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This document provides details from a case study of an SSA (System 
Safety Assessment). SSA is a process for proactively thinking about and 
addressing risks so problems can be prevented up front. More detail
about the SSA method can be found at:

www.ssatoolkit.com

The Section 136 case study examines the risks involved in the process of
admitting a young person to a secure mental health facility, in accordance
with Section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983. More information about 
this case study can be found at:

http://www.ssatoolkit.com/toolkit/casestudies/section136/

This document takes the form of an SSA Assessment Form, completed with 
information about the case study. This form is designed to record the 
information in each of the activities of the SSA process, shown by the white 
circles in the diagram opposite. The activities in grey (in 'Manage') are not 
included in this form, because they guide the process rather than requiring 
documentation. 

There is usually one page for each activity, although note that the three 
activities within the Assess phase share a single page. The pages start with 
‘Record background’ and work through the Examine, Assess and Improve 
phases. 

Please note that this case study is based on a real SSA. However, the 
materials have been organised, tidied up and added to for presentation 
purposes, and some modifications have been made for reasons of  
confidentiality.

http://www.ssatoolkit.com/


1. Record background Project:
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Please write the project name, team name and date below. 
Then enter some further details about the project in the boxes below.

Project title Team name Date

Section 136 new build Anonymised 04/11/2010

Details of the team/people conducting the assessment

Project manager Project junior architect

In-patient ward manager (Names have been anonymised)

Nurse

Psychiatrist

Background
Explain why this work is taking place
The first drafts of the architectural plan for the XX new build project are ready, but the final design is still flexible. 
This gives the Trust an opportunity to redesign procedures and the architecture / care environment. The 136 suite 
and process of sectioning patients in our current hospital has its challenges, and this is also a chance to address 
some concerns over a recent rise in demand on service provision through increased patient numbers.

Summary of triggers for the work:
• Disquiet over existing arrangements, new build provides chance to improve service
• External system concerns
• The number of incidents is increasing, partly because the age of patients being admitted has increased 

(now including patients age 17)
• New build provides an opportunity to review our ways of working, including operational risks

Section 136 new build



2. Outline goals Project:
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Outline the goals and scope of the SSA,

and provide a brief description of the system that will be investigated during the SSA.

Brief description of the system

Describe what the system does in a couple of sentences

The process for admitting a young person to the proposed secure mental health unit in accordance with Section 136.

Scope of the assessment

Outline what will be included and excluded from the assessment

• The assessment focuses on the process of admitting a young person to the unit.
• It focuses on the parts of this process that take place at the unit itself.
• It does not examine the processes once the patient has been admitted.
• It will concentrate on safety risks to service users and staff, including violence and aggression and the risks of 

delayed care, and will consider other types of risk where appropriate.

Goals of the assessment

Briefly describe the goals and aims of the assessment

• Examine the risks involved in the opening of a new unit - and address them as far as is practical.
• Determine how to improve the service. 
• Address the unit's capacity issues, with the increase in number of patients, now that patients aged 17 are included.
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3. Set risk criteria Project:
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Describe the risk criteria that will be used to assess risks during the SSA. 

These include definitions of impact and likelihood ratings, and information on the types of action required for different risk scores.

Documents

List any risk criteria documents and guidelines that need to be referred to, e.g. risk criteria that are set by an NHS Trust. Other documents relevant to the
assessment could also be noted here, if desired. Include a description of their location, so they can be easily found when needed during the SSA.

Trust Risk Assessment Procedure

Other documents:

Architectural plan of the unit, including the 136 Suite

Trust Section 136 policy and procedure

Risk bands

Risk scores are often grouped into colour-coded bands, with different types of action being required for the different bands.
Record the details of the bands you will use in the table below. Some examples of common bands are given, if you wish to use them. If you prefer, you can 
add your own descriptions and colours of bands in the lower half of the table.

Description of risk Colour
Lowest risk score

in this band
Highest risk score

in this band
Notes

Negligible

Low - Acceptable 1 7

Minor - Reduce if possible

Serious - Treat risk 8 15

High - Treat risk 16 25
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4. Identify stakeholders Project:
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List, ideally by name and job title, the main people involved in the system. Highlight the key players to keep in mind.

It can also be helpful to consider how you might influence their desire or ability to engage with the project.

