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1.0 Introduction
Sussex Partnership NHS Foundation Trust (the Trust) supports the use of mobile phone contact
and text messaging via a Trust mobile phone as a means of communication with service users and
carers, subject to compliance with this policy.
1.1 Purpose of policy
It is recognised that the use of mobile phones and text messaging is a well-established method of
communication. This policy outlines the circumstances when a Trust mobile phone can be used to
contact service users and carers.
1.2 Definitions
Type
SMS or Texting

Mobile Phone

Personal Greeting

Text message sent Via Carenotes

Consent

Description
Process which enables mobile phone users to
send and receive short written messages of up
to 250 characters direct to their phones.
A mobile phone is a portable telephone that can
make and receive calls
Message on the Trust’s mobile phone which
informs the service user and carer key
information – see 4.1
A message which is automatically generated
from Carenotes to the service user’s phone to
remind them of the appointment
Completion of a consent form by the service
user stating they are happy to be contacted via
text (Appendix1).

1.3 Scope of policy
This policy sets out the circumstances in which service users and carers can be contacted using a
Trust mobile phone by either phone call or text and the procedures that must be followed when
using this method of communication. In addition, the policy will provide guidance in regards to
service users and carers using the Trust mobile phone to contact staff. It will delineate the
methods by which text messages can be sent to service users, and what may and may not be sent
using each method.

1.4 Principles
The Trust’s position on contacting with service users and carers by mobile phones is that they
must be authorised appropriately and under no circumstances should personal mobiles be uses for
the following reasons:
•
•
•

mobile phones are multi-media devices and a personal mobile phone number potentially
enables access to a number of social media platforms such as WhatsApp.
Any contact with service users and carers by mobile phone must be considered a clinical
contact, therefore to comply with data protection; this should only be completed on an
authorised trust mobile phone.
It is important from a professional boundaries perspective to differentiate between personal
and professional life. This policy therefore relates to the use of a mobile phone provided by
the Trust for Trust related business.
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•

Many service users and carers increasingly expect the Trust to communicate via phone or
text message for simple transactions such as appointment reminders.

•

Service users and carers may also use this method to inform their mental health worker
that they are not able to make an appointment or that they have concerns about their
mental health.

There are many advantages for the use of text messages to communicate with service users
namely:
•
•
•

Speed and ease of use – unlike post, which may take several days to arrive, text
messaging should be near-instantaneous
Reduced postage costs and less impact to the environment
Likelihood of reduced DNA rates due to ability to send appointment reminders

2.0 Policy Statement
The Trust is committed to delivering the best possible care and ensuring its practitioners have all
the knowledge and tools they need to provide this. This policy has been written to ensure that text
messages and contact via mobile phone can be used in accordance with service users’ wishes and
that their confidentiality is upheld.
3.0 Duties
This guidance applies and must be adhered to by anyone working within Trust services including;
but not exclusively, employees, seconded staff and contractors who use or who intend to use text
messages and contact via mobile phone in the course of their communication with service users.

Role
Chief Executive

Responsibility
The Chief Executive has overall responsibility for Trust data.

Senior Information Risk Owner

The Senior Information Risk Owner is accountable to the Trust
board for information risks and security of information.
The Caldicott Guardian is responsible for the establishment of
procedures governing access to, and the use of, personidentifiable information and, where appropriate, the transfer of
that information to other bodies.
Managers are responsible for making sure this guidance is
highlighted to relevant staff, that it has been understood, and
that it is being followed.

Caldicott Guardian

Managers

All staff

All staff are responsible to adhering to policy, acceptable use
and processes around the use of mobile phones and texting.

