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Purpose 

The Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists (RANZCP) has developed this 
professional practice guideline for information sharing with carers1. Carers, who are often family 
members/whānau2/aiga3 (referred to as ‘carers’ in this document), play a central role in the care 
and recovery of individuals who are experiencing a mental health condition.[1] The purpose of this 
document is to assist psychiatrists to work effectively with carers and assist them to establish and 
maintain working relationships with mental health services and staff. 

 
 

Scope of the Guideline 

The scope of this guideline is broad and concerns all areas of psychiatry and/or where psychiatric 
treatment of adults is involved. It is important to note that the principles and considerations of good 
clinical practice should continue to be applied by psychiatrists when sharing information, and 
psychiatrists are responsible for assessing the appropriateness of implementing information 
sharing arrangements in each case. Best practice in collaborative mental health care aims to 
ensure that, wherever possible, consumer privacy is maintained and respected, and equally that 
carers are informed, involved, and have their own confidentiality respected.[2, 3] Information 
sharing is a mutual process, which sits in the broader context of relationships with carers. Where a 
consumer consents to a psychiatrist sharing information, this does not equate to the carer/s having 
substitute decision-making authority. Consequently, this professional practice guideline does not 
address issues relating to substitute decision-making. 

 
 

1 The role of the carer 

It is important for psychiatrists to remember that: 

1.1 A person who provides care may not identify with the term ‘carer’.[4] As they are often 
family members/whānau/aiga, it is important to recognise the relationship they have with 
the consumer first, e.g. daughter, son, partner, friend, aunty. Psychiatrists should aim to 
use the preferred term/s relevant to each individual situation. These relationships may 
change and fluctuate over time, and the wellness and needs of the consumer may fluctuate 
over time, impacting the types of support they may require. 

1.2 A carer’s own wellness and needs may also fluctuate over time, and these changes can 
affect their role and their own support needs.[5] They may have significant health problems 

 
 

1 The terms ‘carer’ and ‘consumer’ are used where differentiation is required for the purposes of document clarity. The 
RANZCP acknowledges that both carers and consumers have a lived experience and that the roles are not mutually 
exclusive. The RANZCP also acknowledges that ‘carer’ and ‘consumer’ may not be the preferred terms of individuals. 

2 Whānau’ (pronunciation: fa:no) - A Māori word that can be used to describe an extended family group spanning three 
to four generations. The whānau continues to form the basic unit of Māori society (Rāwiri Taonui) 
3 Aiga - The term, as used in the Samoan sense, includes not only the immediate family, father, mother and children, but 

also the whole union of families of a clan and even those who, although not related, are yet subject to the family control. 
(Victoria University). 
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of their own and 'co-caring' is not uncommon.[5, 6] It is important to remember that caring 
roles are complex and diverse. 

1.3 Regardless of ability or expertise, caring for someone with an acute mental health condition 
or fluctuating illness is a multifaceted and potentially challenging support role.[7] Some 
people may experience feeling ill-prepared and equipped for this role, requiring support and 
referrals of their own.[8] 

1.4 The role of the carer may be to support the consumer’s dignity, optimal functioning, or 
independence. They have unique expertise and knowledge of the consumer’s situation and 
their needs, which should be recognised and valued, including knowledge from sharing a 
household with the consumer.[9-11] 

1.5 Caring for someone can be a demanding and stressful commitment, especially for 
family/whānau with limited resources.[7, 12] The required duties can impact financial 
security, physical or mental health, social, educational and workplace participation and 
outcomes.[6, 13-16] It is therefore vital that carers are supported to undertake their role in a 
way that maintains their own wellbeing as well as the wellbeing of the person they are 
supporting.[6, 17] This is particularly true where the carer themselves may experience 
health/mental health concerns.[7] 

 
 

2 The role of the psychiatrist 

It is the role of the psychiatrist to: 

2.1 Be aware of what information can be shared with whom, how to obtain consumer consent 
to share information, and where to obtain guidance on information sharing.[9] Trust has an 
important role in a positive psychiatrist-consumer relationship.[18] 

2.2 Provide a person-centred approach to optimise mental health support for the consumer.[2] 
An important part of this involves supporting and empowering the people who care for the 
consumer at home, in their relationships, and in the community. Psychiatrists can play a 
positive role in providing valuable information and options for support to carers, within the 
boundaries of legislation.[18] 

2.3 Help the person experiencing a mental health condition identify their support network. This 
includes what types of information they are comfortable sharing with whom, and any person 
within that network, if any, that they want included in shared decision making.[12] This 
process can be complex, and it may take some time to gain a full picture of the support 
network. Relationships can also change over time and psychiatrists should view the 
maintenance of partnership with those in the support network as an ongoing process.[2] 

2.4 Practice cultural safety in communication with both the consumer and their carer/s.[19] It is 
important to gain an understanding of cultural relationships and care arrangements in each 
individual situation.[12] 

For more information, see the RANZCP Position Statement 62: Partnering with people with a lived 
experience, and Position Statement 76: Partnering with carers in mental healthcare. 

