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1 INTRODUCTION
Mental health challenges are a leading cause of disability worldwide, with profound implications for individuals, families, and communities (Wainberg et al., 2017). In the landscape of support for adults experiencing these challenges, the social work profession occupies a unique and vital position. Distinct from, yet complementary to psychiatric and psychological disciplines; social work’s mandate is rooted in a dual focus: to enhance human well-being and to meet the basic needs of all people, with particular attention to the empowerment of those who are vulnerable, oppressed, or living in poverty (National Association of Social Workers, 2021). For adults with mental health challenges, this translates into a practice that extends beyond symptom reduction to address the intricate social determinants of health housing, employment, social networks, and stigma—that fundamentally shape the experience and trajectory of their condition.
This article provides a comprehensive analysis of these contemporary working practices. It begins by outlining the key theoretical frameworks that underpin modern mental health social work. It then delves into the core processes of assessment, care planning, and intervention, followed by an exploration of the essential context of interprofessional collaboration. The paper also addresses the critical ethical dimensions of practice and examines the emerging challenges and innovations, including the use of digital technology and the impact of systemic constraints.
1. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS: FROM PATHOLOGY TO PERSONHOOD
2.1. The Recovery Approach
 The concept of "recovery" is arguably the most influential paradigm in modern mental health services. It is crucial to distinguish this from a clinical notion of "cure." Recovery rather is understood as "a deeply personal, unique process of changing one’s attitudes, values, feelings, goals, skills, and/or roles. It is a way of living a satisfying, hopeful, and contributing life even with limitations caused by illness (Cruwys et al., 2020). For social workers, this means shifting from an expert-led model to a partnership where the service user is the director of their own journey. Practice involves working to identify and build upon an individual’s strengths, aspirations, and resources, rather than focusing solely on deficits and problems. (Mahesh et al., 2024). This might involve supporting someone to secure meaningful employment, develop social connections, or pursue educational goals, all of which are central to a sense of identity and purpose beyond a diagnostic label.
2.2 The Social Model of Disability and the Person-in-Environment Perspective
The social model of disability, which posits that disability is caused by societal barriers and attitudes rather than by impairment itself, aligns perfectly with social work’s core "person-in-environment" principle. (Adam & Koutsoklenis, 2023). This framework directs social workers to address the external factors that disable people with mental health challenges, such as discriminatory hiring practices, inaccessible housing policies, and pervasive social stigma (Jeste et al., 2025). Practice is thus oriented towards social change and advocacy, working to dismantle these barriers and create more inclusive communities.
2.  CORE PRACTICES: ASSESSMENT, INTERVENTION, AND CARE PLANNING
The daily work of a mental health social worker is operationalized through a series of structured yet person-centered processes.
3.1 Holistic Assessment and the Care Program Approach
In the UK context, the Care Program Approach (CPA) is the cornerstone of secondary mental health care; social workers are key contributors. Assessment under the CPA is a holistic process that goes far beyond diagnostic criteria. It encompasses a person’s social, psychological, occupational, cultural, and spiritual needs, as well as their strengths and support networks (National Health Service [NHS], n.d.). 
3.2 Strengths-Based and Person-Centered Interventions
Drawing on the recovery model, interventions are increasingly strength-based. Instead of asking "What problems do you have?" the social worker might ask "What interests you? What are you good at? What does a good life look like for you?" Methodologies such as Motivational Interviewing are used to explore ambivalence and build intrinsic motivation for change (Caiels et al., 2023). Furthermore, the implementation of personal budgets and direct payments has been a significant policy drive, allowing eligible individuals to have greater choice and control over the care and support they receive, enabling them to purchase services that align with their personal recovery goals (Bland et al., 2020). 
3.3. Advocacy and Resource Brokerage
A fundamental social work role is that of an advocate. This can involve mediating with landlords to prevent eviction, appealing welfare benefit decisions, or challenging discriminatory practices within other services. Social workers also act as resource brokers, connecting individuals with community assets such as peer support groups, vocational training programs, or leisure activities that foster social inclusion. (NHS England, 2023)
3. THE IMPERATIVE OF INTERPROFESSIONAL COLLABORATION
Mental health care is inherently multi-agency, involving psychiatrists, community psychiatric nurses, occupational therapists, psychologists, and peer support workers, among others. Effective collaboration is essential but often challenging. Social workers bring a distinct value to these teams through their expertise in social care law, safeguarding, and social determinants of health (Pinheiro et al., 2025). 
