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Foreword

I am pleased to introduce this book titled Social Work in Mental Health:
Contexts and Theories for Practice, edited by Abraham P. Francis, Senior
Lecturer at the James Cook University in Australia. It has been quite a chal-
lenge for him to bring together a range of professionals, mostly social work
educators and practitioners from Australia and India on social work practice
- in mental health. This book will be useful in teaching, skill development of
social work practitioners and for future researches and collaborations. The
chapters cover current practices, theoretical debates, social work interven-
tions and challenges faced by the social workers in the field of mental health.

Mental, neurological and substance use disorders are common in all
regions of the world, affecting every community and age group across all
income countries. While 14 per cent of the global burden of disease is attrib-
uted to these disorders, most of the people affected—75 per cent in many
low-income countries~—-do not have access to the treatment they need (WHO
2013). Only between 76 per cent and 85 per cent of people with severe
mental disorders in low- and middle-income countries receive no treatment
for their mental health conditions compared to the corresponding figures
for high-income countries, which were also unenviable, that is between 35
per cent and 50 per cent (WHO 2011 and 2013).

There is a growing recognition of the global community that countries,
especially low- and middle-income countries need to pay greater attention to
mental disorders and prevention of mental health problems as a large number
of those can be prevented and treated. As people living with mental disorders
have to suffer the dual burden of the disease and the stigma arising out of
gross misconceptions, there is great need to develop appropriate interventions
to change attitudes and to protect the human rights of this highly vulnerable
population. Among those caretakers and health care providers, professional
social workers play a major role in working with the affected individuals,
their families and the community at large. Professional social work also has
a very significant contribution to make in the prevention of these disorders
and for the promotion of mental health.
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I am sure that this book will find a place in many of our social work
educational institutions, especially in the Asia and Pacific region, and will
be a good reference book for our social work students and faculty.

Vimla V. Nadkarni, PhD

President, International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW)
Vice-President, Bombay Association of Trained Social Workers (BATSW)
Founder Dean and Professor (Retd), School of Social Work

Tata Institute of Social Sciences

Mumbai, India
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Prologue: The Making of the Book

The inspiration to lead a book on social work practice in mental health did
not just happen overnight. There were a couple of incidents and events that
influenced my thinking and practice in the field which motivated me to
take this work. Social work practice in mental health is an important area
of practice. This collection deals with a variety of gaps in the literature and
- also provides a fresh outlook for an international audience. This book finds
a niche for itself as it brings academia that are involved in interdisciplinary
practice. A series of incidents has prompted me to shape this book. As a
faculty member in social work some 15 years ago, I was responsible for a
field placement for one of my students in a mental health hospital in India.
At that time, it was not a course unit taught at the college, but a mere
placement option in a psychiatric hospital setting that was made available
to interested students, although subject to discussion and negotiation with
the said medical facility. A number of my peers were a bit concerned about
sending students to a place that represented great misery and disappoint-
ment for social workers at that time. The question then arose as to whether
it would be a prudent action to place a young and naive social work student
in a mental health setting that offered a difficult practice context and a grim
future. I still remember that a student came bravely to express her keenness.
While some of my colleagues were apprehensive about sending her into such
a potentially harsh environment, the student not only received a start but
finished her placement and went on to do a masters in social work. While
I deeply appreciated the practical issues that many of my colleagues in the
1990s warned me about, clearly there was an ideological difference that
permeated our discussions in those years. The primary issue was: Is this place
suitable for an undergraduate placement? Or was there an undercurrent of
resistance due to stigma attached to mental illness even in the social work
field 15 years ago? I did not have a clear answer then; but this made me reflect
about the role of social workers in the field of social work practice and was
a key motivating factor behind the making of this book.

Meanwhile, I was very keen to provide a safe, supportive environment for
my student and an opportunity to see, grasp and fathom for herself and to
experience what a gigantic task it would be to be involved with mental health
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issues. The student was well supported and received much appreciation from
many, which not only motivated her but also later motivated other students
to undertake placement in a psychiatric setting.

[ felt that mental health is everybody’s business and social workers have
a special role to play in this field. Thus began an impulse to write a book for
new students about the role of social work in rehabilitation and/or treatment.
For a long time, nearly 15 years, this remained a dream. In the meantime,
another student of mine took up the cudgel and wanted to do his placement
in a mental health facility, and upon successfully completing it, both these
students gave me the confidence, courage and anecdotal evidence to engage
in developing culturally appropriate literature and trainings for students in
mental health. On reflection, these early challenges really spurred me on
to develop meaningful materials that would attempt to de-stigmatise and
demystify issues in mental health for my students.

After a long hiatus, I came into contact with my first mental health place-
ment student again in 201 1. She was by then actively engaged in social work
and was settled in the United States. While we were catching up, she said
something to me which rekindled this idea to lead this book. This is what
she had to say: '

Being a Social Work student in India was always a choice everyone questioned.
It was hard for even my own family to sometimes understand what good a
degree in social work could be as a career? After all these years of its presence,
social work still struggles for its place in the working world as a profession.
Starting a career in social work was a decision that I made not just because it
was different but also because it offered learning through working. So far, pur-
suing a career in this field has meant a great experience for me. It has moulded
me into the person that I am today and how I perceive the world around me.

