: se obtuvo una muestra final 
de 59 artículos los cuales fueron agrupados en las siguientes categorías temáticas: concepciones en salud mental, 
comunicación, intervenciones, atención en red, competencia en atención en salud mental y barreras durante los 
atendimientos. Conclusión: el cuidado es hecho de forma incipiente y permeado por elementos difíciles. Los hallazgos 
del presente estudio sirven para revisar y repensar prácticas y políticas de cuidado en salud mental y promover 
estrategias de perfeccionamiento de los procesos de trabajo.

Descriptores: Salud Mental. Enfermería Psiquiátrica. Servicios Médicos de Emergencia. Asistencia a la Salud Mental. 
Emergencias.

Introduction

The Brazilian Psychiatric Reform (BPR) is a 

complex political and social process, composed 

of actors, institutions and forces of different 

origins, which focuses on diverse territories, 

proposing a set of transformations of practices, 

knowledge, cultural and social values(1). It is 

supported by several legislations, highlighting, 

in this work, Ordinance n. 3.088 of December 

23, 2011(2), which established the Psychosocial 

Care Network (PCNs).	

The fact is that, with the implementation of 

the PCNs, there was a diversification of the points 

of attention and possibilities of arrangements 

for mental health interventions(3) and, thus, 

emergency medical services also begin to absorb 

this demand, playing a decisive role in all stages 

of treatment.

The Resolution of the Federal Nursing 

Council n. 678/2021 establishes guidelines for 

the performance of the nursing team in Mental 

Health and Psychiatry, emphasizing the need for 

a qualified nursing team, with members to meet 

the demand for care, giving nurses nursing care 

of greater technical complexity and requiring 

adequate scientific knowledge and ability to 

make immediate decisions(4).

Considering the above, there is an urgent 

need to take ownership of how this mental health 

care has been given in this context and, thus, this 

article aims to know the characteristics of mental 

health care provided by nursing professionals in 

emergency medical services.

Method

This is an integrative literature review, 

thus consisting in the construction of a broad 

analysis of the literature, enabling discussions 

about methods and research results, as well 

as reflections on future studies(5). It aims to 

synthesize results obtained in studies on a 

theme or issue in a systematic, orderly and 

comprehensive manner(6).

The phases covered in this study were 

sequentially: creation of the guiding question, 

search or sampling in the literature, data 
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collection, critical analysis of the included studies, 

discussion of the results and presentation of the 

integrative review(7).

Data collection was carried out from March 

to June 2023, in the following databases: Latin 

American and Caribbean Health Sciences 

Literature (LILACS), Publisher Medline 

(PUBMED), SciVerse Scopus (SCOPUS) and 

Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health 

Literature (CINAHL).

The English descriptors selected were: “mental 

health”, “mental health assistance”, “mental 

illness”, “mental disorder”, “psychiatric illness”, 

“psychiatric nursing”, “nursing”, “emergencies”, 

“emergency”, “emergency medical services”. The 

descriptors in Portuguese were: “saúde mental”, 

“assistência à saúde mental”, “enfermagem”, 

“enfermagem psiquiátrica”, “e serviços médicos 

de emergência” and “emergência” – all from 

the Health Science Descriptors/Medical Subject 

Headings (DeCS/MeSH) and combined using the 

Boolean operators “AND” and “OR”.

The search returned 3808 studies that were 

submitted to screening by applying the previously 

defined inclusion and exclusion criteria. The 

inclusion criteria established were complete 

articles containing abstract and text on the 

theme of the guiding question, published in the 

last eleven years (2011 to 2022) in all languages. 

The exclusion criteria were based on the design 

(literature review studies, secondary studies, 

experience reports, guidelines, letter-response, 

manuals and editorials) and the duplication of 

studies in the same database or in more than 

one database.