 
 

3 Principles 

The RANZCP has developed the following principles to guide the practice of information sharing 
by psychiatrists. It may also be useful to utilise the RANZCP Comparative Tables for Mental Health 
Acts which may provide jurisdiction-specific legislation on information sharing. 

 

 
3.1 Partnership 

Best practice psychiatric care involves a collaborative approach between consumers, their carers, 
other family/whānau members, and clinicians.[2] Evidence shows that involving carers in the 
assessment, diagnosis and treatment of consumers can enhance the recovery process.[20, 21] 

https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/partnering-with-people-with-a-lived-experience
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/partnering-with-people-with-a-lived-experience
https://www.ranzcp.org/cmsctx/pv/1716f463-e297-4933-b278-27a2be8863f6/culture/en-AU/wg/2ade11ba-50c4-4f7f-82f6-536600f6f06b/h/d50d1f74dedae7f377743cf2263fee57dbff1ac1785427d2f76f7085104d3233/-/cms/getdoc/df6821d7-3d6e-4d4c-8227-e5bca498e6eb/pv.aspx
https://www.ranzcp.org/cmsctx/pv/1716f463-e297-4933-b278-27a2be8863f6/culture/en-AU/wg/2ade11ba-50c4-4f7f-82f6-536600f6f06b/h/d50d1f74dedae7f377743cf2263fee57dbff1ac1785427d2f76f7085104d3233/-/cms/getdoc/df6821d7-3d6e-4d4c-8227-e5bca498e6eb/pv.aspx
https://www.ranzcp.org/files/resources/college_statements/mental-health-legislation-tables/mental-health-acts-comparative-tables.aspx
https://www.ranzcp.org/files/resources/college_statements/mental-health-legislation-tables/mental-health-acts-comparative-tables.aspx
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Carers may be well placed to assist psychiatrists to understand the individual context and how well 
the treatment plan is progressing.[22] They will often be able to recognise early warning signs and 
observe changes in behaviour.[18] It is also beneficial to the wellbeing of the carer/s to be included 
in the treatment process, and can positively impact the relationship between the consumer and 
carer/s.[23] Through meeting with family members, psychiatrists can become aware of and assist 
with responding to family needs, and become better informed about the context and history of the 
consumer they are treating and more effectively tailor a treatment plan to meet their needs. 

A psychiatrist’s role is to: 

• Aim to collaboratively identify all members of a consumer’s support network, considering often- 
overlooked family/whānau who may play a key role, such as children, same-sex partners, or 
members of a wider cultural community.[24-26] 

• Develop and maintain an equal partnership with carers, listening carefully and communicating 
as openly as possible throughout the process.[17, 27] 

• Help both consumers and carers contribute to and gain a shared understanding of care plans 
with the aim of better, more sensitive implementation.[17] 

• Invite communication and negotiate how ongoing contact between carers and any treating 
professionals should occur.[17] Communication is important in any type of information sharing 
agreement. 

• Consider setting up support groups for carers in order to establish social support networks, 
create a sense of hope and enable problem solving.[12] 

• As needed, provide or enable access to family/whānau services and support to resolve conflict, 
develop relevant skills and strengthen positive family/whānau relationships; this may include 
family psychoeducation.[12, 20, 21] For Māori and Pacific peoples, it may be appropriate to 
make referrals to Whānau Ora services.[11] For more information, see the RANZCP Position 
Statement 104: Whānau Ora. 

 

 
3.2 Information 

‘Information’ in this context refers to the consumer’s health information, including mental health 
and wellbeing, care plans, health services and treatments accessed by the consumer. This is 
differentiated in this document from ‘particularly sensitive information’, which may include details 
about information disclosed in therapy and the consumer’s thoughts, feelings and personal 
history.[18] Psychiatrists should be aware of the legal definition of health information and personal 
information in their jurisdiction and the associated applicable laws and regulations. 