During the course of my study (Bachelor’s in Social Work), there were
several challenges I was faced with, but the major one arose in the final year.
I was to be placed for my concurrent fieldwork at a mental health hospital.
There were doubts raised by the hospital social workers that Bachelor’s
students lacked the experience required to make the best of the training
in a mental health set-up and to make any contribution as a part of their
team. Similar doubts were raised by some of my college faculty members
as well, stating that Psychiatric Social Work was much too complicated for
Bachelor’s students, and had not been attempted before. There also was
an unfounded fear within me, making me doubt my own ability to work
in that place, since it was so overwhelming to see as much sadness and
people dealing with all the problems they had that it almost depressed me.
I felt at a personal level that I might not be able to deal with it.
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So the first hurdle in my way I had to leap over was my own mindset, and
I did overcome my fear. After my first couple of visits to the hospital, I had
an epiphany and realised this is what I wanted to do. I saw that all the people
coming in to the clinics everyday were dealing with so much and still doing
what they must despite their problems. The people I observed and I was going
to work with, themselves, became my inspiration to work there. I believed that
this is what [ was meant to do, no matter how hard it may seem.

Fortunately for me, our college supervisor had faith enough in my willing-
ness to work there and my readiness to take on what everyone else thought
was an oddball of a task. He discussed these issues with the college as well
as the hospital’s social work department and thus my training started. It was
decided that for the first quarter I would only be making observations in the
OPD clinics and if the hospital supervisor felt I had learnt enough by then, I
could be an active participant in the team’s work.

And so it happened, the training began, I made the most of my hours
of observation in various outpatient clinics, reading at the library and
discussions with the doctors and gaining from the perspective of teams of
all professionals and understood the role of social workers in the whole
scenario. Upon completion of the first quarter [ was gauged by the supervi-
sors and was then allowed to practise at the hospital. With guidance from
my supervisors and the hospital doctors I gained knowledge about various
psychiatric, psychological and other mental health disorders. But most
of all I learnt of the social issues surrounding mental health problems.
I came to realise that till date in our country (India), mental health problems
were considered a ‘taboo’. The families most of the times failed to recognise
the actual problems of the patients. Even when they do find out about the
problem, they do not wish to seek help for it, for the fear of being ostracised
by the society. There were several patients in the rehab centre who had been
brought over by their families for treatment, but never taken back by that
family member, thinking of them as a liability. This display of sheer apathy
on the part of family members was the most difficult to comprehend and sad-
dening. But the reason for such behaviour was clearly the fact that our society
still does not understand mental health; even something as depression is looked
down upon and people refuse to see doctors for it, fearing what others might
think of them. So one can safely say that the role of a social worker in the
field of mental health is quite crucial especially in a country like India, where
awareness needs to be brought about amongst the masses about these issues
and people need to be rid of their biases and prejudices against those ailing.

At the end of the year, my determination and my teachers’ belief in me
paid off, and I completed the training successfully. Thanks to this experience
and all that I learnt from it, I want to be a social worker in the field of mental
health. (Personal communication with S. Sharma, 2012)
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My professional experience of working in the mental health sector has
definitely influenced my thinking and I was very keen on including the con-
sumer’s voice in the subjects that I was responsible for teaching. All of these
experiences, reflections and ambitions have in a way, directly or indirectly,
affected my ethos and created a thirst in me for wanting to contribute to the
social work fraternity. Unfortunately, it has taken almost 15 years for me to
crystallise this dream into reality. '

The need for such a book was also another factor which spurred me on.
This book, therefore, represents an effort to bring together various academics
in this field from Australia and India to share their knowledge. There are
a number of social workers born in India and employed as mental health
social workers in Australia, and there are many others who aspire to provide
their therapeutic expertise in this country as well. I hope that this text will
intellectually scaffold these groups by facilitating greater awareness of the
areas of convergence as well as the points of departure between social work
theory and practice in Australia and India.

One in four people develop some kind of mental illness at some point in their
lives. But although mental illness is one of the most common health conditions
worldwide, it can be one of the hardest to come to terms with. Both for those
who are ill, and for those who are close to them. People suffer twice over—
from the illness itself, and because they are shunned by their families, exiled
from their communities and isolated by society. (Mental Health Atlas 2011)

From this account, it is apparent that mental health problems are very
common in contemporary society. The key message from the Mental Health
Atlas 2011 is that the gap between what is needed for mental health care and
what is available, remains very latge. This gap is also replicated in social work
education, especially in developing countries. It is likewise hoped that this
book will be useful in teaching, enhancing practitioners’ skills and facilitat-
ing future research and collaborative endeavours among social workers in
these nations. As explained by Professor Robert Bland, ‘All social workers,
whether in specialist or generalist settings, need specific knowledge, skills
and values to work effectively with people with mental health problems’
(Bland et al. 2009). The book is therefore aimed at: (#) students pursuing
Bachelor of Social Work, Master of Social Work and MPhil in Medical and
Psychiatric Social Work; () social work practitioners; (c) field educators;
(d) researchers; and (¢) social work educators. This book will orient the reader
through the various local and international concepts used in mental health,
the intellectual base for such practice, current practices, models, debates in



Prologue: The Making of the Bbok XX

the field, and challenges for social work practice. The contributors to this
book have come from various backgrounds and they are from social work,
psychology, psychiatry, law, criminology and education, which presents
a multidisciplinary view of the current practice models. The book is also
enriched by the voice of the consumers, which is also a new direction of
practice. Principles of ‘social justice and human rights’ are the core values
that underpin the philosophical framework of this book as social workers
are called to advocate on behalf of the marginalised, under-represented and
vulnerable sections of society.

The book is divided into two parts, with each part containing a number
of related chapters. The first part sets out the context of social work practice.
The second part discusses the various theoretical frameworks that influence

‘the work we do as social workers. At the end of the book, you will find two
appendices. Appendix 1 explains the key terms that are used in this book
and Appendix 2 provides you with a set of reflective questions that will help
the reader to engage in critical reflections and help you formulate an action
plan for practice.

I present this book to you in the hope that it will be useful for your critical
thinking, education and practice.

Abraham P. Francis
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