
INTRODUCTION

In the first decade of the twenty-first century mental health practitioners have witnessed
unprecedented changes in mental health law and policy that have had profound
consequences for their professional practice. In this book we explore the historical,
theoretical and political contexts underpinning these changes and their impact on
mental health practitioners and on users of mental health services and their carers.
Many of the changes that have taken place (and are still taking place) relate to the
emergence of new professional roles, skills and systems of service delivery that are
no longer so clearly tied to traditional disciplinary lines. The traditional boundaries
around ‘who does what’ in mental health care are being renegotiated and users of
mental health services and their carers are increasingly influential in shaping the
modern mental health system.

In this context it might then appear strange that this book should address itself to
understanding social work practice in mental health. However, the focus on social
work is deliberate and our defence of this rests in our belief in the central impor-
tance and distinctive contribution that social work makes in advancing a social
model of mental health theory and practice that is highly valued by users of mental
health services and their carers. Unlike many other mental health professions, social
work has not always been very good at articulating precisely what it is that it brings
to the field of mental health. In recent years this has started to change and, as we
will discuss in this book, perhaps out of the necessity to ensure its survival, social
work is reasserting its identity.

Understanding Social Work Practice in Mental Health will enable students of
social work develop core knowledge, understanding, skills and values for profes-
sional social work practice in the mental health context. However, it is not an
instruction manual on ‘how to do mental health social work’. Rather, we firmly
believe that it is only through a critical social scientific interrogation of the modern
mental health system that students can learn to develop as critically reflective prac-
titioners. Social workers are currently the only mental health practitioners with
social science training. Whereas traditionally the emphasis in mental health educa-
tion and training is on medical diagnosis, treatments and medication and mental
health law, social work students are concerned with:

• developing an understanding of mental health theory, law, policy and practice as contested
arenas

• developing a critical awareness of various theoretical and ideological perspectives
that have contributed to knowledge about mental health and mental distress in multi-
professional contexts
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• developing an understanding of the complex moral and ethical dimensions underpinning
mental health theory, law, policy and practice

• developing an understanding of, and way of working with, the personal and social
consequences of inequality, discrimination, stigma and abuse

• learning to tolerate uncertainty and complexity in practice.

This book is deliberately designed to encourage students to critically examine the
world of mental health theory, law, policy and practice from a variety of perspectives –
those of users of mental health services, their carers and mental health professionals. To
achieve this we use case studies, exercises and questions to stimulate debate and engage
readers in critical reflection on key contemporary issues in mental health practice.
Explicit links are made to academic and professional standards, codes of practice and
frameworks for social work and mental health. Saying this, the book is not exclusively
directed at students of mental health social work. The range of issues explored here
should be of equal interest and relevance to other mental health practitioners – particu-
larly given the strong drive in government policy towards interprofessional education,
training and practice. Additionally, the book is designed to be of interest to anyone
studying mental health and mental distress outside of the professional context.

In Chapter 1 we explore the contested nature of mental health and mental dis-
tress, introducing the different terminology, concepts and theories used in the field.
This will include lay understandings of and attitudes towards mental distress in
addition to professional perspectives, as both are significant in contemporary mental
health practice. The power of language, images and representations of mental
health and mental distress that circulate in society and contribute to the construc-
tion of the person in mental distress as ‘other’ is a key theme. Readers are invited
to examine and reflect on their own personal attitudes to mental distress as a basis
for understanding the stigma that is associated with receiving a mental health diag-
nosis. We outline and debate the relative contribution of medical and social models
of mental health and illustrate the tensions between them in the context of how a
person becomes a user of mental health services. We conclude with a discussion of
the importance of developing a holistic, user-centred approach to mental health
assessment.

In Chapter 2 we review the background to the modern mental health system
with specific reference to the various historical perspectives on the emergence of
British psychiatry and the development of formal institutionalized mental health
care – from madhouses to asylums; from asylums to mental hospitals; and from
hospitals to community mental health care. The origins and development of social
work practice with the mentally distressed in this early period are also outlined
and discussed.

