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The skills of social workers are being
marginalised in some integrated health and

care teams, a leading mental health social
worker claimed. 
Faye Wilson, Chair of BASW’s Social Work

Mental Health Reference Group, said there
were many examples of good integration
where social workers felt valued, but added
this was not always true.
“For some, where it is done badly, their skills

have become marginalised, the service fails to
put service users at the centre of their care and
delivery. Their ability to help that service user
voice to be heard and challenge the system
has been very much marginalised.”
Ms Wilson questioned whether clinical

commissioning groups (CCGs), set up to
replace primary care trusts with a greater local
focus, were providing good leadership.
“One of the problems of going to CCGs is that

they are very fragmented so the decision-
making is fragmented. Where things are going
very wrong, where do you get your voice
heard? 
“We have almost lost that central leadership,

which we were critical of, for this fragmented
local federal system so that when the wheels
start to go off you have no place to go.”
Ms Wilson, awarded for outstanding

contribution to social work at England’s Social
Worker of the Year Awards, also raised

“The problem over the last three years is
crisis. What do we do with people in

crisis? People come in to us who are really
unwell, expressing suicidal ideation, saying
when they leave our centre they are going
to throw themselves under a car. I ring up
the statutory services, I ring up the
hospital, but the goalpost of risk has
moved so far now. 

“I have been told people are not unwell
enough or I am told if they come into
hospital they will become even more
unwell because of the clients they will be
with in hospital, so again people are left in
the community under our care very
unwell and with nowhere to turn. 

“Not only is that very unsafe for the
clients it is also very unsafe for me as a
social worker because it feels there is no
safety net at the moment.”

Naomi Glickman, a mental health social
worker of nearly 20 years

Social workers must challenge the “crisis-
driven” way mental health services are

currently delivered, a service user-led charity
said.
Sarah Carr, Trustee of the National Survivor

User Network, stressed the importance of the
part social workers played in helping people
navigate through a system that was often
chaotic.
She also highlighted their “emphatic” skills in

supporting people to recovery over the
dominant medical model which she claimed
had a damaging focus on “deficits and
diagnosis”.

“Social work is valuable because essentially
it is about understanding the person, their
history, their circumstances and their
relationships and how those relate to mental
health and therefore ill-health and good health
and not just individual behaviour and
diagnosis,” she said.
“People have often been very restricted by

the psychiatric model. This has an effect on the
sort of support and activities that people may

“Many articulate people don’t think they
need social workers or have mental

health problems. They think it is others
who have social workers; we have
therapists. They are wrong.

“Mental health issues and social work
are a normal part of our lives just as the
bone setters and the midwives are. If we
can bring the normality into the issues we
will get a lot further. At the moment it is a
bit like saying you have congenital warts.”

Sir Peter Bottomley, husband of former
Secretary of State for Health Virginia
Bottomley

Emphatic skills are needed to
help navigate chaotic system

Intergration is pushing us to
the margins in some teams

want to think about if they get hold of personal
budgets.
Ms Carr said social workers had an

important role to play in helping people think
through other things that might improve their
mental health such as social activities,
relationships, work, improved finances,
community support and accessing therapy.
She added: “Social work has a very

important role to challenge the crisis-driven
way the system is currently working and in
doing so help people with prevention and self-
management to work out some of the
emotional and social influences in mental
health and to manage that to stay well.
“In recent conversations I’ve been party to

people have been saying their experience of
the mental health system is very fragmented
and very chaotic. When you are feeling very
fragmented and chaotic it is incredibly scary to
be thrust into a system that is almost as bad as
you are feeling.”
As well as helping people navigate the

system, social workers provide continuity of
support and aid integration into the wider
community, said Ms Carr.
“The most important thing for people who

use mental health services and who at some
stages have been dehumanised is relationship-
based working and person-centred working.
Service users appreciate, and I have appreciated
in the past, people who come with certain
personal attributes and empathetic responses to
distress rather than ones that are structured
around clinical thinking of mental health.
“We also recognise as service users types of

creativity and the courage that social workers
need to show because they are also working
in a fragmented and chaotic system. They need
to be enabled to work within those ways in the
system and that takes leadership.”

“We are in a mess. Patently a lot of that
relates to a lack of resources. As much as

we keep hearing we no longer want it
[mental health] to be the Cinderella service,
if we keep constraining and reducing the
resources that is what it will be.”

