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Foreword 

Social work's defining characteristic is complexity, which manifests in: the complex 
dynamics between the past and the present; intra-psychic mechanisms and their dynamic 
relationship to the socio-political, economic and cultural life worlds of people; nature­
nurture considerations; the challenge of transcending mind-body dualities; and .the 
increasing struggle to retain an ethical commitment to relationship, process . and 
reflexivity in the face of neoliberalism, new managerialism and cyber therapies. The 
series of chapters in this book makes a contribution . to our deeper understanding of 
various facets of social work in mental health. The complexities elucidated here can be 
addressed by embracing the power of teamwork, the power of visionary leadership, and 
the power of ret1exivity. 

The power of teamwork: People are complex biopsychosocial, spiritual beings. 
Biopsychosocial factors play a profound role in predisposition, . precipitation and 
perpetuation of mental health problems, and must be considered in assessments and 
interventions. Structural oppression, exclusion and marginalisation permeate the lives of 
families and individuals to manifest in a range of what we call psychopathologies. 
Unfortunately, the popular discourse is on dysfunctional individuals and dysfunctional 
families, with "dysfunctional . societies", being a totally silenced discourse. A full 
acceptance of this reality contributes to the realisation that we need to bring together 
micro and macro level interventions, see the inter-relatedness between clinical 
intervention, policy and social activism, and accept that no one profession, on its own can 
respond to the complex needs and circumstances of Mental Health Service Users 
(MHSU). Teamwork should be based on the first principle that: "We are all mental health 
practitioners", and from thereon specialists in terms of respective disciplines. It is 
therefore important that all professional disciplines in the mental health setting have a 
shared set of core knowledge, values and skills. It is, for example, equally important that 
the social worker in the. mental health field understands the various diagnostic categories; 
differential diagnoses; the politics of the use of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual; the 
implications of diagnostic labels for intervention; psycho-pharmacological treatment, 
their side-effects and what antidotes might be used in the management of side-effects, as 
it is for the psychiatrist to undertake holistic family assessments, obtain collateral data 
and engage in family therapy. 

When I first began my training in mental health, fresh out of university, I was simply 
astounded by the consultant psychiatrist who, during ward rounds, would ask me: "So 
Vishanthie what treatment would you prescribe for this person?" I would look at him, 
thinking: "You must be crazy, I am a social worker, I am not expected to know that!" But 
he was serious. In consultations and during one-on-one supervision, I learnt about the 



vi Social Work Practice in Mental Health: Cross-Cultural Perspectives 

importance of being a sound generalist in a specialised setting. My initial skepticism was 
challenged when I conducted family education workshops, and when I went on home­
visits alone and had to deal with anxious service users and their families, as psychotropic 
medication often produces very uncomfortable side effects. The consultant's insistence 
that I know, and my willingness to learn meant that I could speak to the issues with some 
degree of confidence, know what was within the boundaries· of acceptable; inform about 

antidotes and make more considered decisions about follow up with the psychiatrist. It is 
yet critical that each team member is reflective enough to appreciate the limits of her/his 

knowledge. The more one knows the easier this becomes·; in knowing we better 
appreciate what we do not know. We must be guided by the truism: ''A little knowledge 
is dangerous!" We earn our stripes! It is important that the different members of the team 
know their work, and live the ethical commitment to working with people within a 

framework of strength, care and compassion. 

The power of visionary leadership: The psychiatrist that I worked with in a public health 
facility was a visionary and altruistic leader. Apart from the vision that we were all first 
and foremost mental health practitioners, there was the core requisite that we all respect 
the contribution of each team member. It was a manifestation of noff-hierarchical, 
egalitarian inter-disciplinary theory in action, which is often mere rhetoric. A case 
conference, for example, would be deemed to be incomplete without the input of the 
social worker, psychiatric nurse, psychiatrist, occupational therapist and the psychologist, 
and a discharge would not happen without consultation and consensus. The vision was of 
a complete and total milieu approach, including opportunities for people of different 
faiths to hold prayer meetings and services, and an isolation room-beautifully painted 
with calming music streamed for the distressed person who needed to be isolated from 
others. From a psychodynamic perspective, it was understanding the power of the 
therapeutic alliance as providing a holding environment for people in the greatest of 
distress; those with: debilitating psychoses; post-traumatic stress; suicide, depression and 
anxiety; organic mental disorders; personality difficulties and transitional life problems. 
We do not manage a diagnosis; we engage with a person with an illness, so the language 
ought not to be for example: "a schizophrenic patient" but a "person with schizophrenia". 
While being mindful about the implications of diagnoses for intervention, the guiding 
rule was that we work with people beyond the conventional meanings attached to their 
diagnoses and popularly pre-conceived notions of prognoses, like not investing in 
someone diagnosed with a personality disorder as the prognosis is deemed to be poor. 
The joy of witnessing someone with anti-social personality or borderline traits begin to 
reflect insights and more empathic understanding borne out of a purposeful, caring, 
sustaining relationship and skilled therapeutic intervention designed to challenge the 
negative and/or ambivalent constructions of self and the other! Apart from those with 
acute psychoses, the MHSU dressed in muftis, eat in a dining hall, and the ward was a 
mixed gender one. Indeed, it was often difficult to tell the difference between the MHSU · 

and staff! There is a taken-for-granted assumption that "nobody is indispensable'', which 
I simply cannot accept as truth. While someone else might easily fill positions and posts, 
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the dynamic aspect of role functioning, particularly for visionary and altruistic leaders, 
cannot be replaced. The entire culture and ethos of systems change when such leaders are 
replaced. 

The power of reflexivity: Reflexivity is multi-dimensional. It means developing critical 
consciousness about how the embodied self plays itself out in the world of practice, and 
the relationship between the personal and the professional dimensions of our lives; 
understanding the legal, moral and ethical boundaries of practice with regards to MHSU 
and the team that we work with; and at the very least it means that we consistently reflect 
on: "What am I doing? Why am I doing it? Is it in the best interests of the people who I 
am engaging with (the MHSU)?" Social workers, in mental health, often deal with 
complex and competing issues with regard to autonomy, self determination and civil 
liberty vis-a-vis social control, in circumstances where people might have to be certified 
and hospitalised against their will, if they are in distress and a threat to themselves and/or 
to others. In doing so, the social worker must be committed to ensuring a least restrictive 
permissible alternative, and bring to the practice context all of social work's values and 
commitment to humanising encounters and care. The ability to truly be for the Other, 

sometimes means being for them even against their will insofar, and only insofar, as it is 
in their interests. On the other end of involuntary containment, is de-institutionalisation 
policies and practices, linked to the neoliberal agendas of privatisation and cost cutting 
where the responsibilities of the state are transferred onto families, particularly onto 
women, who are already in poor and vulnerable positions. The upshot of this is that those 
in need of mental health services are left without care, treatment and protection to fend 
for themselves. One witnesses on the streets of Los Angeles, in the USA-one of the 
richest countries in the world-the consequences of the all too ill-conceived de­
institutionalisation policies. Clearly psychotic individuals in public spaces-on the 
streets, in trams, buses and restaurants, that sends a clear message: nobody cares! The 
personal, as radical feminists have claimed, is political! 

Prof.· Vishanthie Sewpaul (Ph.D.) 

School of Applied Human Sciences (SW) 

University of KwaZulu Natal 
Durban 

4041, South Africa 

President: Association of Schools of Social Work in Africa 

Vice-President: IASSW 
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