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Abstract: Globally, 1 in 4 persons have mental health issues at some point in life. However,
the mental health services are not easily available, accessible and affordable to all strata of the
society with varying socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. In healthcare settings, social
workers work in a context where a greater number of other professionals often have medical
expertise rather than social science background which makes their job unique. Thus, health
social workers have a crucial role in attaining health equity at mental health settings. This
article primarily investigates the contemporary role of health social workers in pioneer mental
health institutions of India. The study has two phases, the first phase adopts in-depth
interview method with mental health social work practitioners using self-structured interview
guide that highlights the role of health social workers, especially in establishing mental health
equity by de-stigmatization, reducing the disparities, equal access, etc. Totally eight Health
Social Workers participated in the study from, NIMHANS, JIPMER, Vazhikatti, and National
Health Mission (Coimbatore), two from each institute respectively. Thematic analysis was
performed and themes were generated from the qualitative data gathered. In the second phase,
literatures were identified from SCOPUS, Google Scholar and Web of Science databases for
mapping pertinent literatures on international health social workers in mental health settings.
The results of the thematic analysis and the literatures from various sources were compiled to
understand the aspects of health social workers in addressing marginalized identity, structural
inequalities, cultural sensitivity, intersectionality and providing voice and agency to the
marginalized in shaping the mental health policy and programs. Therefore, the article aims to
identify and bridge the gaps in the roles of health social workers in attaining health equity
within this context.

Keywords: Health equity; mental health; health social workers; marginalized identities;
cultural sensitivity; mental health equity

1 Introduction:

Health equity refers to everyone having fair opportunity to attain full health potential without
being disadvantaged by social, economic, demographic, or geographic stratifiers (Braveman,
2014). This encompasses not just access to quality and affordable healthcare but also
addressing social determinants of health like education, housing, employment, transportation,
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and environmental influences that shape health outcomes (Peterson, A. et al., 2020). Mental
health equity is integral to overall health equity but continues facing barriers like stigma,
fragmented policy attention, and inadequate resource allocation (Compton, M. T., & Shim, R.
S, 2020). These barriers disproportionately affect marginalized groups including communities
of colour, indigenous people, LGBTQ populations, those facing homelessness, refugees, and
persons with disabilities (Golden, S. 2022). Health social workers, with their focus on cultural
competence, advocacy, empowerment, and centring communities in decisions impacting
them, play vital roles in overcoming barriers to mental health equity (Stanhope V et al.,
2015). Through multifaceted initiatives encompassing clinical services, coordination, health
promotion, education, outreach, research, and policy reform, they can pave the way for
transformative system changes that dismantle structural disparities and give everyone an
equal chance for attaining mental wellness. However, additional investigation is warranted
regarding best practices for health social workers in influencing mental health policy, forming
cross-sector partnerships, employing community-based participatory methods, and
undertaking advocacy efforts that capture intersectional needs of marginalized populations
based on race, gender, socioeconomic status, and other demographic factors, in achieving
Mental Health Equity.