A psychiatrist’s role is to: 

• Discuss the therapeutic benefits of involving family/whānau/carers in the treatment 
process.[18] The purpose for sharing information and discussing issues, risks and challenges 
with carers should be made clear to all parties early in the process.[12] 

• Gain an understanding of what kinds of information each consumer is comfortable sharing with 
others. 

• Respect the privacy and confidentiality of the carer/s themselves. 

• Assist carers in understanding how to access information, contact services and staff, and 
access available support (help lines, counselling, financial support).[9, 20, 21] This may include 
how to support consumers with medication management, accommodation and psychosocial 
support.[17] 

• Support the carer/s towards realistic expectations of the treatment program and what the 
mental health team is able to provide.[17] 

• Consider including a carer nomination form as part of the regular documentation process, to be 
updated regularly.[8] 

https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/whanau-ora#%3A%7E%3Atext%3DPlaces%20M%C4%81ori%20at%20the%20centre%2Calongside%20social%20and%20economic%20priorities
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3.3 Agreement 

There should be a transparent understanding between the psychiatrist and the consumer on the 
nature on the agreement and consent regarding information and guidance that will be shared with 
any nominated carer.[2] A consumer may be unable or unwilling to consent to the involvement of 
carers. Please see the RANZCP desktop resource on how to have the conversation (link when 
published). 

A psychiatrist’s role is to: 

• Reach an agreement regarding what information will be exchanged, with who, and how.[2] A 
psychiatrist should also explain the benefits of carer involvement.[17, 18] The agreement 
should be made early in the therapeutic relationship. If a family member or carer contacts you 
to request information prior to an agreement being made, communicate respectfully and 
transparently about the limitations of what information can and cannot currently be shared. 

• Provide clear information to the consumer to assist in understanding their right to change 
agreements regarding information sharing; consent can be amended at any time. Adapted 
practice may be required to suit the consumer where they have a disability or disorder which 
may make it difficult to process new information.[28, 29] Simplification of language or visual 
aids may support provision of clear information.[29] 

• Record any agreement made between the consumer, carer/s and the clinician in the medical 
record and treatment plan, and make a copy available to all parties.[18] Collaborative writing of 
reports or letters may assist in a mutual understanding. Where the agreed information sharing 
instructions change, this should be updated on all relevant documents and provided to all 
parties.[18] 

• Consider, if the consumer consents, holding a meeting for their support network. This may be 
helpful in opening a dialogue around care and treatment.[17] Through meeting with the support 
network, psychiatrists can be better informed about the context and history of the consumer 
and more effectively tailor a treatment plan to meet their needs, as well as the needs of carer/s. 
Meeting both sets of needs is likely to positively impact the consumer’s recovery.[18] 

 
3.4 Privacy 

The disclosure of information to carers is governed by applicable laws across jurisdictions. 
Inclusion of carers in the therapeutic process is often beneficial, and possible in any information 
sharing agreement while maintaining privacy and confidentiality.[2] When a consumer does not 
consent to information being shared with their support network, this should be managed, but does 
not prevent the development of a working relationship with carers in accordance with applicable 
legislation and regulations.[22] Psychiatrists can communicate with carers by listening to concerns 
and providing broad information about mental health, treatment plans, medications and services.[8] 

A psychiatrist’s role is to: 

• Be familiar with jurisdictional requirements, and review these as needed. The Australian 
privacy principles or New Zealand privacy principles should be adhered to. State and Territory 
privacy laws may also be applicable. 

• Be aware of the relevant legislation in both their own jurisdiction and that of the consumer 
when the psychiatrist is in a different jurisdiction from the consumer. 

• Remember that consumers can refuse to consent for their information to be shared with their 
carer/s, subject to any exceptions provided for in the relevant legislation, regulation, or duty of 
care requirements.[18] Legislation for consumers detained under Mental Health Acts can affect 
the way information is shared.[2] 

https://www.oaic.gov.au/privacy/australian-privacy-principles/
https://www.oaic.gov.au/privacy/australian-privacy-principles/
https://www.oaic.gov.au/privacy/australian-privacy-principles/
https://privacy.org.nz/the-privacy-act-and-codes/privacy-principles/


PPG20: Information sharing with families//whānau/carers Page 5 of 9  

• Obtain and record specific consent before sharing any particularly sensitive information.[2] 
Particular consideration must be taken if a consumer discloses information regarding family 
violence or trauma.[9] For more information, see the RANZCP Position statement 100: 
Trauma-informed practice. 