However, interdisciplinary work can be fraught with tensions arising from different professional cultures, paradigms, and power dynamics. For instance, a medical model focused on medication adherence and risk containment may sometimes conflict with a social model prioritizing autonomy and community integration (Disability Unit, Equality Hub, & Department for Work and Pensions [DWP], 2021).
The social worker’s role is to champion the service user’s voice and social context within these team deliberations, ensuring that care plans are not only clinically sound but also socially just and personally meaningful. Models of interprofessional education and clear communication protocols, such as the Structured Professional Judgement Framework for risk assessment, are crucial for facilitating effective teamwork (Logan & O'Connor, 2020).
4.1. Ethical Dilemmas and Statutory Responsibilities
Mental health social worker is practiced within a complex legal and ethical framework, often requiring navigation of profound dilemmas such as:
4.2. Balancing Risk and Autonomy
A central and persistent tension lies in balancing the duty of care with the principle of self-determination. The use of coercive powers under mental health legislation (e.g., the Mental Health Act 1983 in England and Wales) represents the most extreme point of this tension. Approved Mental Health Professionals (AMHPs), who are often experienced social workers, have a specific statutory responsibility to coordinate Mental Health Act assessments. They are required to bring a social perspective to the decision-making process, considering the least restrictive alternative and the wider social context of the individual’s life, in counterpoint to the medical focus of the accompanying doctors (Hemmington, 2024. 
4.3. Safeguarding and Capacity
Social workers are also key agents in adult safeguarding, responding to situations of abuse or neglect. This work is guided by principles of proportionality and person-led outcomes. The Mental Capacity Act 2005 (in England and Wales) provides a legal framework for acting and making decisions on behalf of individuals who lack the capacity to make specific decisions for themselves. Social workers must skillfully apply the Act’s core principles—starting with the presumption of capacity—and conduct nuanced capacity assessments that are decision-specific and time-specific (Mental Capacity Act 2005). 
This requires delicate practice of supporting autonomy while intervening to protect vulnerable adults from harm

4. CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES AND EMERGING INNOVATIONS
The context of practice is constantly shifting, presenting both significant challenges and opportunities for innovation.
5.1 The Impact of Austerity and System Pressures (Cummins, 2018)
Over the past decade, mental health services have operated under severe financial constraints due to austerity policies. Cuts to local authority budgets have led to reduced community resources, longer waiting times, and higher thresholds for accessing social care support (Lowe & DeVerteuil, 2020). This has increased the caseloads and moral distress of social workers, who find themselves unable to provide the level of support they believe is necessary, often acting as "gatekeepers" to scarce resources rather than enablers of support.
5.2 The Rise of Digital and Telehealth Practices
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the adoption of digital technologies in mental health care. Telehealth, video conferencing, and digital peer support platforms have offered new avenues for maintaining contact and providing services (Macdonald & Collins, 2025). While this can increase accessibility for some, it also risks exacerbating digital exclusion for those who lack the necessary technology, skills, or confidence, such as older adults or those with severe poverty. Social workers must now develop digital literacy and navigate the ethical complexities of providing support remotely, including issues of confidentiality and assessing risk without being physically present.
6.0 Conclusion
The working practices of social workers caring for adults with mental health challenges are characterized by a dynamic and complex integration of skills, knowledge, and values. Moving beyond a historical focus on containment and case management, the contemporary social worker operates as a recovery-oriented practitioner, a trauma-informed ally, a skilled assessor, a tenacious advocate, and an ethical navigator of legal and systemic complexities. Their practice is grounded in a commitment to social justice and the person-in-environment perspective, ensuring that the social determinants of mental distress—poverty, inequality, isolation, and stigma—are not overlooked.
While the challenges are significant, from systemic austerity to the ethical tensions of coercion, the profession continues to adapt. By embracing new evidence, collaborating effectively across disciplines, leveraging technology thoughtfully, and centering the expertise of lived experience, social workers remain indispensable in supporting adults with mental health challenges to build lives of dignity, meaning, and connection within their communities. The future of this practice will depend on continued advocacy for adequately resourced, socially oriented services that truly embody the principles of recovery and human rights.
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