Therefore, at the end of this stage, a sample 

of 1441 studies was obtained, of which 455 

(31.6%) were found in PUBMED, 438 (30.4%) in 

SCOPUS, 530 (36.8%) in CINAHL and 18 (1.2%) 

in LILACS. Next, the titles and abstracts were 

read and analyzed, excluding those in duplicity 

and that did not deal with the subject in the 

research context, resulting in 142 studies, being 

58 (40.8%) from MEDLINE/ PUBMED, 47 (33.1%) 

from SCOPUS, 31 (21.8%) from CINAHL and 6 

(4.2%) from LILACS. Finally, the complete texts 

were read and studies that did not answer the 

guiding question were excluded, obtaining the 

final sample of 59 studies, of which 17 (28.8%) 

were from MEDLINE/PUBMED, 22 (37.3%) from 

SCOPUS, 16 (27.1%) from CINAHL and 4 (6.8%) 

from LILACS. The process was guided by the 

proposal Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 

Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA).

Results 

Below, the chart containing the studies 

selected for the final sample, with title, year, 

jornal, database, country and approach

Chart 1 – Characteristics of the selected studies, 2023.

Nº Title Year/Journal Database Country Approach

1

Mobile Emergency 
Medical Services In The 
Psychological Crisis And 

The Psychosocial Paradigm9

2015
Texto & Contexto 

Enfermagem
LILACS Brazil Qualitative

2

Barriers in the care of 
emergencies and psychiatric 
emergencies in the urgent 

mobile care services10

2018
Enfermagem Em 

Foco
LILACS Brazil Qualitative

3
Where the reform has 

not yet arrived: echoes of 
psychiatric emergency care11

2015
Physis

LILACS Brazil Qualitative

4
Knowledge and practices 
in urgent and emergency 

psychiatric care12

2017
Revista de 

Enfermagem 
UERJ

LILACS Brazil Qualitative

(continued)
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Chart 1 – Characteristics of the selected studies, 2023.

Nº Title Year/Journal Database Country Approach

5

Examining health care 
workers’ knowledge of 

mental disorders and their 
attitudes towards patients13

2020
Orvosi Hetilap

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Hungary Quantitative

6

Perceptions of nurses 
working with psychiatric 
consumers regarding the 
elimination of seclusion 

and restraint in psychiatric 
inpatient settings and 

emergency departments: An 
Australian survey14

2019
International 

Journal of Mental 
Health Nursing

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Australia Qualitative

7

Care for people with 
psychiatric comorbidity in 
a general emergency unit: 

vision of the nurses15

2019
Revista Gaúcha 
de Enfermagem

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Brazil Qualitative

8

Understanding nurses 
perspectives of acuity in 
the process of emergency 

mental health triage: a 
qualitative study16

2020
Contemporary 

Nurse

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Australia
Qualitative

9

Barriers to providing 
optimal management of 

psychiatric patients in the 
emergency department 

(psychiatric patient 
management)17

2019
Australasian 

Emergency Care

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Australia Mixed

10

Optimal management of 
mental health patients 

in Australian emergency 
departments: barriers and 

solutions18

2011
Emergency 
Medicine 

Australasia

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Australia Qualitative

11

The Experience of 
Emergency Nurses Caring 
for Patients with Mental 

Illness: A Qualitative Study19

2020
International 
Journal of 

Environmental 
Research and 
Public Health

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

China Qualitative

12

Evaluating psychiatric 
nursing competencies 
applied to emergency 
settings: A pilot role 
delineation study20

2016
International 
Emergency 

Nursing

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

United 
States of 
America

Quantitative

13

ED Triage Decision-
Making With Mental Health 

Presentations: A “Think 
Aloud” Study21

2015
Journal of 
Emergency 

Nursing

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Canada Qualitative

(continued)
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Chart 1 – Characteristics of the selected studies, 2023.