• Note that psychiatrists should assess the capacity of consumer to consent to information 
sharing agreements in accordance with the relevant laws and regulations. Special 
circumstances may apply to consumers who have an intellectual disability. This guideline is 
appropriate for adult consumers; special circumstances and considerations apply to consumers 
who are children, depending on your jurisdiction.[23, 30] 

 

 
3.5 Cultural safety 

Cultural safety is an outcome of the way that psychiatrist’s practice and is crucial in achieving 
equity for all cultures. Please see the RANZCP Position Statement 105: Cultural safety.  

A psychiatrist’s role is to: 

• Engage with consumers and their carers in a way that is responsive to cultural, emotional, 
physical, social and spiritual needs.[19] This may include making changes to the clinic or 
meeting space to create an environment which is culturally safe and comfortable to the 
consumer and carer/s.[19] Take a flexible approach; where necessary and possible, meet in a 
location chosen by them.[31] 

• Consult or work directly with Elders for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander consumers, if this 
is appropriate.[19] Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community mental health services and 
community liaison officers may be able to assist in this process.[19] 

• Remember when working with Māori, whānau play an important part in supporting a 
consumer’s health outcomes. Kaumātua4 have a role working with the consumer, whānau and 
the health system. There is a wider whānau beyond the consumer therefore focusing just on 
the consumer may not result in the best outcomes.[32] Information is likely to be considered 
not only by the consumer but their whānau too. For example, a consumer may not make a 
decision unless they had discussions with their whanau. Psychiatrists must also be cognisant 
of mātauranga5 and how these may influence decision making.[33] 

• Consider that families are diverse and changeable; psychiatrists should take a style of 
engagement that is tailored to each situation. Even if consumers and carers come from the 
same cultural group they may differ in their preferences.[31] For more information, see the 
RANZCP Position statement 104: Whānau Ora. The RANZCP also supports the Medical 
Council of New Zealand Statement on Cultural Safety. 

• Connect with carers; use language they can understand.[17] This may involve providing a 
translator or interpreter where required.[17] In some cases, the caring role will be taken on by 
children and adolescents; in New Zealand, a recent report has found that 8% of carers are 
between 15-24 years old.[24, 34] Referrals to support services for children and adolescents 
should be made as necessary.[24] All information and support given to young carers should be 
appropriate for their age.[9] For more information, see the RANZCP Position statement 56: 
Children of parents with mental illness. 

• Note that in some cases, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mental health workers may be 
required to negotiate the dual roles of both family member and service provider.[35] The Māori 
workforce may experience similar challenges.[36] Other culturally and linguistically diverse 
members of the workforce may have this experience. If a worker is also a part of a consumer’s 
family, or wider cultural group, employers should take steps to ensure the worker receives 
adequate support.[35, 36] 

 
4 Kaumātua - a respected elder in a Māori community with long-term involvement in their whānau. 
5 Mātauranga - Māori knowledge systems. 

https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/trauma-informed-practice
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/trauma-informed-practice
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/trauma-informed-practice
https://www.ranzcp.org/clinical-guidelines-publications/clinical-guidelines-publications-library/cultural-safety
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/whanau-ora
https://www.mcnz.org.nz/our-standards/current-standards/cultural-safety/
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/children-of-parents-with-mental-illness
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/children-of-parents-with-mental-illness
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3.6 Review 

A psychiatrist’s role is to: 

• Review any agreement on information sharing regularly to ensure it reflects the current 
consent and wishes of the consumer, particularly where a change in circumstances or their 
support network occurs.[2] 

• Develop ways in which the carers can participate in review processes.[2] 

• Engage consistently to ensure carers are kept informed where possible to assist in providing 
the best possible support to the consumer.[8] It is important to maintain transparency and 
accountability in interactions with carers in accordance with agreements.[8] 

 
 

 
Additional reading 

 

• A Quirk, S Smith, S Hamilton, D Lamping, P Lelliott, D Stahl, V Pinfold and M Andiappan. 

Development of the carer well-being and support (CWS) questionnaire; 2012. 

• C Harvey and B O’Hanlon. Family psycho-education for families of people with schizophrenia 

and other psychotic disorders; 2013. 

• C Harvey. Family psychoeducation for people living with schizophrenia and their families; 

2018. 

• College of Psychiatrists of Ireland. Who cares? Listening to the needs and experiences of 

carers of people with mental illness; 2013. 

• Daya, I., Hamilton, B., and Roper, C. Authentic engagement: A conceptual model for 
welcoming diverse and challenging consumer and survivor views in mental health research, 
policy, and practice; 2020. 

• Heath Quality & Safety Commission New Zealand. About Partners in Care; 2021. 

• Medical Council of New Zealand. Good medical practice; 2016. 