Internal stakeholders (inside organisation)

List internal stakeholders, e.g. healthcare professionals, support workers, administrative staff, porters, managers, risk specialists

AMHP (approved mental health professional)

Doctor: Psychiatrist

Nurse

Project manager

Ward manager

External stakeholders (outside organisation) Patients and their representatives

List external stakeholders, e.g. local authority staff, funders List patients and representatives, e.g. patients, family, carers, support groups

Police Young person (YP)

Architect Parents/responsible adult

Doctor: Psychiatrist

Nurse

Project manager

Ward manager

Architect
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5. Describe system Project:
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Give a graphical description of the system. It may be easier to do this with sticky notes or a whiteboard, then attach a photo of this here. 

Please duplicate this page, if more space is needed.

Description of the system (using diagrams)

Start by drawing a process map, unless you are very familiar with system mapping. Other diagrams can then be added if they are helpful.

It can be helpful to start with a general, overall diagram with high-level steps, then produce more specific, detailed ones. 

Police decide where to take YP

YP admitted YP discharged

YP arrested

Police call receiving unit

Unit gets staff in place

Police and YP arrive

Paperwork checked

YP waits for assessment

Assessment done

Section 136 new build



6. Identify/Analyse/Evaluate risks (page 1) Project:
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Fill in this table with details of the possible risks in the system. See the toolkit website for details on how to complete each column.

You may also wish to colour code the risks according to the risk criteria specified on the ‘Set risk criteria’ page.

ID What is going on? What could go wrong?
What problems 
might it cause?

What are we already doing 
to prevent it?

How bad
is it if it
does go
wrong?

How likely
is it to

go
wrong?

What is the 
risk?

List the main parts
of the system

Consider different scenarios, 
historical data, incident logs, 

etc.

Write down what negative 
effects this might have

Leave blank if not doing
anything to prevent it

Impact Likelihood
Impact x 
likelihood

A
Unit gets staff in place Insufficient staff available to 

accept patient
Unable to accept 
patient

Staff capacity, 
Early notice of arrival 3 1 3

B
” ” Knock-on effect of reduced 

staffing in other areas of 
unit at times of high activity

Staff capacity,
Early notice of arrival 4 4 16

C
Police & YP arrive at unit Delay in getting staff in

place to receive/assess
patient

Unwell patient waiting, 
unhappy police! 
Distress exacerbated

Staff capacity, 
Early notice of arrival 3 4 12

D
” No space in unit due to 

another patient already 
present

Unable to accept 
patient, distress

Capacity in unit,
Early notice of arrival 2 2 4

E
Paperwork checked No or incorrect 

paperwork
Time wasted. Distress, 
possible legal problem.

Clear procedures for 
police and MH 2 2 4

F
YP waits for assessment Protracted wait Unwell patient waiting. 

Distress exacerbated.
Staff capacity,
Early notice of arrival 3 4 12

G
“ “ Patient goes for smoking 

break in courtyard outside 
and absconds over the wall

Staff capacity, 
Proposed height of wall 
is 6 feet.

4 3 12
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6. Identify/Analyse/Evaluate risks (page 2) Project:
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Fill in this table with details of the possible risks in the system. See the toolkit website for details on how to complete each column.

You may also wish to colour code the risks according to the risk criteria specified on the ‘Set risk criteria’ page.

ID What is going on? What could go wrong?
What problems 
might it cause?

What are we already doing 
to prevent it?

How bad
is it if it
does go
wrong?

How likely
is it to

go
wrong?

What is the 
risk?

List the main parts
of the system

Consider different scenarios, 
historical data, incident logs, 

etc.

Write down what negative 
effects this might have

Leave blank if not doing
anything to prevent it

Impact Likelihood
Impact x 
likelihood

H
YP discharged Discharged but have to 

remain on unit as no one 
available to pick them up

Staff tied up. Lose 
capacity of 136 Suite / 
other part of unit

Protocols with other 
authorities to pick them 
up

4 2 8

I
YP admitted YP admitted voluntarily 

but no space in unit
YP waiting for transfer 
outside of unit. Distress 
exacerbated

Capacity in system,
discharge current patient on 
unit, clear protocols

4 2 8

J
" YP not admitted as

very disturbed – move to 
another unit/police station

YP waiting for transfer. Staff 
tied up waiting for YP to 
leave (e.g. at end of shift)

Planning - arranging 
potential for flexibility in 
staffing. Staff competence

4 1 4
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7. Propose actions (page 1) Project:
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For each risk that requires reduction, note its ID number in the first column (duplicate the sheet if necessary). Record ideas for reducing it on the right. 

