
Positive Behavioural Support in Adult Mental Health

A nurse led approach to enhance quality of life  and 

reduce restrictive interventions. (Work in progress)
James Boyle, Positive Behavioural Support Coach

In the aftermath of the Winterbourne Report, the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) produced draft guidance on the 

minimisation and alternatives to restrictive practices in health, adult social care and special schools. This 

document’s key recommendation was the use of Positive Behavioural Support (PBS) methodology to support 

service users who exhibited behaviours of concern. The RCN acknowledged that PBS was mainly focused within 

learning disabilities, but highlighted that PBS was transferable to other areas including Mental Health (RCN 

2013). In 2014 the Department of Health endorsed this in their own guidance document, reinforcing the views of 

the RCN in relation to PBS.

NHS Lothian secured funding for a nurse-led project to explore the implementation of 

PBS within an adult mental health service.

The aim of the project was to reduce the incidence of restrictive interventions to 

manage challenging behaviours and to increase the skills and competence of staff in 

applying positive behavioural support interventions. 

The implementation process broadly follows the methodology and time-frame 

employed by McClean et.al, (2005, 2007 & 2012)  longitudinal study which focuses on 

PBS using a Person-Focused Training (PFT) model.

Positive behavioural support is a blend of person-centred values, behavioural science and is an 

evidence-based approach to informed decision making. Its overarching values are based on 

inclusion, choice, participation and equality of opportunity.

The  primary focus of PBS is to improve the quality of life and removing behavioural barriers. It is a 

multi-element non-linear approach designed to achieve a broad range of outcomes that aims to be 

generalised with the minimum of side effects. PBS has made a major contribution to the support of 

people with challenging behaviour. 

Key Principles of PBS:

•Behaviour always occurs for a reason.

•Communicates an unmet need

•Attempts to identify the cause

•Reduce the impact

•Producing interventions that enhance quality of life

The PBS Plan is based on the results of a functional assessment (formulation) and contains a range 

of strategies which not only focus on the challenging behaviour(s), but also include ways to ensure 

the person has access to things that are important to them.

The  PBS strategies used are referred to as:

• Proactive Strategies 

• Reactive Strategies 

• Crisis Support Strategies

• Recovery Support Strategies

The project was focused in Braids, the new 15 bedded Intensive Rehabilitation Mental Health Unit, based within the Royal Edinburgh Building. The 

programme was influenced by recent studies, conducted by Davies et.al, (2015, 2016a, & 2016b) and Griffiths & Wilcox (2013) carried out in a forensic 

medium secure service in the Caswell Clinic in Wales. These studies demonstrated favourable results in implementing a PBS approach within the field 

of mental health.

Measurement of improvement 

Effects of change – the individual’s experience

Lessons learned and message for others
“I’m gonna be okay”
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“This PBS has kept me on my toes, kept me going, kept me 

happy.”

“I can see me out of here in a couple of years time in the 

future and getting my own house my own 

accommodation, supported accommodation.” 

“I felt in control for once in my life. Before, everybody else 

was in control of my life – ‘you do this, you do that, you do 

the next thing’ - and I was left to just get on with it, I never 

had any control.”

“I am constantly thinking about new things I can do for 

myself to get myself better and that is what makes me 

feel so good.”
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In terms of the key success criteria, early indications in relation to PBS would signify that there is some 

evidence in the data that demonstrates a shift towards achieving these. The project has developed a training 

programme and operational implementation care-pathway which is being utilised to develop the second 

operational PBS plan with a view to expanding the PBS methodology to other patients.

The lack of evidence of its efficacy coupled with the paucity of literature in adult mental health, may be a 

barrier to the implementation of PBS, however NHS Lothian is fully supporting its development and is 

looking to increase its application in other areas.  
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