• Mental Health Carers Arafmi Australia and Mental Health Australia. A practical guide for 
working with carers of people with a mental illness; 2016. 

• National Health Service South London and Maudsley. Confidentiality and sharing information 

with carers: How to find the right balance; 2018. 

• National Mental Health Consumer & Carer Forum. Privacy, Confidentiality & Information 

Sharing – Consumers, Carers & Clinicians; 2011. 

• Royal College of Psychiatrists. Good Psychiatric Practice: Confidentiality and Information 

sharing; 2017. 

• S Diminic, E Hielscher, and M G Harris. Employment disadvantage and associated factors for 

informal carers of adults with mental illness: are they like other disability carers?; 2019. 

• S Diminic, E Hielscher, M G Harris, Y Y Lee, J Kealton, and H A Whiteford. A profile of 

Australian mental health carers, their caring role and service needs: results from the 2012 

Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers; 2019. 

• S Diminic, E Hielscher and M G Harris. Caring hours and possible need for employment 

support among primary carers for adults with mental illness: Results from an Australian 

household survey; 2019. 

https://wels.open.ac.uk/research-project/caren/node/1480
https://wels.open.ac.uk/research-project/caren/node/1480
https://wels.open.ac.uk/research-project/caren/node/1480
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23393269/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23393269/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23393269/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23393269/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/bjpsych-advances/article/family-psychoeducation-for-people-living-with-schizophrenia-and-their-families/1F624040803C69204CB936C7826185E3
https://www.irishpsychiatry.ie/external-affairs-policy/college-papers-submissions-publications/positions-policies-perspective-papers/who-cares-listening-to-the-needs-and-experiences-of-carers-of-people-with-mental-illness/
https://www.irishpsychiatry.ie/external-affairs-policy/college-papers-submissions-publications/positions-policies-perspective-papers/who-cares-listening-to-the-needs-and-experiences-of-carers-of-people-with-mental-illness/
https://www.irishpsychiatry.ie/external-affairs-policy/college-papers-submissions-publications/positions-policies-perspective-papers/who-cares-listening-to-the-needs-and-experiences-of-carers-of-people-with-mental-illness/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/inm.12653
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/inm.12653
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/inm.12653
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/inm.12653
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/inm.12653
https://www.hqsc.govt.nz/our-programmes/partners-in-care/about-partners-in-care/
https://www.mcnz.org.nz/assets/standards/85fa1bd706/Good-Medical-Practice.pdf
https://mhaustralia.org/media-releases/practical-guide-working-carers-of-people-mental-illness
https://mhaustralia.org/media-releases/practical-guide-working-carers-of-people-mental-illness
https://mhaustralia.org/media-releases/practical-guide-working-carers-of-people-mental-illness
https://www.slam.nhs.uk/media/13524/carers-and-confidentiality.pdf
https://www.slam.nhs.uk/media/13524/carers-and-confidentiality.pdf
https://www.slam.nhs.uk/media/13524/carers-and-confidentiality.pdf
https://nmhccf.org.au/sites/default/files/docs/nmhccf_pc_ps_brochure.pdf
https://nmhccf.org.au/sites/default/files/docs/nmhccf_pc_ps_brochure.pdf
https://nmhccf.org.au/sites/default/files/docs/nmhccf_pc_ps_brochure.pdf
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/better-mh-policy/college-reports/college-report-cr209.pdf?sfvrsn=23858153_2
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/better-mh-policy/college-reports/college-report-cr209.pdf?sfvrsn=23858153_2
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/better-mh-policy/college-reports/college-report-cr209.pdf?sfvrsn=23858153_2
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-6822-1
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-6822-1
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-6822-1
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30165910/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30165910/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30165910/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30165910/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30165910/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31298456/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31298456/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31298456/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31298456/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31298456/
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• School of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience, University of Western Australia; the Mental 

Health Division; the Office of the Chief Psychiatrist and Carers Western Australia. Carers guide 

to information sharing with mental health clinicians: communicating for better outcomes; 2015. 

• Te Puni Kōkiri. About Whānau Ora; 2020 

• Victorian Government Department of Health and Human Services. Working together with 

families and carers: Chief Psychiatrist’s guideline; 2018. 
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DISCLAIMER 
This information is intended to provide general guidance to practitioners, and should not be relied on as a substitute for 
proper assessment with respect to the merits of each case and the needs of the consumer. The RANZCP endeavours to 
ensure that information is accurate and current at the time of preparation,but takes no responsibility for matters arising 
from changed circumstances, information or material that may have become subsequently available. 
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