Nº Title Year/Journal Database Country Approach

14
A nursing team’s approach 
to users of a mental health 

emergency room22

2011
Revista da Escola 
de Enfermagem 

da USP

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Brazil Qualitative

15

Perspectives of emergency 
department staff on the 
triage of mental health-
related presentations:

Implications for education, 
policy and practice23

2012
Emergency 
Medicine 

Australasia

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Australia Qualitative

16

Experiences of Dutch 
ambulance nurses in 

emergency care for patients 
with acute manic and/or 
psychotic symptoms: A 

qualitative study24

2020
Perspectives in 
Psychiatric Care

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Netherlands Qualitative

17

‘When you’re it’: a 
qualitative study exploring 
the rural nurse experience 
of managing acute mental 

health presentations25

2018
Rural and 

Remote Health

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Australia
Qualitative

18

Caring for the mental 
illness patient in emergency 
departments--an exploration 

of the issues from a 
healthcare provider 

perspective26

2014
Journal of 

Clinical Nursing

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Australia Mixed

19

Hospital staff nurse 
perceptions of competency 

to care for patients with 
psychiatric or behavioral 

health concerns27

2013
Journal for 
Nurses in 

Professional 
Development

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

United 
States of 
America

Quantitative

20

Knowledge of Emergency 
Department Triage nurses 
in management of patients 
with mental health needs: 

comparisons with the Triage 
Model of Lazio (TLM)28

2015
La Clinica 

Terapeutica

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Italy Quantitative

21

Improving care planning 
and coordination for 

service users with medical 
co-morbidity transitioning 
between tertiary medical 

and primary care services29

2017
Journal of 

Psychiatric and 
Mental Health 

Nursing

MEDLINE/
PUBMED

Australia Qualitative

22

Perceptions of knowledge, 
attitude and skills about 

non-suicidal self-injury: A 
survey of emergency and 

mental health nurses30

2020
International 

Journal of Mental 
Health Nursing

SCOPUS Australia Quantitative

(continued)
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Chart 1 – Characteristics of the selected studies, 2023.

Nº Title Year/Journal Database Country Approach

23

Gaps in Suicide Assessment 
and Management Among 
Accident and Emergency 

Nurses in Kenyatta National 
Hospital: a Qualitative 

Study31

2019
Global Social 

Welfare
SCOPUS Kenya

Qualitative

24

Correlation between suicide 
literacy and stigmatizing 
attitude of nurses toward 

patients with suicide 
attempts32

2019
Revista 

Latinoamericana 
de Hipertension

SCOPUS Iran
Mixed

25

Visits to an emergency 
department by children and 
adolescents with substance-
related disorders and the 
perceptions of nursing 

professionals33

2018
Children and 

Youth Services 
Review

SCOPUS Brazil Mixed

26

Emergency and mental 
health nurses’ perceptions 

and attitudes towards 
alcoholics34

2018
International 
Journal of 

Environmental 
Research and 
Public Health

SCOPUS Spain Quantitative

27

Emergency Department Staff 
Beliefs About Self-Harm: 
A Thematic Framework 

Analysis35

2018 Community 
Mental Health 

Journal
SCOPUS Qualitative

28
Nursing care to people 

admitted in emergency for 
attempted suicide36

2018
Revista Brasileira 
de Enfermagem

SCOPUS Brazil Qualitative

29

Attitudes towards suicidal 
behavior and associated 
factors among nursing 

professionals: A quantitative 
study37

2017
Journal of 

Psychiatric and 
Mental Health 

Nursing

SCOPUS Brazil Quantitative

30

Patient aggression and 
the wellbeing of nurses: A 

cross-sectional survey study 
in psychiatric and non-
psychiatric settings38

2017
International 
Journal of 

Environmental 
Research and 
Public Health

SCOPUS Finland Quantitative

31

Antecedents and precipitants 
of patient-related violence 

in the emergency 
department: Results from 
the Australian VENT Study 
(Violence in Emergency 
Nursing and Triage)39

2017
Australasian 
Emergency 

Nursing Journal

SCOPUS Australia
Quantitative

(continued)
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Chart 1 – Characteristics of the selected studies, 2023.

