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The role of the mental health social worker

Context and purpose

Mental health services are under increasing pressure. One in five adults experiences
a common mental health problem!, and over 1.8 million people are on waiting lists for
support, some for more than 600 days'". Rising demand is compounded by widening
inequalities, including poverty, poor housing, social isolation, and discrimination,
which increasingly shape mental health outcomes.

Mental health social workers (MHSWSs) play a unique and vital role in addressing this
challenge. Using a whole-person, social model approach, they support individuals in
the context of their personal circumstances and wider social environment - families,
networks, and communities - while strengthening multidisciplinary teams and
improving system-wide performance.

This briefing describes the unique contribution of MHSWSs, evidence of their impact,
and the workforce challenges they face.

The unique role of mental health social workers:

Mental health social workers bring a distinctive blend of values, skills and statutory
expertise that enhances multidisciplinary mental health teams and improves
outcomes for individuals with a wide range of needs, backgrounds and experiences.

1. Addressing the social determinant of mental health

Mental health is not solely a clinical issue; it is deeply shaped by social realities.
Housing insecurity, financial hardship, unemployment, social isolation, and trauma
have profound effects on mental well-being. Clinical interventions alone are
insufficient to address these challenges, and many healthcare professionals are not
trained or resourced to provide this support in depth.

Mental health social workers, however, take a holistic approach that considers the
full context of people’s lives, including relationships, networks, housing, community,
and wider social factors.

“Unlike a doctor or nurse who looks at your symptoms and treatment for them, they
look at your whole life. A social worker will ask: have you got food and warmth? Is
your accommodation okay? Are you sleeping well, and could you get more support
or benefits? Social workers can really help you to navigate through systems and
services that you need but aren’t even aware of.”

The World Health Organisation highlights an ongoing overreliance on the biomedical
model, which prioritises diagnosis and medication while overlooking the social
determinants of mental health. By addressing these gaps through timely, relational,
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and preventative support, MHSWs help prevent deterioration and reduce escalation
into crisis and higher-intensity services.

2. Strengths-based and rights-based practice

Grounded in dignity, respect, and self-determination, MHSWs focus on people’s
strengths, goals, and aspirations, not just their diagnosis. They work in partnership
with individuals to identify what matters to them, restoring choice, control, and hope,
and supporting self-directed recovery.

“They [Mental Health Social Worker] empowered me a lot and checked in on me
regularly. They helped me become independent.”

— Lived Experience Partner
3. Relationship-based practice and community connection

MHSWs build trusting relationships with individuals, families, and carers,
understanding that recovery does not happen in isolation. They actively support
people to strengthen community connections that sustain wellbeing. They use legal
frameworks to protect rights, manage risk, and advocate for appropriate support,
ensuring care is lawful and ethical. Alongside this, they uphold and champion anti-
oppressive values that lie at the very heart of social work practice.

“We [Social workers] apply our legal literacy regarding mental health and mental
capacity to negotiate some of the trickiest areas of social work practice, informing
and directing our ability to intervene in people’s lives.”

— Dr Adi Cooper
4. Cross-System Integration

Mental health social workers work across the boundaries of health, social care,
housing, education, criminal justice, and the voluntary sector. In doing so, they
bridge gaps, coordinate support, and ensure that recovery is supported in every part
of a person’s environment.

Day-to-day practice

In their daily work, mental health social workers translate these four pillars into
practical support, often in complex and high-risk contexts. This includes:

= Conduct assessments, develop personalised care plans, safeguard adults,
and ensure people can access statutory services, advocacy, housing, and
financial support.

= |dentify and address social inequalities such as poverty, housing insecurity,
discrimination, and social isolation. Support people to set and achieve self-



directed recovery goals while challenging stigma and barriers in services and
communities.

Lead interventions in situations of high social or relational complexity,
including domestic abuse, intergenerational trauma, or co-occurring
substance use. Provide specialist advice and supervision within multi-agency
teams.

Connect people to local community resources, universal services, and support
networks. Collaborate with primary care and voluntary organisations to
identify early signs of mental health difficulty and provide preventative
support.