4.0 Procedure
4.1 Personal Greeting
When creating a personal greeting it should include the following:
•
•
•
•
•

Your name
Usual hours of working
Contact phone number of the team base on hours and contact numbers out of hours.
Explanation that messages are not picked up immediately
Process to follow if the person is experiencing a mental health crisis
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4.2 Explaining the limitations of text communication
Text messaging can be used as another means of contact and engagement between service users
and their care co-ordinator. Some service users may prefer this method of contact. With the
service user’s consent, practitioners are free to open text message communication, but there are a
number of things which must be remembered. It is important to consider the following;•
•
•

If the phone is only used by one person, inform them that their message may not always be
promptly answered, and take into account annual leave etc.
If it is a duty or shared mobile within a team, take care to inform the service user of who
else may see their messages, and take this into account with any communication with
them.
In addition, as part of the crisis /contingency plan completed with the service user/ carer, it
is really important that generic phone numbers such as the reception number of the service
and the out of hours numbers are included and not the Trust mobile number. This is to
ensure the service user/carer does not assume that it is an emergency call line

4.3 Consent
Before any text message communication is initiated with a service user it is important that their
consent is gained and recorded on the consent form at Appendix A. The consent form should be
retained in the service user’s Carenotes record under correspondence.
It is of vital importance that the service user gives consent for this service to be used. This means
that all implications and risks involved in this means of communication are explained to the patient.
The following points should be addressed:
•
•
•

•

The phone should only be accessed by the service user. The risks of another person using
the phone should be explained to the service user, and the use of a PIN or locking
mechanism should be advised.
The service user should understand the importance of informing Trust staff when and if
their phone number should change.
The service user should understand the limits of the communication method, including the
eventuality of a text message not being answered outside of the staff members working
hours, and that sensitive personal information (eg test results) won’t be communicated in
this way.
Sending a text is not a foolproof method of ensuring a message is received and read. If a
service user needs to contact you urgently, it is advised that they should always make a call
rather than a text.

4.4 Clarity of text message / voice mail message
Sending a text message/ leaving a voice mail message is no different to sending a letter or having
a telephone conversation, in that it should be conducted in a professional manner. In
communication – particularly where clinical information may be exchanged – abbreviations or
‘txtspk’ should not be used.
4.5 Sending appointment reminders
Text messages to remind service users of appointments can be sent via Carenotes appointment
reminders which is linked to a staff members Carenotes appointments diary. Once agreed with the
service user this is an acceptable way to contact, the reminder can be set up automatically and
sent to the service user’s mobile phone as a text. The service user can opt out of this service at
any time. This must be in line with NHS England Accessible Information Standard.
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4.5 Recording of clinical contact through text/ mobile phone on Carenotes
It is important to note that any text messages (sent or received) that relate to a service user’s care
constitute part of their clinical records. The contact which could include a transcription of the text
message must be recorded as part of a clinical note on patient’s records on Carenotes.
4.6 Password Protection
Given that a service user’s confidential data could be held on a Trust mobile, it is also important
that there are some security protections on it. Every Trust mobile is set up with password
protection, thus securing it from unauthorised persons. Anyone engaging in text message
communication with a service user must have their mobile password protected.
4.7 Professional Boundaries
No member of staff should use their personal phone to engage in text message / mobile phone
communication with service users or carers. This is for a number of reasons, namely:•

•
•

Any clinical communication with a service user is considered as clinical contact, therefore to
safeguard the service user and the member of staff, this should be completed on a mobile
phone provided by the Trust as it will have the appropriate levels of security to safeguard
the information.
From a professional boundaries perspective, it is important to separate personal and
professional life.
When personal mobile phone numbers are provided to service users and carers, it does
open up access to social media accounts such as WhatsApp.

4.8 Data Quality
All personal information, including telephone numbers, held about a service user should be
checked with them at regular intervals, and this is particularly important where the service user is
engaged in text message communication with a service. As per section 4.1 of this policy, the risks
of not informing the service of a number change or lost phone should have been stressed to the
service user at the point of commencement, but it is expected that staff be pro-active in checking
the accuracy of personal data.
5.0 Development, consultation and ratification
This policy has been developed following best practice from NHS Connecting for Health and the
Royal College of Nursing, as well as the principles of the Data Protection Act and exemplar
guidance from other NHS Trusts. The policy will be ratified by the Information Governance Group.
6.0 Equality and Human Rights Impact Assessment (EHRIA)
This policy has undergone an EHRIA in accordance with Trust policy.
7.0 Monitoring Compliance
Audit procedures and audit cycles will be established by the Information Governance Team, in
collaboration with Operational Services to ensure that:
•
•
•

The exchange of text messages with service users has not created any problems or
difficulties for the Trust or for service users, insofar as that can be ascertained
Any risks are identified, regularly re-assessed and adequately addressed
Confidentiality is not put at risk, and that appropriate records of contact are properly
maintained.
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•
•

Any incidents that are raised as a result of text message communication with service users
will be investigated, reviewed and reported to the Information Governance Group. Any
action required to increase the effectiveness of this policy will be undertaken.
This policy is to be regularly reviewed to ensure that any changes in technology or
operational practice can be incorporated.