Nº Title Year/Journal Database Country Approach

32

Emergency Department 
Registered Nurses’ 

conceptualization of 
recovery for people 

experiencing mental illness40

2017
Australasian 
Emergency 

Nursing Journal

SCOPUS Australia Qualitative

33

User violence towards 
nursing professionals in 

mental health services and 
emergency units41

2017
European 
Journal of 
Psychology 

Applied to Legal 
Context

SCOPUS Spain Quantitative

34

Patients’ experiences 
of psychiatric care in 

emergency departments: A 
secondary analysis42

2016
International 
Emergency 

Nursing

SCOPUS
United 

States of 
America

Qualitative

35

Australian nurses’ 
perceptions of the use of 
manual restraint in the 

Emergency Department: A 
qualitative perspective43

2016
Journal of 

Clinical Nursing
SCOPUS Australia Qualitative

36

Implications of the 
emergency department 

triage environment on triage 
practice for clients with a 

mental illness at triage in an 
Australian context44

2014 Australasian 
Emergency 

Nursing Journal
SCOPUS Australia Qualitative

37

Knowledge and confidence 
of Australian emergency 
department clinicians in 
managing patients with 
mental health-related 

presentations: Findings from 
a national qualitative study45

2013
International 
Journal of 
Emergency 
Medicine

SCOPUS Australia Qualitative

38

Attitudes of nursing 
professionals towards 

suicidal behavior: Influence 
of emotional intelligence46

2012
Revista Latino-
Americana de 
Enfermagem

SCOPUS Spain Quantitative

39

Could an advance practice 
nurse improve detection 
of alcohol misuse in the 
emergency department?47

2012
International 

Journal of Mental 
Health Nursing

SCOPUS
New 

Zealand
Quantitative

40

Mental health-related 
learning needs of clinicians 

working in Australian 
emergency departments: 
A national survey of self-
reported confidence and 

knowledge48

2011
Emergency 
Medicine 

Australasia

SCOPUS Australia
Mixed

(continued)
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Chart 1 – Characteristics of the selected studies, 2023.

Nº Title Year/Journal Database Country Approach

41

What are the experiences 
of Emergency Department 
nurses in caring for clients 
with a mental illness in the 
Emergency Department?49

2011
Australasian 
Emergency 

Nursing Journal

SCOPUS Australia
Qualitative

42

Emergency nurses’ 
perceptions of the health 
care system and how it 

impacts provision of care to 
people who self-harm50

2022
Collegian

SCOPUS Australia Mixed

43

Perception and performance 
of the nursing team in 
caring for patients with 

suicide behavior51

2022
Acta Scientiarum

SCOPUS Brazil Qualitative

44

Attitudes and knowledge of 
nursing technicians about 

care to patients with mental 
disorders52

2016
Revista 

Eletrônica de 
Enfermagem

CINAHL Brazil
Quantitative

45

Communication between 
nursing team and patients 
with mental disorder in an 

emergency service53

2013
Ciência, 

Cuidado e Saúde
CINAHL Brazil Qualitative

46

Competency requirements 
for the assessment of 

patients with mental illness 
in somatic emergency 

care: A modified Delphi 
study from the nurses’ 

perspective54

2020
Nordic Journal of 
Nursing Research

CINAHL
Sweden

Qualitative

47

Conceptions of mobile 
emergency service health 
professionals concerning 
psychiatric emergency55

2012
Revista da Rede 
de Enfermagem 

do Nordeste

CINAHL Brazil Qualitative

48
Emergency department staff 

attitudes toward people 
who self-harm56

2013
Advanced 
Emergency 

Nursing Journal

CINAHL
United 

Kingdom
Qualitative

49
Emergency room psychiatric 
services: a qualitative study 

of nurses’ experiences57

2013
Issues in Mental 
Health Nursing

CINAHL
United 

States of 
America

Qualitative

50

Impact of stigma of 
madness on the attention 
of nursing to psychiatric 

patient in emergency 
situation58

2013
Ciência, 

Cuidado e Saúde
CINAHL Brazil Qualitative

51

Intervention in situations of 
psychic crisis: challenges 

and suggestions of a 
prehospital care staff59

2014
Revista Brasileira 
de Enfermagem

CINAHL Brazil
Qualitative

(continued)
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Chart 1 – Characteristics of the selected studies, 2023.