Perform statutory roles where trained. For example, carrying out legally
mandated mental health assessments as Approved Mental Health
Professionals, ensuring interventions are lawful, ethical, and rights-based.

What distinguishes mental health social workers from
other social workers

MHSWs qualify with a generic social work degree, but their training is deliberately
tailored to mental health practice. This equips them with the specialist knowledge,
skills, and confidence required to work in complex, high-risk, and highly integrated
mental health settings.

Key distinctions in training include:

Legal literacy: In-depth teaching on the Mental Health Act and its interaction
with other legislation, alongside the Mental Capacity Act. This prepares
MHSWs to make lawful, ethical decisions where capacity, consent,
deprivation of liberty, and compulsory intervention are central to practice.
Team-based understanding: Learning how to operate in multidisciplinary
mental health teams, with clarity on roles, responsibilities, and decision-
making. This ensures social workers are equal partners alongside clinical
colleagues.

Specialist clinical content: Focus on suicide and self-harm, hearing voices and
unusual beliefs, and recovery-oriented approaches to mental health - areas
often limited in mainstream social work education but essential for safe mental
health practice.

Cultural competence: Understanding how inequality, discrimination, and
trauma shape mental health experiences and access to care, enabling anti-
oppressive, person-centred practice in diverse communities.

Evidence of impact

Impact on the individual
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Relational, community-based support helps people break cycles of crisis and repeat
hospital admission, leading to better long-term outcomes.

“My social worker was fighting my corner and spotted things that no one else had
before. She enabled me to see that | couldn’t run from the problems. | was on a
cycle of hospital, home, respite, repeat — trying to run away from the problems but
they always caught up. Seeing that, we were able to then start breaking the cycle.
Without her I’'m not sure where I'd be today.”

Elizabeth
Impact on teams

Mental health social workers are integral members of multidisciplinary teams,
working alongside psychiatrists, nurses, psychologists and occupational therapists.

Their presence strengthens team effectiveness by:

= Bringing a social and rights-based perspective that complements clinical
models'v

= Supporting shared decision-making through advanced relationship-based
practice

= Improving risk management through strong legal and safeguarding expertise

= Enabling coordinated, whole-person care planning

Impact on systems

The presence of mental health social workers strengthens system performance, not
just individual care.

Embedding social workers within NHS trusts improves workflow efficiency, patient
flow, and the quality and timeliness of discharge processes by bridging health and
social care.

The Health Services Safety Investigations Body has identified that including social
workers in mental health teams enhances efficiency, collaboration and system-wide
understanding”. Where these roles are absent, care risks becoming more
transactional, fragmented and less responsive to the full range of people’s social,
legal and practical needs.

Early identification of deterioration, strengths-based planning and connection to
community support help prevent crisis and reduce demand on high-cost, high-
intensity services.

Workforce numbers and future need



Despite their impact, mental health social workers remain a small proportion of the
mental health workforce. There are currently 9,552 social workers working in adult
mental healthV'. This represents just over 1% of the total mental health workforce"'.
This is significantly out of step with the scale and complexity of mental health need
and means that only around one in three people with severe mental illness have
access to a mental health social worker.

To deliver preventative, community-based and integrated care at scale, the mental
health workforce must include a significantly larger number of mental health social
workers. This would ensure that everyone with severe mental illness has access to a
mental health social worker- a proposal included in Think Ahead’s evidence to the
Health and Social Care Committee’s inquiry into community mental health teams in
April 2025, which has been adopted as a formal recommendation in the Committee
report published in December 2025.

Conclusion

Mental health social workers are not an optional addition to mental health services;
they are essential. Their social, rights-based and preventative approach addresses
the root causes of poor mental health, improves outcomes for individuals,
strengthens multidisciplinary teams and enhances system-wide effectiveness.
Crucially, their vital role across both health and social care must be fully understood
and recognised, and any work to reform or strengthen the social care system-
including the Social Care Commission- must explicitly include mental health social
work.

At a time of rising demand, widening inequality and stretched services, investing in
mental health social work is a critical lever for delivering sustainable, person-centred
mental health care.
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