Mike Wood, Labour MP for Batley and
Spen, West Yorkshire
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Greater recognition must be given to the
importance of ‘social’ factors in

recovering from mental ill-health, a leading
academic urged.

As such, the role of social workers needed
to be strengthened in mental health services,
said Dr Jerry Tew, Reader in Mental Health
Social Work at Birmingham University.

Dr Tew highlighted the success of Finland’s
Open Dialogue approach in treating the early
onset of pyschosis which emphasises the
importance of social aspects, including
involvement of family and friends, over
medication.

Dr Tew said: “A lot of people would argue it
is more useful to see mental distress as a
meaningful response to challenging social and
personal circumstances than just an illness like
any other.

“There is also a strong evidence base that
social factors play an important role in
recovery. Medication may be useful in keeping
someone in a place better than they might
otherwise be for a period of time, but nobody
claims psychiatric medication is a magic bullet
that cures people.

when there are problems and there is so much
weight felt on your shoulders as individuals to
make sure you have done the right thing in an
increasingly difficult and pressurised
environment.

“Unless policy makers and the public
understand the strains on the system there will
not be the political impetus that is needed to
relook at how this is or isn’t working and there
will not be the resources needed to enable
you to do your job properly and relieve
pressure elsewhere in the system.”

Mr Woodcock added: “We must advocate
that if you spend the money here you save the
money there. If we can’t do it for the right
reasons, if we are doing it entirely based on
money, we need to be able to prove the value
to people who are largely disinterested and
circumspect about social work.”

He urged the sector to highlight different
ways of doing things “before we sink into
another five years of another government”
imposing upon the profession.

“It is a car crash. I am doing six
assessments in an evening back to back.

By the time you deal with the sixth one
your ability to deal with risk, knowing the
nearest bed is 300 miles away, is
completely out the window. Yet I am the
one who is going to be dragged up in
front of the judges.”

Daisy Bogg, Mental Health Trainer and
Chair of the Social Perspectives Network

Keep calm and carry on will
not bring change, warns MP

Need to focus more on the
social rather than medical

“I came into social work with an absolute
belief and experience that mental health

was a key strand within all social work.
“A big sadness is the current structures of

children and adults and mental health, as
though mental health is not absolutely
fundamental to every other aspect of social
work understanding of practice.
“Where is the visibility of mental health

within specialist services and where is mental
health in social work at all?
“How have we allowed ourselves to lose

our contribution? It is a tragedy both ways. If
we can bring mental health back to being
central to social work that is a major prize
and will make a major difference to what
social work does.”

Bridget Robb, Chief Executive of BASW

concern at a shortage of beds in mental health.
“There is a very real crisis around access to

beds. People are committing suicide because
of lack of access to beds.

“My colleagues are wanting to walk away
from a profession they love because we can’t
treat people like that. 

“There isn’t anywhere that brings this
complexity of need together. In the meantime
our service users are paying the price.”

Social workers need to highlight problems
within mental health services in order to

push for change, an MP stressed.
John Woodcock, Labour and Co-operative

MP for Barrow in Furness, added that in a
climate of cost-cutting the profession needed
to argue for its worth on economic grounds. 

“It is really important to communicate just
how difficult things are and how much flows
from the difficulty you have doing your job,”
he said.

“Everyone falls over themselves to praise
nurses, firefighters and members of the armed
forces and rightly so.

“Social work only seems to hit the news

“What ultimately leads to people reclaiming
a life and becoming potentially more symptom
free tends to be a much more holistic process
of recovery involving reclaiming social roles,
positive identities, relationships, mutuality,
giving and receiving.”

This, said Dr Tew, could mean supporting
people into work while still experiencing quite
high level symptoms, as research shows social
engagement aids recovery. 

Referring to “social inclusive” mental health
services such as the Open Dialogue approach,
Dr Tew added: “If our mental health service
were delivering these results we would be
very happy. There’s pretty solid evidence that
long term this socially inclusive approach
works.”

However, despite social work’s “historic
expertise” of working in “co-productive ways”
this was not being properly utilised by mental
health services, he maintained.

“We know what we want social workers to
be doing but we are not employing them to
do it.”

Dr Tew said there was growing interest in
social psychiatry within the medical world with
a recent paper highlighting its worth in the
British Journal of Psychiatry.

Open Dialogue is currently being piloted at
four local authorities in England – Essex, Kent,
North East London and Nottingham.

Do you have a view about the state of mental
health services? We would like to hear your
concerns and experiences working in the
system, both good and bad.

Email: editor@basw.co.uk
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