1.1 Shortage in Mental Health Workforce:

India faces a critical scarcity of mental health practitioners, namely psychiatrists, which
greatly hinders the provision of sufficient mental healthcare (Praharaj, S. et al, 2013; Kumar,
P., 2018; Gupta, S., 2021). In India, the ratio of psychiatrists to the population is significantly
low, standing at 0.3 per 100,000 inhabitants (Hariharan, S. et al, 2020). This figure falls much
below the World Health Organization's recommended ratio of 1 psychiatrist per 100,000
individuals (Bishnoi, H. et al, 2017). This shortage also applies to child psychiatrists and
mental health nurses, further worsening the lack of mental health knowledge and skills. The
scarcity of mental health practitioners in India is exacerbated by various factors, like lack of
adequate exposure and low interest among medical undergraduates that contribute to
psychiatry not being a favoured specialisation. The ratios of mental health social workers are
0.033 per 100,000 people and 0.047 for psychologists (Bishnoi, H. et al, 2017). The ratios of
these specialists are much lower than the global requirements. The scarcity of resources
results in a treatment deficit of more than 70% for psychiatric diseases, underscoring the
pressing necessity for remedies (Jayasankar, P. et al 2022). Enabling primary care physicians
to handle psychiatric disorders could help address this deficiency. Moreover, the movement of
mental health practitioners from poor and middle-income countries to countries such as the
United Kingdom, United States, New Zealand, and Australia has an additional effect on the
ratio of psychiatrists to the population in their countries of origin (Jenkins, R. et al, 2010).
India's allocation of lesser than 2% of its yearly health budget to mental health fails to meet
the standard of proportional spending, continues to perpetuate the existing difficulties (Center
for Mental Health Law and Policy, 2023; Mahajan, P. et al, 2019). This suboptimal allocation
may lead to insufficient and inadequate provision of mental health services. Low-income
countries face similar inadequacies in mental health professionals compared to high-income
ones, with a notable discrepancy in the number of registered psychiatrists, social workers,
mental health nurses and clinical psychologists (Okechukwu, C. 2021). The Health Resources
and Services Administration's (HRSA) National Centre for Health Workforce Analysis in
United States, published a report in 2016 that predicts a deficit of about 10,000 full-time staff
for mental health and substance use disorder (SUD) social workers and school counsellors.
The convergence of these issues underscores the urgent requirement for initiatives, legislative
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reforms, and augmented funding in mental health to tackle the acute scarcity of mental health
practitioners and deliver comprehensive care in India.

This article aims to explore the roles of health social workers in promoting mental health
equity and map existing literature to identify evidence-informed recommendations on tangible
steps they can take to advocate for the needs and preferences of disadvantaged communities
in the contexts of research, practice, and policy. It further examines opportunities for them to
collaborate with grassroots organizations and how health social workers shape people-centred
mental healthcare that reduces gaps in accessibility, achieving equity, and policy inclusivity.

2 Method:

2.1 Objective and Research Question:

The broad objective that guides the article is to understand the role of health social workers
working in various mental health settings in promoting mental health equity, and how they
address the gaps of health equity differing from other healthcare professionals. The research
questions framed by the researchers for the study are,

1. What is the role of health social workers in mental health setting and how do they
differ from other healthcare professionals?

2. How health social workers address the mental health issues overcoming the social
stigma and promote Mental Health Equity?

For addressing these research questions the study was conducted in two phases, in which first
phase conducted in-depth interview with health social work practitioners and in the next
phase, literatures were identified on international health social workers. These literatures were
mapped with the themes generated from phase 1 and the results were discussed based on the
questions framed.

2.2 Phase 1:

For understanding the roles performed, an in-depth interview was conducted among the health
social workers working in top tier mental health institutions namely, NIMHANS, JIPMER,
Vazhikatti, and National Health Mission (Coimbatore), two respondents from each institute
were selected, totally eight health social workers participated in the phase 1 of the study. An
interview guide composing questions related to the roles and responsibilities of the health
social workers in the institute, how they see themselves different from other healthcare
professionals, the problems they encountered from their clients due to social stigma, and how
do they contribute in achieving mental health equity and what are the areas that has to be
focused in future for betterment of mental health equity, was prepared. Thematic analysis
using the Braun and Clarke six stages (Clarke, V., & Braun, V., 2017), was carried out for
each question (Refer annexures, for the codes and themes generated for each question). The
Codes were generated by the first and third author and the common themes were identified by
the second author. Finally, all the authors rechecked the codes and themes, unanimously
approved the themes like Clinical Services & Holistic Patient Support, Advocacy & Systemic
Change, Community Integration & Support, Education & Empowerment, Collaborative
Partnerships & Integration, Access & Equity, Financial Aid & Advocacy, Cultural
Competence & Diversity, Healthcare, System Collaboration and Research & Evidence-
Informed Practices (refer figure 1). These themes reflect the roles performed by the health
social workers in mental health settings for achieving mental health equity.
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2.3 Phase 2:

Literatures on international health social workers in mental health settings were identified
from databases like Scopus, Web of Science and Google scholar. Combination of words like
Health social worker, mental health social worker, and the themes generated from phase 1 of
the study were used as keywords for identifying pertinent literatures. Initially, 632 literatures
were identified, based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria (refer table 1), 267 literatures
were found eligible for screening. The Title and Abstract of these 267 literatures were
screened by the researchers and selected 96 articles eligible for full manuscript reading. First
four authors reviewed 24 articles each. Finally, based on each author’s opinion on how well
the article aligns with the questions framed for the study; 82 literatures were selected and the
results were discussed based on the questions framed, combining the results obtained from
phase 1 and phase 2.

Table 1: Inclusion and Exclusion criteria

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

Peer reviewed Preprints

Open access Protocols

Publication year from 1990 to 2023 Population other than Health Social Workers
Should align with the objective of the study -

Figure 1: Common Themes identified from the generated themes.
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3  Results:

3.1 Social Workers in Mental Health:

In the landscape of mental health, social workers play multifaceted roles that encompass a
spectrum of responsibilities (Feryn, N., 2021; Fairfax, C., & Feit, M., 2015). Their
contributions span across various settings, each with its distinct focus yet interconnected in
their commitment to fostering holistic well-being and health equity (Klos, L. et al, 2021,
Weng, S, 2021). Let's delve into the integrated narrative that amalgamates the diverse themes
delineating the roles and responsibilities of health social workers in mental health settings.
They offer comprehensive healthcare support, through providing emotional, social, and
practical support beyond medical issues to provide complete patient care (Dennelly, L., 2021;
Bamford, T., 2011). They campaign for structural reform to improve patient access to and
advocate for legislation and support vulnerable groups to improve health equity (Nazar, N.,
2020). They coordinate all aspects of patient care by communicating with stakeholders and
assisting doctors and patients in providing holistic care (Shanske, S. et al, 2012).
Individualised care plans after rigorous assessments are also given by them using strategies
customised for each patient, ensuring optimal results. In the realm of mental health settings,
health social workers extend pivotal clinical services. They engage in therapeutic
interventions, employing diverse modalities to support individuals coping with mental health
challenges (Woerner, C., 2015; Francis, A., 2014). Through counselling and psychotherapy,
they create a safe space for exploration, healing, and resilience-building (Booysen, P., &
Staniforth, B., 2017; McLeod, J., & McLeod, J., 2015). These professionals adeptly navigate
the complexities of case management (Okech, V., 2020; Denis, G., & Ellis, S., 2017). They
coordinate services, advocating for their clients' needs within intricate systems (Sheehan, R.,
2012). By orchestrating resources and support networks, they strive to enhance the quality of
care and accessibility to essential services. One of their fundamental responsibilities lies in
fostering awareness and empowerment through psycho-education (Pardasani, M., 2018). They
disseminate crucial information about mental health, empowering individuals to comprehend
their conditions, treatment options, and available support programs (Nazar, N., 2018). Social
workers in mental health settings thrive in interdisciplinary collaborations (Noel, L., 2022;
Jones, B., & Phillips, F., 2016). They bridge gaps between various stakeholders, ensuring a
comprehensive approach to care by integrating perspectives from psychologists, psychiatrists,
medical practitioners, and community resources. Their involvement in treatment planning
encompasses a holistic approach, considering both therapeutic interventions and medication
management (Winkelmann, G., 2016). They facilitate discussions, aiding clients in
understanding treatment options while supporting adherence and management of prescribed
medications (Jensen, C., 2004). Furthermore, Social workers champion community
integration and reintegration (Rosenheck, R., 2012). They facilitate the transition of
individuals back into their communities post-treatment, promoting acceptance, understanding,
and support within their social milieu (Wilkinson, G. et al, 2017).