8.0 Dissemination and Implementation of policy
This policy will be available to all staff on the Trust Website and publicised in the Partnership
Bulletin.
9.0 Document Control including Archive Arrangements
It will be the responsibility of the Sponsor and Authors of this policy document to ensure that it is
kept up to date with any changes in legislation, guidance and national or local policy.
This policy will be managed in accordance with the Policy for Procedural Documents.
10.0 Reference documents
•
•
•

Data Protection and Confidentiality Policy
Internet and Acceptable Use Policy
Mobile Devices Policy

11.0 Bibliography
•
•
•
•

Royal College of Nursing – Use of Text Messaging Services – Guidance for Nurses working
with young people and children – March 2006.
NHS Information Governance: Information Risk Management
Guidance: Short Message Service (SMS) & Texting
NHS England Accessible Information Standard - Using email and text messaging with
patients

12.0 Appendices
A - Consent Form
B - Guidance for No Responses for Texts
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Appendix A - CONSENT TO SEND AND RECEIVE SMS TEXT MESSAGING
Sussex Partnership NHS Foundation Trust is always looking at different ways of communicating
with you. We recognise that many people prefer to use text messages to stay in touch and contact
others, so if you wish to contact your care co-ordinator by text message, this can happen.
It is really important that this phone number is not used for emergency contact as the phone
message or text may not be read or listened to until the next working day of your mental health
worker.
There are obvious limits to what can be discussed in text messages, and there are certain risks
involved in sending and receiving text messages that talk about how you are feeling or other
aspects of your care. Your care co-ordinator should talk through all these issues with you, and if
you are happy to go ahead, please sign this consent form. Please be aware that you can withdraw
your consent at any time.
The following issues have been discussed with me:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The phone should only be accessed by myself.
The risk of another person using the phone has been explained to me, and I have been
advised to use a PIN or locking mechanism.
I understand the importance of informing Trust staff when and if my phone number
changes.
I understand the limits of the communication method, including the eventuality of a text
message not being answered out of hours, and that sensitive personal information (eg test
results) won’t be communicated in this way.
I understand that sending a text is not a fool proof method of ensuring a message is
received and read. If I need to contact the service urgently, I am aware that it is best to
make a call rather than to text
For non ‘duty’ phones (not shared within the care team) – I understand that my message
may not always be promptly answered, and take into account annual leave etc.
For ‘duty’ phones (shared by the care team) – I understand that this phone is held by
different members of the team. The team will respond as soon as they can within the
services operating hours

I would like to be able to send and receive messages to and from my care team/ care co-ordinator
and I understand that I can cancel this text message dialogue at any time.
I agree to advise the Trust if my mobile number changes or is no longer in my possession.
Please complete the details below and write clearly to avoid any mistakes
Patient name
(Forename and Surname)
Date of Birth
Mobile Telephone number
Patient Signature
Date
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Guidance for non-response to text
contact with Service User

Before sending text please ensure that the Service User has signed consent form in relation to texting –
Appendix A – Consent to send and receive SMS text messaging

Service User does not reply

Staff member makes text
contact with Service User

Staff member to consider Service
Users risk – Consult:
Risk assessment and management
plan / Care plan / Other colleagues /
Recent case notes / contacts

Based on risk assessment decide

No follow up to lack of sponse

Service User replies

Document complete content of
text conversation in care notes

Active follow up to lack of response – options:
Further text / Phone call / Contact with family or
carer /Alerting other professionals / Home visit

Document actions in care notes

Update risk assessment and risk management plan
Document reasons for this in care
notes plus next planned contact
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