
For many people, their �rst interaction with Brigham and Women’s
Hospital is through the Emergency Department (ED). Usually, they are in a
desperate state. As such, the ED is a critical place for patients who need
acute psychiatric care.

At the EDs at Brigham and Women’s Hospital’s main campus in Boston’s
Longwood/Harvard Medical School neighborhood and at the Brigham and
Women’s Faulkner Hospital (BWFH) campus in Boston’s Jamaica Plain
neighborhood, psychiatric care is woven into the fabric of emergency
observation, diagnosis and care.
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“Many other hospitals have a separate psychiatry emergency room, often
called Psychiatric Emergency Services,” said Sejal B. Shah, MD, director of
the Brigham’s Division of Medical Psychiatry. “But we work in conjunction
with the ED to care for the patients. Any time someone comes into the ED
and those caring for them think psychiatry could be helpful, someone
from our psychiatry consultation service is called in. This may be a fellow, a
resident or an attending, who then makes recommendations for
psychiatric care to the ED clinicians.” This model keeps the patients under
the direct care of the emergency department and avoids a feeling of
separate mental health care and lack of emergency physician and nurse
“ownership,” while providing close, expert specialty consultation and
management.

P syc h i a t r i c  Co n s u l t s  L ea d  to  a  R a n g e  o f
C a re  A p p roa c h e s

A psychiatry consult may be needed for any number of reasons. A patient
may come in after a suicide attempt or drug overdose. They may exhibit
signs of psychosis. Or they may be experiencing delirium or hallucinations
due to a medical illness like heart disease or a neurocognitive disorder.

For patients who ultimately are admitted to the hospital for their medical
condition, members of the psychiatry consultation team continue to follow
them on the medical and surgical �oors. The Brigham psychiatry service is
the most consulted service in the hospital, and has won awards from
among all the services, year after year. For other patients, psychiatry
consultants may recommend an inpatient psychiatric unit or outpatient
intensive care, also called a partial hospitalization program. Consulting
psychiatrists work collaboratively with team members across the ED and
the rest of the hospital, including social workers, who may meet with
family members or help patients access needed services.

https://physiciandirectory.brighamandwomens.org/details/266/sejal-shah-psychiatry-boston


“Many of the patients we treat are brought in because they’re experiencing
some kind of psychiatric crisis,” said Naomi A. Schmelzer, MD, MPH,
director of medical psychiatry at BWFH’s campus. “Many people lack
access to the services they need, so the emergency room becomes their
safety net when they’re in crisis.” She added that these patients may come
in on their own or may be brought in by a concerned family member or
another caregiver.

G e tt i n g  Pa t i e n t s  t h e  L eve l  o f  C a re  T h ey
N e e d

According to Dr. Shah, behavioral health issues represent about 8 percent
of total ED visits nationally.

“BWFH’s campus is located near many nursing homes and group homes,”
Dr. Shah noted. “When people who live in these facilities have a medical
problem, whether it’s related to their psychiatric illness or not, they are
often brought there.”

Dr. Schmelzer emphasized that the emergency medicine physicians at
both hospitals are supportive of patients’ psychiatric needs and work to
reduce any stigma patients may feel. “We collaborate well with them.” she
said. “At BWFH, many of the ED patients are there for psychiatric reasons.
The Psychiatry Consultation-Liaison service and the ED have instituted
daily interdisciplinary rounds to review the care of all psychiatric patients in
the ED.”

However, Dr. Shah cautioned, the best place to treat psychiatric illnesses is
not in the ED.

“Our job is to stabilize patients and then help to �gure out where they can
get the level of care they need,” she said. “But as part of that, we may go
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ahead and start patients on an antidepressant or antipsychotic while
they’re still in the emergency room. Or we make sure they get medication
for substance withdrawal, if that’s what’s needed.”

“The emergency room doctors are our partners in making sure that these
patients are treated appropriately and don’t fall through the cracks,” Dr.
Shah concluded.
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