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NHS British Sign Language Talking Therapies Service
We are delighted to announce that NHS South Yorkshire Integrated Care Board has awarded a contract to SignHealth to deliver a specialist NHS British Sign Language (BSL) Talking Therapies Service for Deaf BSL users registered with GP practices across South Yorkshire.
Please find further information about the service and how to refer patients below.
1. What GPs Need to Know
Specialist NHS Talking Therapies delivered directly in British Sign Language are available for Deaf patients aged 18 and over who are registered with an eligible GP practice in South Yorkshire.
Talking therapies can support a range of common mental health difficulties by helping patients explore their thoughts, feelings and behaviours with a trained professional. These interventions can reduce distress, improve emotional regulation and support healthier decision-making.
Patients may experience better sleep, improved concentration, reduced worry and greater confidence in managing everyday challenges. Within primary care, effective psychological support may also contribute to fewer repeat consultations relating to the same emotional concerns and improved engagement with wider health advice.
Barriers for Deaf Patients
Deaf people can experience significant language-related barriers when accessing mental health care. Limited access to written English may make health information difficult to understand, and many NHS Talking Therapies services rely on online or telephone-based self-referral systems that are not always accessible.
Spoken communication can also present a significant barrier. Providing a sign language interpreter alongside a hearing therapist does not always fully meet the linguistic, cultural or clinical needs of a Deaf BSL user.
Effective psychological support requires an understanding of the developmental, linguistic and cultural experiences of Deaf people living in a predominantly hearing world. Deaf BSL users form a distinct cultural and linguistic community, and symptom presentation and diagnostic benchmarks may differ from those commonly seen in hearing populations.
Assessments and interventions therefore need to be appropriately adapted to support clinical accuracy, accessibility and meaningful engagement.
2. Why Refer to the BSL Talking Therapies Service?
Specialist BSL therapy may be particularly appropriate where a patient:
· Uses BSL as their first or preferred language.
· Experiences difficulty engaging through interpreter-mediated therapy.
· Prefers direct communication without a third person present.
· Has experienced barriers when accessing mainstream NHS Talking Therapies.
· Would benefit from therapy informed by Deaf culture and lived experience.
Key Benefits
· Therapy delivered directly in BSL rather than through an interpreter.
· Accessible communication from the point of first contact.
· Deaf culturally informed assessment, supporting greater clinical and diagnostic accuracy.
· Improved engagement and reduced risk of dropout compared with inaccessible or interpreter-mediated pathways.
· Earlier access to appropriate therapy, which may prevent deterioration and reduce future need for higher-intensity or crisis services.
· A national specialist NHS provider with more than 10 years of established experience and outcomes.
· Strong performance in NHS Talking Therapies recovery and reliable improvement outcomes.
3. About SignHealth’s Psychological Therapies Service
SignHealth provides a national psychological therapy service delivered directly in British Sign Language by trained clinicians who are fluent BSL users.
It is the only NHS Talking Therapies service specifically designed for Deaf BSL users experiencing anxiety, depression and other common mental health difficulties.
The service is delivered by clinicians with expertise in psychological therapies, mental health, Deaf culture and the linguistic needs of BSL users. This ensures that assessment, treatment and communication are accessible and culturally informed throughout the patient journey.

4. Service Criteria
The service is designed for Deaf adults aged 18 years and over who:
· Use BSL as their first or preferred language.
· Are registered with a GP practice covered by the local commissioning arrangement.
· Present with a difficulty that is appropriate for NHS Talking Therapies.
The service can support people experiencing:
· Mild to moderate depression or anxiety.
· Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.
· Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.
· Generalised Anxiety Disorder.
· Phobias.
· Social anxiety.
· Health anxiety.
· Bereavement and loss.
· Low self-esteem or confidence.
· Family-related or work-related stress.
· Identity-related difficulties.
· Relationship difficulties.
· Sleep difficulties.
Suitability will be considered through an accessible clinical assessment.
5. Types of Therapy Offered
Step 2 and Step 3 interventions are available. Therapy may be delivered online or face to face, depending on patient preference, location, clinical need and service availability.
Depending on clinical need and availability, therapies may include:
· Cognitive Behavioural Therapy.
· Couples Therapy.
· Counselling for Depression.
· Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing.
· Interpersonal Therapy.
· Guided Self-Help.
· Group Workshops
SignHealth delivers accessible BSL group workshops covering subjects such as anxiety, understanding trauma and living with fibromyalgia, a condition frequently reported by patients using the service.
Further workshops may be developed in response to patient need.
Self-Guided Online CBT
An online Cognitive Behavioural Therapy programme is available in BSL with subtitles and focuses on anxiety and depression.
The programme usually runs over four to six weeks and includes sessions lasting approximately 30 to 60 minutes, together with activities between sessions such as diaries, reflection tasks and behavioural practice.
6. Waiting Times
Indicative waiting times are:
· Assessment usually offered within six weeks.
· Step 2 treatment usually offered within six to twelve weeks.
· Step 3 waiting times vary according to the therapy required and current service capacity.
· BSL online CBT may be available without a significant wait.
Patients waiting for therapy may receive:
· Regular Waiting Well contact.
· Access to accessible BSL psychoeducation resources.
· Signposting and review where needs or risks change.
7. Clinical Governance and Assurance
The BSL Talking Therapies Service provides:
· An NHS Talking Therapies service delivered in line with relevant NICE guidance.
· Routine outcome monitoring and performance reporting.
· Robust safeguarding and clinical-risk pathways.
· Communication with GPs where clinically necessary, including where risk is identified.
· Referral or step-up to secondary mental health services where clinically required.
· Collaborative working with local NHS Talking Therapies providers, GPs and secondary mental health services.
· Clear arrangements to support safe pathways, continuity of care and appropriate clinical escalation.
8. How to Refer
Eligibility
Patients must:
· Be aged 18 years or over.
· Use British Sign Language as their first or preferred language.
· Be registered with a GP practice covered by South Yorkshire ICB.
· Have a presenting need that is appropriate for NHS Talking Therapies.
Where there is uncertainty about whether a patient’s GP practice is covered by the service, please contact the SignHealth Psychological Therapies Team before referring.
Referral Routes
Patients can self-refer directly to the service. SignHealth will contact the patient’s GP where clinically necessary and in accordance with consent, safeguarding and risk-management requirements.
GPs and other healthcare professionals can refer Deaf patients who may benefit from the service through the SignHealth professional referral page:
https://signhealth.org.uk/for-professionals/psychological-therapy/
For advice about eligibility, suitability or the referral process, please contact the SignHealth Psychological Therapies Team.
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