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Best Practices in Emergency Mental Health Assessment

● Approaches to rapid and thorough behavioral health evaluation in the ED

● Risk assessment for suicide, violence, and patient safety

● Trauma-informed and patient-centered communication strategies

● Collaboration with psychiatry, social work, and crisis teams

Managing Acute Behavioral Health Emergencies

● De-escalation techniques and maintaining a safe care environment

● Appropriate use of medications and restraint alternatives

● Addressing substance use and co-occurring psychiatric conditions

Prolonged ED Stays and Psychiatric Boarding

● Operational challenges associated with extended ED stays

● Strategies to support patient dignity, safety, and therapeutic engagement during 

boarding

● Workflow approaches that reduce strain on ED staff and resources

System-Level Solutions and Innovations

● Partnerships with community mental health resources and crisis services

● Telepsychiatry and alternative care pathways

● Advocacy opportunities to address psychiatric capacity and access issues

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES
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• List reasons for boarding of psychiatric 
patients in the ED

• Identify ways to enhance behavioral health 
care for patients during boarding

• Provide perspectives on development of 
new models of collaborative behavioral 
health care in emergency departments

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVE
S



Mayo Clinic ED in Rochester, MN
South Pod



South Pod patient rooms (4)



Mayo Clinic ED in Rochester, MN
North Pod



North Pod patient rooms (9)



Reasons for 
Psychiatric 
Boarding –

The Jammed 
Freeway 

MMA and MN ACEP Boarding Report

https://www.mnmed.org/application/files/2116/8478/3216/MMA-MNACEP-EDBPPD-Final-Report-2023.pdf
https://www.mnmed.org/application/files/2116/8478/3216/MMA-MNACEP-EDBPPD-Final-Report-2023.pdf


Reasons for Psychiatric Boarding

• Limited inpatient beds

• Infection control issues

• Legal issues
• Commitments
• Guardianships
• In custody

• Workforce shortages

• Medical clearance

• Discharge barriers
• Social issues
• Patient complexity (intellectual 

disability, violence/aggression, 
criminal histories)

• Lack of alternative treatments
• Intensive outpatient
• CD Treatment
• Crisis stabilization
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Safer Spaces Drill

• Two “in situ” drills with 
multidisciplinary staff



Emergency Psychiatry 
Assessment, 
Treatment, and 
Healing (EmPATH) 
Model

• Therapeutic ED treatment 
environment

• Trained personnel able to 
rapidly evaluate patients

• Treatment started 
immediately

• Medications

• Psychotherapy

• Adequate time to address 
crisis (up to 23 hours)

https://www.vituity.com/healthcare-services/psychiatry/empath-units/
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Space-Invariant 
Elements of EmPATH 

• Collaborative approach to evaluation and 
treatment with nursing, social work, and 
prescribers

• Adequate staff training to detect and manage 
behavioral escalations

• Rapid initiation of treatment for underlying 
conditions

https://www.vituity.com/healthcare-services/psychiatry/empath-units/
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Fairview Mental Health and Addiction Services

Fairview EmPATH

In 2021, M Health Fairview pioneered a new model of emergency 
mental health care in Minnesota called Emergency Psychiatric 
Assessment, Treatment, and Healing (EmPATH).

Unlike traditional emergency mental health care, EmPATH  creates 
a calming, choice-based environment where healing can begin the 
moment someone arrives. The unit is intentionally designed to 
feel less like a hospital and more like a restorative community 
space. Recliners, games, soothing music, sensory rooms, 
weighted blankets, and freedom to move make it a place where 
people can choose how they want to engage. 

No phones or guests are allowed—an intentional decision to 
create a distraction-free space focused solely on well-being. The 
average stay is 26 to 33 hours, which gives people time to feel 
calmer and make a plan for continued care. 

RESULTS!

● Hospitalizations reduced from 30-40% to 6%, as 

care teams stabilize patients and help avoid 

unnecessary inpatient stays. 
● Repeat emergency visits for mental health crises 

after leaving EmPATH fell to 17% in 2025.



Fairview Mental Health and Addiction Services, cont.

Reducing barrier post discharge
This model reflects our broader commitment to expanding access to 
whole-person, compassionate care. As the largest provider of mental 
health care in the Upper Midwest, M Health Fairview continues to 
advance solutions, including same-day access to behavioral health 
services, to better meet the needs of our communities. 

That commitment is taking shape across our system.  Over the past 18 
months, we’ve expanded access by opening new mental health programs 
for adolescents and adults in six locations, with two additional In Edina, 
this growth has strengthened a comprehensive hub for mental health 
services.  Two new adult programs opened in 2024, adding to the already 
robust set of treatment options. After receiving care at EmPATH, patients 
can be admitted directly to the Partial Hospitalization Program or 
Intensive Outpatient Program, or substance use treatment, reducing gaps 
in care between emergency and follow-up care. 



Fairview Mental Health and Addiction Services, cont.

https://urlisolation.com/browser?clickId=1A366079-456B-4D2E-A4EF-5968E0AE34EA&traceToken=1777928974%3Bfairview_hosted%3Bhttps%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FLad-
X1n2RwA%3Fsi%3D&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DLad-X1n2RwA
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