After doing this, review the suggestions and shortlist a few to investigate in more detail. Highlight or circle the shortlisted actions below.

ID
1 Removal of high-risk

processes
2 Design controls 3 Administrative measures 4 Monitoring 5 Preparation for

foreseeable risks

E.g.: replacing high-risk 
processes; transferring risk; 
and avoiding dangerous 
processes or materials

E.g.: barriers; isolation; 
automation; improving 
usability; and adopting 
failsafe design

E.g.: procedures; signs; 
double-checking; partial 
automation; awareness 
campaigns; training; and 
rest periods

E.g.: Observations; alarms; 
patient vigilance; and 
reporting incidents or near 
misses

E.g.: emergency resources 
and plans; testing equipment 
before use;  training; and 
protective equipment

B

Stop offering 136 service and
use facility for other means

Use some kind of automated 
process to help assess YPs

Review staffing policy 
and implement changes

Use CCTV in the Suite and
connect to nursing station

Develop plans to manage an
escalating situation in suite

Never take staff from other
areas to cover 136 Suite

Locate unit closer to staffing
area to reduce journey time

Improve staff training to help
speed up ass’t process

Give waiting YPs a self-report
mood tool, monitor results

Train staff on de-escalation
techniques

Send all YPs requiring
136 assessment to our adult

Speed up the assessment
process with better IT

Change policy so YPs are
automatically locked in their

Convert existing room to a
personal “safe room” for YP

suite instead rooms when low on staff

C

(Similar solutions to risk B) (Similar solutions to risk B) Review staffing policy 
and implement changes

Monitor staffing levels, try to
coordinate arrival time with

(Similar solutions to risk B)

Joint training course w. police 
to improve communication

police

Put additional staff on
standby if there’s a low

staffing level on unit
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7. Propose actions (page 2) Project:
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For each risk that requires reduction, note its ID number in the first column (duplicate the sheet if necessary). Record ideas for reducing it on the right. 

After doing this, review the suggestions and shortlist a few to investigate in more detail. Highlight or circle the shortlisted actions below.

ID
1 Removal of high-risk

processes
2 Design controls 3 Administrative measures 4 Monitoring 5 Preparation for

foreseeable risks

E.g.: replacing high-risk 
processes; transferring risk; 
and avoiding dangerous 
processes or materials

E.g.: barriers; isolation; 
automation; improving 
usability; and adopting 
failsafe design

E.g.: procedures; signs; 
double-checking; partial 
automation; awareness 
campaigns; training; and 
rest periods

E.g.: Observations; alarms; 
patient vigilance; and 
reporting incidents or near 
misses

E.g.: emergency resources 
and plans; testing equipment 
before use;  training; and 
protective equipment

E

Decide that paperwork is no
longer necessary

Set up a web site so police
can access Trust forms

Store spare forms in 136 
Suite

Send completed paperwork
to Trust admin. for audit on 

Joint training course w. police
to improve paperwork

quality issues

F

Just admit the patient
anyway, without assessment

Improve ambience to reduce
stress and improve comfort

Review the protocol Use CCTV in the Suite and
connect to nursing station

Train staff on de-escalation
techniques

Train more AMHPs
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7. Propose actions (page 3) Project:
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For each risk that requires reduction, note its ID number in the first column (duplicate the sheet if necessary). Record ideas for reducing it on the right. 

After doing this, review the suggestions and shortlist a few to investigate in more detail. Highlight or circle the shortlisted actions below.