Nº Title Year/Journal Database Country Approach

52

Investigating the predictive 
validity of an emergency 
department mental health 

triage tool60

2014
Nursing & Health 

Sciences
CINAHL Australia Mixed

53
Mobile service attendance 
of urgency to psychiatric 

urgencies and emergencies61

2014
Revista de 

Enfermagem 
UFPE

CINAHL Brazil
Quantitative

54

Perception, knowledge 
and attitudes of emergency 
and mental health nurses 
regarding alcoholism and 
other drug dependencies62

2014
Metas de 

Enfermería
CINAHL Spain

Quantitative

55

Registered nurses’ 
experiences of assessing 

patients with mental 
illness in emergency care: 
A qualitative descriptive 

study63

2020
Nordic Journal of 
Nursing Research

CINAHL Sweden Qualitative

56

Safety, risk, and aggression: 
Health professionals’ 
experiences of caring 
for people affected by 

methamphetamine when 
presenting for emergency 

care64

2017
International 

Journal of Mental 
Health Nursing

CINAHL Australia Qualitative

57

Suicide in older people, 
attitudes and knowledge of 
emergency nurses: A multi-

center study65

2019
International 
Emergency 

Nursing

CINAHL Australia Mixed

58

The Relationship Between 
Evidence-Based Practices 

and Emergency Department 
Managers’ Perceptions on 
Quality of Care for Self-

Harm Patients66

2020
Journal of 

the American 
Psychiatric 

Nurses 
Association

CINAHL
United 

States of 
America

Quantitative

59

Nursing Staff’s Experiences 
of Caring for People with 

Mental Ill-Health in General 
Emergency Departments: 
A Qualitative Descriptive 

Study67

2022
Issues in Mental 
Health Nursing

CINAHL Sweden Qualitative

 Source: Created by the authors.

The predominant publication years were 

2020 and 2017, both with 8 studies (13.6% each), 

followed by the years 2019, 2018, 2014 and 2013 

with 6 studies each (10.2% per year), the years 

2016, 2015, 2012 and 2011 with 4 studies each 

(6.8% per year) and, finally, the year 2022 with 

2 studies (3.4%). There were no selected studies 

for the year 2021.

The 59 selected articles were published in 41 

different journals, being the International Journal 

(conclusion)
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of Mental Health Nursing and the Australasian 

Emergency Nursing Journal with most of the 

selected articles, both with 4 studies (9.7% each).

Regarding the country of origin of the 

publications, 21 (35.6%) were performed in 

Australia, 16 (27.1%) in Brazil, 5 (8.5%) in the 

United States of America, 4 (6.8%) in Spain, 3 

(5.1%) in Sweden and 1 (1.7%) in the other 

countries (Hungary, China, Canada, the 

Netherlands, Italy, Kenya, Iran, Finland, New 

Zealand and the United Kingdom). Regarding 

the methodological approach, 35 (59.3%) are 

qualitative studies, 16 (27.1%) are quantitative 

and 8 (13.5%) are mixed.

Discussion

To favor the discussion of the results, the 

characteristics found in the studies were 

grouped into the following thematic categories: 

conceptions in mental health, communication, 

interventions, network care, competence in 

mental health care and barriers during care.

Conceptions in mental health

Stigmatizing and pathologizing conceptions 

about the person with mental disorder are 

widely reported in the studies(9,13,19,23,29,51,55,58), as 

well as negative attitudes(17,37) and avoidance of 

psychiatric patients(17,33).

