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PREFACE

"T'his is a mental health nursing textbook unlike others you may have seen. We hope
our somewhat different approach to discussing mental health nursing provides a fresh
and exciting perspective from which to commence your study of this specialised field.
Throughout the text, we have sought to address comprehensively the attitudes,
knowledge and skills required by nurses to provide care for consumers experiencing
mental health problems across all health care settings, with a particular emphasis on
mental health services.

What is also different about the text is that it does not follow a traditional bio-
medical format where nursing care is discussed in terms of psychiatric diagnosis.
Many texts state that mental health nursing involves an appreciation of, and response
to, the uniqueness of each individual experiencing a mental health problem, yet they
reflect a biomedical approach. These texts generally devote chapters or part thereof
to psychiatric diagnoses and present nursing interventions as dependent on diagnoses
rather than the specific and individual needs of the consumer. While a biomedical
perspective reflects a prevailing approach to mental health care, it is not the only or
indeed most appropriate approach to take in a text which is about the science and art
of mental health nursing and which recognises the lived experience of mental health
consumers. In this text therefore, while we have included the biomedical approach,
we have also included a social model of health and emphasised consumers’ individual
experience of mental health problems. We have also placed particular focus on the
nurse as a vital member of the mental health team with an active role in facilitating
the recovery of individuals who have been diagnosed with a mental illness.

The five authors of this Australian based text are four mental health nurses
(Brenda Happell, Leanne Cowin, Kim Foster and Rose McMaster) with considerable
experience in both practice and academia, and a consumer of mental health services
(Cath Roper). A number of other nursing and mental health texts include the



X INTRODUCING MENTAL HEALTH NURSING

consumer voice; however, most have consumers writing specific sections or chapters
only. In this text, Cath has had input into all chapters of the book. This reflects the
desire to present a consumer perspective throughout the text, to enable you to more
fully appreciate the potential impact (both positive and negative) of nursing care on
the consumers of services, and a desire to demonstrate and recognise that a consumer
perspective is an essential part of health education and practice.

Cath Roper, the consumer author, holds the position of consumer academic at the
Centre for Psychiatric Nursing. She has substantial experience in mental health
nursing education and is the only known mental health consumer to hold an academic
position of this type in Australia.

A primary aim of this book is to encourage you to think critically about mental
health nursing and the care and treatment provided in mental health settings. We
have included a number of critical thinking exercises which are designed to assist you
to reflect on various aspects of mental health care, and the impact of our practices on
consumers. We have included a specific chapter on addressing mental health issues
within the broader health care system. There is also a chapter on mental health
nursing research, as this acknowledges the many roles of the nurse (including that of
researcher) and the vital association between research, knowledge and practice.

You may find in your reading of the text there will be times where it seems that
the consumer and clinical/health professional views or perspectives presented have
clashed. It may be helpful to remember that one ‘truth’ or pesspective does not cancel
out the other. Instead, we invite you to engage with such dilemmas and understand
there is space for many, and even competing, perspectives. We take the view that with
an awareness of contradictory ‘truths’ there can be room for more honest, less fearful
responses from both health professionals and consumers alike.

Another important difference is our use of language. Instead of the commonly used
terms ‘patient’ or ‘client’, we use the term ‘consumer’ to describe a person who is
using a health service. This is the ‘language of the day’ in health care and we provide
a specific definition for our use of the term in the introductory chapter. We also use
the term ‘person diagnosed with a mental illness’ in preference to pejorative language
such as ‘the mentally ill’ or ‘person suffering from a mental illness’. ‘Person first’
language is particularly important to mental health consumers in differentiating the
person from any health condition they may have. The pronoun ‘we’ is sometimes
used to refer to consumers and to express the vantage point of consumer perspective.

In most cases we use the terminology ‘mental health problems’ in preference to
‘mental illness’. This decision acknowledges the fact that the understanding of one’s
mental health is highly subjective and therefore a person can experience a mental
health problem without being diagnosed with a mental illness. Furthermore, nurses
will find themselves caring for people who experience mental health related symp-
toms that do not meet the criteria for a specific diagnosis, but nevertheless trouble the
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person. When we use the term ‘mental illness’ it is generally in relation to mental
health legislation or psychiatric diagnosis, where it is important to make a distinction
between mental illness and mental health problems.

We have intended that when you use this text as part of your formal mental health
nursing studies (theory and clinical) that it will assist you to: appreciate the impor-
tance of mental health nursing skills for any clinical setting; understand that there
are many approaches and perspectives on mental health and illness; appreciate the
importance of consumer perspective in nursing in general and in mental health
nursing in particular; overcome any fears you might have about working with people
experiencing a mental illness; regard mental health nursing as a valuable and realistic
area of nursing practice, even if it isn’t where you want to work in the future; and learn
a lot and enjoy yourself.

Brenda Happell
Leanne Cowin
Cath Roper
Kim Foster
Rose McMaster