Building on the discussion from the latter part of Chapter 2, Chapter 3 traces
the implementation and further development of community care policy and
practice for the mentally distressed from the early 1990s to the present. We
begin by exploring what is meant by ‘community care’, acknowledging the role
of ‘informal carers’ – that is care provided by relatives, friends, neighbours and
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volunteers. The implementation of the NHS and Community Care Act 1990 is
subjected to critical evaluation and the role of the media in cultivating a climate
of fear amongst the general public around community care for the mentally dis-
tressed is also explored. The chapter moves on to outline the ‘modernization’
policy reforms introduced by the New Labour government from the late 1990s
onwards, including the National Service Framework for Mental Health (DH,
1999a) and the modern Care Programme Approach. The chapter concludes with
a critical discussion around New Labour’s ‘personalization agenda’ as it relates
to those in mental distress.

Chapter 4 deals with the highly controversial subject of the compulsory deten-
tion of individuals identified as mentally disordered and the inherent tensions and
conflicts faced by mental health practitioners when implementing mental health
law. Indeed these tensions and conflicts have dominated the history of mental
health legislation in England and Wales. The statutory context for modern mental
health practice is explained, including the sectioning process and the roles of the
various individuals and organizations related to it. The politics of compulsory
detention and treatment are debated in the context of the burgeoning contempo-
rary emphasis on managing risk in mental health practice. The chapter concludes
with a discussion of the significance of human rights legislation in mental health
practice and establishes some principles of good practice in implementing mental
health law.

One of the most important consequences of the power of psychiatric theory is
that it determines how people with mental health problems are responded to.
Throughout the history of mental health care it has been possible to identify pref-
erences in the approach to ‘treatment’. However, there is an overriding unresolved
tension between those psychiatric technologies that are primarily directed at the
body and those which focus on the mind. In Chapter 5 we explore and critique
some of the main contemporary approaches to treating mental distress – physical,
psychological and social. Recent developments around the notion of ‘recovery’ in
mental health care are discussed with particular emphasis on user-definitions of
what this term means and how best to promote it. The chapter concludes with a
critical discussion of evidence-based practice and the dynamics of power in mental
health research. Crucially this will address the question of ‘what counts as evidence
and who decides’? It is argued that those in mental distress and their carers are
‘experts by experience’ and therefore user-focused and user-led approaches should
be at the heart of mental health research and evaluation.

Drawing on Thompson’s (2006) PCS (personal, cultural, structural) analysis, we
begin Chapter 6 by theorizing the processes that produce and sustain inequalities,
discrimination and oppression in the lives of people who use services. We then move
on to explore how the dynamics of discrimination and inequality shape the lives of
people in mental distress and their experiences of mental health services. Key diver-
sity issues for mental health practitioners are highlighted including: class; race and
ethnicity; gender; sexual orientation; disability; and age. The history of collective
resistance to psychiatric oppression is acknowledged in an examination of the
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growth and impact of the mental health user movement. The chapter concludes with
a discussion of the need for human rights based approaches to mental health care.

Chapter 7 provides an overview of the policy developments underpinning the
move towards integrated services and interprofessional working in mental health,
and critically analyses the implications of these for workforce development, education
and training and service delivery. Messages from research studies evaluating interpro-
fessional working in mental health are highlighted and the tensions between social
work and health practitioners are explored. The chapter concludes with a discussion
of the challenges currently facing social workers in integrated mental health teams
and reasserts the distinctive contribution of social workers to high quality user- and
carer-centred mental health care.

Finally, in the conclusion we revisit some of the central themes of the book and
reassert the argument that critically reflective practice must be underpinned by a solid
grounding in critical social science. We focus on what it means to be a critically reflec-
tive practitioner, emphasizing how the knowledge, skills and values of social work in
particular are consistent with the expectations of what is required to meet the ‘future
vision’ for mental health services (Future Vision Coalition, 2008).
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