Exploring pharmacists’ mental health support behaviours via simulated patients: mixed-methods pilot study 
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Introduction. Simulated patient (SP) role-plays provide a safe and relevant learning experience for pharmacy students, improving confidence and attitudes towards providing mental health support (Ung et al, 2023). Little research explores the use of SP role-plays, enacted by trained actors, with pharmacists. 
Aims. To pilot the adaptation of SP role-plays from the classroom with university students into a workshop with pharmacists, evaluate their impact on pharmacists’ intended mental health support behaviours, and explore pharmacists’ experiences of the workshop.
Methods. Pharmacists attended a workshop at an annual national professional conference in July 2023. Trained actors enacted simulated scenarios (previously developed for pharmacy education) with role-playing pharmacist volunteers, while being observed by peers, a workshop facilitator and mental health consumer educator (MHCE). Immediately post-roleplay, role-playing pharmacists engaged in self-assessment, performance feedback and debrief discussions. Pharmacists completed pre- and post-workshop surveys exploring intended mental health support behaviours, and were invited to a follow-up interview. Role-play scores, survey scores, and interview transcripts were analysed.
Results. Thirty-five pharmacists attended the workshop. Sixteen role-plays were conducted with 14 analysed. Pharmacist self-assessment scores were lower than MHCE scores (p=0.028). The role-plays increased observing and participating pharmacists’ intentions in supporting a person experiencing mental health crises (suicide or psychosis), as well as encouraging other supports (p<0.05). Four themes emerged from interviews (n=4): realistic context for skills application and practice, benefits of observing, self-assessment and feedback, integrating into clinical practice.
Discussion. SP role-plays may be used to observe and enhance pharmacists’ mental health support behaviours. The SP method may be adapted into clinical practice as a workplace-based assessment, to upskill pharmacists in providing mental health support.
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