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General Comments – Review NI Guidance on Termination of Pregnancy 2008
Psychiatrists expressed the view that it is considered rare for pregnancy to cause adverse effects on mental health which are real, serious, long-term or permanent.  There is currently much discussion within the College about the evidence base on womens’ mental health in relation to induced abortion.  The issues under discussion are as follows:-
The specific issue of whether or not induced abortion has harmful effects on women’s mental health remains to be fully resolved.  The current research evidence base is inconclusive – some studies indicate no evidence of harm, whilst other more recent research studies identify a range of mental disorders following abortion.  
Mental disorders can occur for some women during pregnancy and after birth.  
Some research studies have also suggested that for some women, there can be a risk of a range of psychiatric disorders following abortion.
Women with pre-existing psychiatric disorders who continue with their pregnancy, as well as those with psychiatric disorders who undergo abortion, will need appropriate support and care.  Liaison between relevant services, and, where relevant, with carers and advocates, is advisable.

Healthcare professionals who assess or refer women who are requesting an abortion should assess for mental disorder and for risk factors that may be associated with its subsequent development. If a mental disorder or risk factors are identified, there should be a clearly identified care pathway whereby the mental health needs of the woman and her significant others may be met.  

The Royal College of Psychiatrists recognises that good practice in relation to abortion will include informed consent. Consent cannot be informed without the provision of adequate and appropriate information regarding the possible risks and benefits to physical and mental health. This may require the generation of patient information leaflets approved by the relevant Royal Colleges, and education and training to relevant health care professionals, in order to develop a good practice pathway.  
These difficult and complex issues should be addressed through additional systematic reviews into the relationship between abortion and mental health.  These reviews should consider whether there is evidence for psychiatric indications for abortion.  

Response to Specific Sections:
3.2 Regarding the question as to when it is most appropriate to engage a psychiatrist if a termination of pregnancy on mental health or mental competence grounds is being considered; this is most appropriate when there is a current history of severe mental illness or previous history of severe mental illness or a known history of severe learning disability.  This might include current or past psychotic illness, severe affective disorder or other severe mental disorders.
3.2 & 3.3. Regarding the question on which medical specialist would be best placed to assess a woman’s mental health where there is no past history of mental illness; this would most appropriately be any Consultant General Adult Psychiatrist or a General Practitioner with experience in assessing mental health, for women of 18 years or over.  For adolescents under 18 years of age, a Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist is appropriate.  For those fulfilling the definitions of being learning disabled or where there is a doubt about mental competence on the grounds of learning disability, a Consultant Psychiatrist specializing in Learning Disability is appropriate. 
In all of these situations where mental health or mental competence is an issue, psychiatrists who have a conscientious objection to the termination of pregnancy on moral and/or religious grounds may wish to decline involvement in the assessment process but should nevertheless facilitate colleagues’ involvement and provide access to relevant notes etc.
Kind regards.
Yours sincerely
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