3.2 Health Social Workers Vs Other Healthcare professionals:

Health Social workers offer a unique blend of skills and perspectives that distinguish them
from other healthcare professionals (Andrews, C. et al., 2013; Bergstrem, C., 1979). The
distinctive themes evolved from the analysis of the responses, define their approach and
contributions revolve around patient-centred holistic care, comprehensive assessment,
community integration, care coordination, crisis support, and policy advocacy. One of the
fundamental differentiators of health social workers in mental health settings is their
commitment to a patient-centred holistic approach, unlike some healthcare professionals who
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may focus primarily on medical interventions, health social workers adopt a holistic view,
recognizing the interconnectedness of various aspects of an individual's life (Ashcroft, R.et
al.,2017; Mann, C. et al., 2016; Berkman, B. et al., 1996). They consider not just the
symptoms but also the social, environmental, and psychological factors influencing mental
health, ensuring a more comprehensive understanding of the patient's needs. Advocacy and
system navigation are integral components of a health social worker's role as they advocate
for their clients, helping them navigate complex healthcare systems, access resources, and
assert their rights (Mango, L., 2020). By bridging the gap between patients and services,
health social workers empower individuals to navigate bureaucratic hurdles and access
necessary care effectively (Faust, J. 2008; Chappell, N., 2008). Furthermore, mental health
social workers excel in assessment beyond the medical lens but view the psycho-social
aspects through social justice lens. While medical professionals primarily focus on diagnosing
and treating illnesses, health social workers conduct comprehensive assessments that
encompass not only clinical symptoms but also social determinants, cultural nuances, and
environmental factors influencing mental health (Berkman, B. et al., 1990; Levy, C. 1985).
This broader perspective allows for more tailored and effective interventions. Another
defining aspect is their commitment to community integration and support (Yip, K., 2000).
Health social workers recognize the significance of community in an individual's mental
health journey. They facilitate connections to support groups, community resources, and
social networks, fostering a sense of belonging and providing ongoing support outside clinical
settings (Walter, A. et al., 2018). Care coordination and continuity are central to the role of
mental health social workers. They collaborate with multidisciplinary teams, ensuring
seamless coordination between various healthcare providers, social services, and community
resources. This integrated approach enhances the quality of care and supports clients in
maintaining continuity throughout their treatment journey. In times of crisis, the expertise of
mental health social workers shines through their provision of emotional and crisis support by
adopting to the principles of social work profession. They offer compassionate and immediate
assistance, helping individuals navigate through challenging situations, mitigate crisis, and
access necessary support services. Lastly, health social workers engage in policy advocacy
and strive for systemic change and serve as voice and agency for the marginalized (Marshall-
Lee et al., 2019; McLaughlin, A. 2009). They leverage their experiences and insights from
frontline work to advocate for policy reforms that address systemic barriers, improve access
to mental healthcare, and promote social justice (Hamer, H., et al., 2018). Among all one of
the important aspects of health social workers are they offer a multifaceted approach that goes
beyond traditional healthcare paradigms. Their emphasis on holistic care, advocacy,
comprehensive assessment, community integration, care coordination, crisis support, and
policy advocacy make them invaluable assets in promoting mental health and well-being
within communities.