ID
1 Removal of high-risk

processes
2 Design controls 3 Administrative measures 4 Monitoring 5 Preparation for

foreseeable risks

E.g.: replacing high-risk 
processes; transferring risk; 
and avoiding dangerous 
processes or materials

E.g.: barriers; isolation; 
automation; improving 
usability; and adopting 
failsafe design

E.g.: procedures; signs; 
double-checking; partial 
automation; awareness 
campaigns; training; and 
rest periods

E.g.: Observations; alarms; 
patient vigilance; and 
reporting incidents or near 
misses

E.g.: emergency resources 
and plans; testing equipment 
before use;  training; and 
protective equipment

G

Ban all smoking on site Increase height of wall to 
9 feet

Consider smoking ban on 
site

Use CCTV monitoring of the
smoking area so help can be

Install a site-wide alarm
system to alert staff when

Design an internal smoking 
area

Provide nicotine patches or
e-cigarettes as alternative

summoned quickly if  
needed

someone absconds

Ensure there are at least 2
staff when a patient

smokes outside
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8. Examine actions Project:
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For each risk that requires reduction, note its ID number below.  Match this up with the ‘Identify/Assess/Evaluate risks’ page to see details of the risk. 
List shortlisted actions for addressing that risk, and complete the remaining columns in the table. Highlight at least one action to be implemented for each risk.

ID
What should we do

about it?

How bad 
is it if it 

still goes
wrong?

How likely 
is it to 
still go 
wrong?

What is the 
new risk?

Does the action have 
any undesirable 

side-effects?

What other things
should be 

considered?

What are your
reasons for your

choice?

List shortlisted actions
from the ‘Propose

actions' page
Impact Likelihood

Impact x 
likelihood

Consider any
unintended

consequences

List other
considerations such as
cost and sustainability

Describe why this
action has been

selected or rejected

B
Review staffing policy 
and implement changes 4 2 8

May need to recruit more 
staff, or do additional 
training

Cost Accept – some changes
should be practical

C
Review staffing policy 
and implement changes 3 2 6

May need to recruit more 
staff, or do additional 
training

Cost Accept – some changes
should be practical

E
Store spare forms in 136 
Suite 2 2 4

Need to ensure that the
correct versions of the
forms are used consistently

Stack of forms will need
replenishing / updating
periodically

Reject – not felt to have 
much of an impact

F
Improve ambience to
reduce stress and improve
comfort

4 2 8
Improved design of unit
could lead to greater risk of 
property being damaged

Cost. Need to consider 
robust or replaceable 
design of environment.

Accept – investigate further
– some changes should
be easy to make

G
Increase height of wall 
to 9 feet. 4 2 8

Makes the courtyard 
feel more like a "prison". 

Architect feels lower wall 
may look better. Small cost 
increase. Low maintenance.

Reject at present – consider
smoking ban (below) first

G
Consider smoking ban on 
site 4 2 8

Could be a trigger for other
behavioural problems

Smoking ban could be 
difficult to introduce

Probably accept – but
further analysis will be
required
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9. Implement actions Project:
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List the actions that have been agreed upon from the ‘Examine actions' page, and include the ID numbers of the risks that they address. 

Add further details of how they will be implemented and evaluated.

ID Planned actions Further details Person responsible Timescale Evaluation measures

List the actions that have been agreed upon 
from the ‘Examine actions' page

Give further details of each action,
and reasons for choosing them

Specify who is 
responsible for 

getting this done

Specify when it 
should be done by

Describe how you will 
evaluate if it is 

successful

B
Review staffing policy and implement 
changes

TBC Project manager 03/12/2010 Staff discussions

C
Review staffing policy and implement 
changes

TBC Project manager 03/12/2010 Staff discussions

F
Improve ambience of Suite to reduce 
stress and improve comfort.

TBC Project manager 03/12/2010
Staff design 

review in January 
2011

G
Consider smoking ban on site - no need to 
send patient outside in this case.

TBC Project manager 03/12/2010
Staff 

questionnaire. 
Incident forms.
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10. Review assessment Project:
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Recommendations for further assessment Person responsible Timescale Other considerations

Describe any further assessment that is required
Specify who is
reponsible for

getting this done

Specify when it 
should be done by

List any other 
considerations

Set up a separate 1-hour SSA meeting to review risks H and I Project manager 17/11/2010

Review any additional risks introduced by implementing actions stated above Project manager 03/12/2010

A new SSA to consider the risks of introducing a complete smoking ban Project manager 14/01/2011

Triggers for review Person responsible Timescale Evaluation measures

Describe the conditions that should trigger a review of the system

Monitor the situation once the unit opens, particularly as regards item I: Capacity of the unit All staff Ongoing

Evaluate the completeness of the SSA and consider whether any further SSA work is required. Specify the details below.

In addition, identify the conditions that will trigger a review of the system. This may take the form of another SSA or a review meeting.
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