The experiences in the evaluations of patients 

with mental illness were considered complex, 

professionals experience insufficiency when 

evaluating these patients(25,63), assume that more 

could be done and wish to pass the responsibility 

to another person(63).

Negative feelings were predominant, such as 

impotence(57), frustration(25,49,56), dissatisfaction(34,62), 

discomfort(24-25,34,52), fear(22,24,55,64), intimidation(25), 

hopelessness(49), insecurity(22,52), sadness(52), distrust, 

guilt and anger(22). Positive feelings reported, in tiny 

proportion, were: compassion(22,33,52), empathy(62) 

and acceptance(52).

A study(35) suggests that negative beliefs 

and attitudes tend to become positive with 

the experience acquired over time and with 

professional qualification, a fact that is also 

found in other studies(37,46), where more negative 

feelings were found in professionals with lower 

qualification and less work experience.	

Regarding psychiatric urgency, this is 

understood as a situation of risk to patient 

and third party safety, manifested through 

aggressiveness, agitation, loss of control and 

severe depression of the patient(22,55), preventing 

social interaction(9). In some studies, the term 

“draw attention” was attributed to the attitude of 

the patient in psychic distress(35,56-57).

Concerning the role of general urgency and 

emergency services in psychiatric emergency 

care, nursing professionals from SAMU and other 

mobile services believe that such care should not 

be done by them(11,24), as well as professionals 

from fixed care services(18,24), with some arguing 

that the psychiatric hospital is the best direction 

for this type of demand(11-12).

Some studies(33,35,57) question the responsibility 

of the emergency departments in assisting 

people with mental disorders justifying that these 

services should be restricted to the treatment 

of the physical aspects of patients and that the 

evaluation of mental health should be done by 

professionals specialized. This corroborates what 

is concluded in another study(36), which finds 

that there is a predominance of the hegemonic 

biomedical model in institutions focused on 

the provision of care aimed at the biological 

stabilization of the patient, and a study(9) that 

confirms the predominance of conceptions 

linked to the positivism of psychiatry.

The conception of recovery that nursing 

professionals have about the patient with mental 

disorder is also controversial, with reports 

that contribute and support a person in their 

recovery(40), but cannot visualize the final results 

of their work in this context as they would in a 

non-psychiatric patient(57).

Communication 

Communication was characterized as a 

challenge in the care of patients in a psychiatric 

emergency. Although professionals recognize the 
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importance of communication and listening for 

successful care, the lack of skills in therapeutic 

communication is widely reported(19,24,42,53;56-57,62-63).

Factors related to the patient, such as lack 

of direct communication by the patient and 

level of anguish, are also reported as hindering 

communication, resulting in a higher level 

of uncertainty about the presentations and 

associated risks(21). In the meantime, non-verbal 

communication also appears as an extremely 

important and used additional resource(25,53).

Communication between the team can 

also be a problem in this context. A study(29) 

suggests poor communication about users 

with mental disorders among professionals, 

especially when a service user was frequent 

in emergency departments or when the team’s 

efforts seemed to make little difference in the 

constant flow of patients in general who needed 

help. Difficulties were also reported in obtaining 

information about patients with mental disorders 

in emergency services due to lack of update of 

clinical evaluation and unavailability of patient 

history(26).

Thus, a study(42) is reiterated, which states 

that, although nurse-patient communication is 

basic for all areas of practice, it can be of low 

priority in the urgent and chaotic context of the 

emergency service.

Interventions 

With regard to interventions in psychic crisis, 

these are guided by controlling and repressive 

actions, reproducing the inheritance of the 

psychiatric hospital(9). The use of containment, 

both physical, mechanical and chemical, is 

strongly reported, often justified by the concern 

with the safety of the team(9,14,22,24,26,31,33,43,61,64).

The activation of the Military Police and 

security guards in these services is also frequent, 

sometimes with even more repressive and violent 

actions(11-12,22,24,61,64). The male presence among 

team members is also appreciated(25), suggesting 

the perpetuation of the model based on physical 

strength.