3.3 Addressing Mental health issues overcoming the Social Stigma

Social stigma has long plagued mental health in many societies (Corrigan, P. 1998). This
stigma, ingrained in society, religion, and myths, has discouraged mental health treatment and
discussion (Benbow, A. 2007; Corrigan, P et al., 2014). Cultural beliefs and
misunderstandings have made mental health stigma a major concern for health social workers,
especially in India with people with mental illness symptoms either doesn’t seek help from
qualified professionals or in other case, seek help from traditional healers, shamans, etc.
Culturally sensitive discussions, community leaders, and psycho-education should be
employed to fight this. These programmes sought to reconcile cultural norms and mental
health knowledge by emphasising mental health treatment like any other health issue. One
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such mental illness destigmatization initiative by NIMHANS is “Walking tour of
NIMHANS” to break the stigma around mental illnesses. It is a unique educational effort to
destigmatise misconceptions, reduce stigma, and increase public awareness about mental
illnesses, related services and those who have experienced mental illnesses. Themes from the
responses show that health social workers have to work together to overcome this stigma
(Benbow, A., 2007). Creating friendly conditions and normalizing mental health treatment
help eradicate stigma. Support groups helped people share their successful treatment stories,
build community, and reduce mental health treatment hurdles. Addressing confidentiality
concerns was key to easing privacy worries and spreading information on strict confidentiality
laws and professional principles governing mental health care to reassure people about their
privacy when seeking help. Psychoeducation changed attitudes towards seeking mental health
help, reframing treatment as a brave step towards healing changed the narrative (Sagar-
Ouriaghli et al., 2019; Jemalel, N. et al., 2016; Taylor-Rodgers, E., & Batterham, P. 2014).
Health social workers in pioneer institutions majorly involve in tertiary care and knowledge
imparting. They have conducted training of trainer sessions for the Primary health care
workers, community health workers like ASHA workers, Anganwadi workers on the
fundamental aspects of mental health, mental health first aid and de-stigmatization of mental
illnesses. They also work on research projects for Ayushman Bharat Programme i.e. School
health and wellness program where one male and one female teacher will be trained in the
aspects of mental health and act as School’s Health and Wellness ambassador. Social attitudes
changed by emphasizing mental health strength and educational workshops by psychiatrists
eliminated psychiatric medicine myths. These sessions clarified concerns, explained
medication management, and highlighted drugs' role in rehabilitation, helping people
appreciate their importance and advantages. One of the primary strategies employed by health
social workers involves extensive community involvement through outreach programs and
health camps (Aviram, U., 1997). The Psychiatric department of JIPMER, Puducherry
conducts regular Mental Health Camp in the outskirts of Puducherry to reach the rural
population, as they are geographically marginalised in reception of mental health services.
These initiatives aim to engage local communities directly, fostering understanding, empathy,
and support for those affected by social stigma. By organizing events within the community,
social workers create safe spaces for dialogue, education, and the exchange of ideas, breaking
down barriers and prejudices. By recognizing the importance of education in combating
stigma, they adopt diverse educational approaches, starting from integrating discussions about
diversity and acceptance into school curricula to providing support and training in
workplaces. Through workshops, seminars, and training sessions, they equip individuals with
the knowledge and tools to challenge stereotypes, promote inclusivity, and create supportive
environments. They also form partnerships with various entities, including governmental
organizations, NGOs, healthcare providers, and community leaders (Levitt, A. et al., 2011).
For instance NIMHANS collaborates with various states in implementation and training for
District Mental Health Program (DMHP). They also collaborate with NGOs such as Chitta
Sanjeevini Charitable Trust, an NGO supported by the Infosys Foundation, Lions Club
International in Thirthahalli and Turuvekere to provide psychiatric medications, which are not
available through the government sources, Samadhana Aptha Salaha Kendra run by Rajanna
Achar Sarojamma trust, Nemmadi Kendra, etc. JIPMER also collaborates with NGOs like
Trust for Youth and Child Leadership, Sathya Special School, etc., in Pondicherry. Together,
they organize workshops, campaigns, and support groups aimed at fostering understanding,
providing resources, and advocating for policy changes that promote inclusivity and reduce
discrimination (Faust, J., 2008). One more advantages of collaborating with NGOs working
with marginalised communities make mental health services available for the vulnerable.
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Harnessing the power of creative expression, health social workers utilize multimedia and
cultural events as catalysts for initiating conversations around stigmatized issues. Through art,
theatre, music, and other forms of expression, they create platforms for individuals to share
their stories, challenge stereotypes, and evoke empathy (Igbaba, S., 2023). For instance, this
year the department of Psychiatry, JIPMER, Puducherry celebrated World mental health day
by conducting contest such as Slogan writing, Short film and e-poster on the theme “Mental
health in Universal Human Right”. These creative endeavours serve as powerful tools in
breaking down societal barriers and encouraging open dialogue.