A study with a SAMU unit(11) found a direct 

defense of the asylum model of containment, 

transportation and hospitalization as an 

intervention strategy in psychiatric urgencies, 

prevailing the traditional clinical model, through 

which objectivity, control of time and practice 

of standardized actions are the foundations 

of the care provided. Another study with a 

service of the same nature(55) evidenced how 

prejudice against the mental patient also has 

implications in the interventions demonstrated 

by mockery on psychiatric occurrences during 

communication between the ambulance teams 

and the radio operator, in addition to the lack of 

interest observed in sending an ambulance to a 

psychiatric occurrence.

Such a serious situation as the one reported 

above was found in another study(58), whose 

scenario was an emergency service of a general 

hospital, which pointed to a “abandonment” 

of the psychiatric patient by the emergency 

nurses where the care preference was for the 

non-psychiatric patients, in the same clinical 

conditions. In the view of some professionals, 

in the care of a non-psychiatric emergency, the 

focus is on the rapid assessment of the patient’s 

condition, followed immediately by appropriate 

interventions, whereas, in a psychiatric care, the 

focus is on communication and time, which does 

not fit into their normal way of working(24).

Other interventions reported by nursing 

professionals, in addition to physical restrictions 

as already mentioned, are to assist the doctor 

during the evaluation, collect data and administer 

psychotropic medication(33). Health education 

actions during most interventions are not used(62).

Network care

Professionals are dissatisfied with the lack 

of an efficient and effective Care Network to 

meet the health needs of people in psychiatric 

emergency situations(10). Lack of integration 

between services and difficulty in directing 

patients after the completion of the visits are 

reported(10,12,59,63).



Rev baiana enferm (2023); 37:e53486
https://periodicos.ufba.br/index.php/enfermagem

12
Mental health care in emergency medical services: an integrative review

The Emergency Service was conceived as 

a portal for the mental health system and as 

a reference point for other specialized health 

areas(40). As for the SAMU, there is a conception 

that this service does not cover the articulation 

with other services of the mental health care 

network(11).

Little knowledge of the professionals in 

relation to the organization of PCNs was 

noticeable, as well as the obstacles faced by the 

disarticulation between health services, making 

the care fragmented and poorly resolved(12). 

Professionals reported the perception that 

services seem more fragmented than before, 

which hindered communication and continuity 

of care(29).

They also mentioned the lack of access to 

support services, such as social workers and 

patient information in private health units(17), 

as well as the lack of psychiatry services on 

site or the uncertainty about the availability of 

psychiatry as a support service(21).

Nurses indicated the need for closer 

collaboration with the community mental health 

team(25). They also indicated that there was 

insufficient collaboration between the emergency 

service team and the mental health team, which 

included a referral service with low performance 

and delays in the approval of risk management 

plans(26). 

Another finding was the feeling that the 

general health and mental health “system” was 

insufficiently meeting the needs of patients in 

psychic distress(35).

Competence in mental health care

The lack of specific knowledge and skills,  

experience and training in this area is 

present in most studies that make up this  

c a t e g o r y
( 1 3 , 1 5 - 1 8 , 2 2 , 2 4 - 2 5 , 2 7 , 3 1 , 3 3 , 3 5 - 3 7 , 

40,45,47-48,50,56-57,59,61-63,65,67).
 Some professionals 

reported that their difficulty goes  

beyond the limits of lack of 

training, relating it to their lack of  

personal preparation due mainly to previous 

negative experiences with these people(15).

Regarding in-service training, they reported 

that there is no focus on psychiatric emergencies 

during permanent education activities(11). There 

is also a lack of specific protocols for psychiatric 

urgency and emergency care(12,31,55,59,62).

However, there are studies with positive 

results related to the competence of professionals. 

Emergency nurses often perform psychiatric skills 

and the existing skills seem to be applicable(20). 

Screening nurses are able to accurately identify 

the signs and associated risks of acute mental 

illness(60). Professionals assessed the quality of 

their mental health care at satisfactory levels(66).

Studies on the competence of emergency 

nurses in the care of patients in psychological 

distress(28,30,32,35) demonstrated satisfactory 

levels of knowledge, which promoted the 

increase of positive attitudes, empathy and 

improvement in the quality of care provided. 

In another study(54), theoretical and practical 

knowledge, communication skills and an attitude 

of respect towards the patient were identified as 

essential competence requirements to evaluate 

patients with mental illness. 

Nurses recognize knowledge and experience 

in the care of people with mental illness as 

critical factors that influence the quality of care(23). 

Mental health is considered a field of specialty 

that requires a different set of skills than those 

used for other emergency presentations(25). 

Professionals believe that negative perceptions 

about patients with mental disorders can be 

altered through training(19,26).

Professionals mentioned that, despite the 

difficulties, they seek to achieve the best 

possible care, aimed at an embracement with 

risk classification and case management, uniting 

and integrating health equipment and expanding 

and qualifying humanized and integral access 

to patients in psychiatric urgency/emergency 

situations(36).

Barriers during care

In most studies in this category, problems 

related to physical structure are reported, 

which do not provide security to the team 
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or confidentiality and confidentiality to the 

patient(15-19, 23,26,29,33,36,44,49,57).

The limited time factor is the second most 

present difficulty, related to the dynamics of 

emergency services that hinders the availability 

of professionals for this type of care(17-18,23,25-

26,49,56,62,63). This factor is intrinsically related 

to others cited, such as insufficient human 

resources(25-26,33,57) and overcrowding of the 

emergency service(15,17-18,25,36).

Difficulties related to violence, both 

physical and verbal, were also widely 

reported(19,23,38-39,41,55,63-64). Other elements 

mentioned were lack of material resources(15,22,62), 

problems related to management(10,12,57) and 

patients’ families(12,29).

Conclusion

	 This study allowed the analysis of the 

national and international scientific production 

about the characteristics of mental health care 

provided by nursing professionals in general 

urgency and emergency services, establishing 

scientific evidence on how this type of service 

is provided, the existing gaps, and also some 

successful experiences.

There was a predominance of negative 

characteristics in all thematic categories analyzed 

in the various scenarios studied. Concerning 

professional conceptions, there was a 

predominance of stigmatizing and pathologizing 

conceptions, as well as negative feelings related 

to mental misconceptions about the psychiatric 

urgency and emergencies and about the insertion 

of emergency services in this context. 

Regarding communication, the lack of skills 

in this regard was also highlighted, as well as 

failures in communication between the team 

itself and in the health service about the care of 

the psychiatric patient in the emergency service.

Most of the interventions were described 

by controlling and repressive actions, with the 

indiscriminate use of chemical, physical and 

mechanical restraints, sometimes, with the 

addition of even more repressive and violent 

actions by public or private security agents. 

As for the network care, the disarticulation 

between services, a fragmented and poorly 

problem-solving care was highlighted. The lack 

of knowledge and specific skills in mental health 

and the lack of training in this sense were also 

preponderant, but, in this category, potentialities 

were also detected.

The barriers identified permeate all care, 

and are related to structural factors and human/

material resources, overcrowding and low 

availability of time and also with relationship 

problems with the user, their family and also 

with management.

Therefore, this study allowed access to a 

territory rich in knowledge about how mental 

health care is given in emergency services, 

including expanding the view of all the 

processes involved and allowing the realization 

that there is still a long way to go towards the 

accomplishment of the rights and guidelines 

recommended in mental health legislation. 

These findings provide valuable support and 

contributions both for reflection on the quality 

of mental health teaching offered in nursing 

technical and graduate courses, as well as for 

improvement and provision of permanent 

health education in this theme. Moreover, it 

slows reviews and rethinking mental health care 

practices and policies and promoting strategies 

for improving work processes.
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