3.4 Health Social Workers in Fostering Accessibility, Equity, and Policy Inclusivity —
Promote Mental Health Equity:

In the pursuit of achieving health equity, health social workers play a pivotal role in
addressing the systemic disparities that hinder access to mental health services (Hashimoto,
H., & Kawakami, N., 2018; Bowen, E., & Walton, Q., 2015; Robinson, L. et al, 2012).
Through a multifaceted approach, these professionals employ various strategies to bridge the
gaps and ensure equitable access to mental health care for all individuals, regardless of socio-
economic backgrounds (Hashimoto, H., & Kawakami, N., 2018). Equitable Access and
Financial Support stand as foundational pillars in the mission to provide mental health
services to marginalized communities (Shim, R., & Starks, S., 2021; Hailemariam, M. et al,
2016). Few such schemes are Rashtriya Arogya Nidhi, Ayushmaan Bharat, JIPMER Poor
Fund that health social workers advocate patient and care taker and guide to get financial
assistance. Through engaging in navigating complex fee structures, facilitating access to
financial assistance, and advocating for government schemes that support mental health care
and addressing socio-economic barriers, they with effective leadership strive to ensure that
financial constraints do not inhibit individuals from accessing vital mental health resources
(Hussain, A., & Ashcroft, R., 2020). Understanding the diverse backgrounds, languages, and
geographical locations of individuals, health social workers initiate outreach programs,
collaborate with NGOs, and engage communities to break down barriers (Gopalkrishnan, N.,
2018; Shrivastava, S., 2014). By fostering inclusivity, they create a welcoming environment
where individuals from all walks of life feel represented and understood in their mental health
needs (Hamer, H. et al, 2018). Advocacy and Policy Influence form the backbone of efforts to
effect substantial change, for policy alterations that prioritize mental health equity (Farrer, L.
et al, 2015). They represent marginalized communities, amplify their voices in policy-making
discussions, and raise awareness about the needs of these communities to ensure that policy
changes reflect their realities (Saxena, A., & Chandrapal, S., 2021; Stewart, T., 2014). For
instance, NIMHANS has made its significant contribution in National Disaster Management
guidelines on Psycho-social and Mental Health support, inclusion of Persons with Mental
illness in NREGA, etc. They educate policymakers, conduct research, and provide specialised
workshops and awareness programmes to fill mental health care shortages. While,
Collaboration with NGOs, educational institutions, and community organisations boosts their
effect and promotes complete transformation. Technology, especially telemedicine, helps
bring mental health services to disadvantaged groups (Bryant, L., et al, 2020; Orlowski, S. et
al, 2017; Ramsey, A., & Montgomery, K., 2014). Tele-MANAS, a toll-free, 24/7 helpline
number (14416) has been set up across the country allowing callers to select the language of
choice for availing services. Service is also accessible with 1-800-91-4416 (Singh, A. et al,
2023; Ahmed et al, 2022; Sagar, R., & Singh, S. 2022). The calls would be routed to Tele-
MANAS cells in the respective state and union territory operating with NIMHANS as nodal
centre and JIPMER leading the Tele-MANAS unit for Puducherry. Additionally, integrating
mental health care within existing healthcare systems provides a complete and seamless
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approach to mental health issues for everybody (Bensemann, C., & Watson, P., 2017). Their
strategy emphasises empowerment and community support (Okech, V., et al, 2020). Health
social workers create peer networks, customised courses, and skill-building programmes for
marginalised communities (Fraher, E., et al, 2018). Lay counsellor training programs are
conducted by NIMHANS to help spread the workforce in preliminary stages. NIMHANS
provides Assisted home care (AHC) to needed and deserving patients with logistic difficulties
(TNN, 2023, April 1). Thus, health social workers and the mental health institutions using
their strategies empower accessibility, equity and policy inclusivity in mental health settings
and promote mental health equity.

4 Scope for future research and conclusion:

Future mental health research bears potential and urgency across numerous topics that link
human experiences and society institutions. Understanding marginalized identities is crucial
in mental health services. Research should examine how race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality,
and socioeconomic status affect mental health (Villatoro, A., et al., 2018). Researchers can
create inclusive, effective interventions for various populations by recognising and
comprehending these intersections. The study by Sawrikar, P. (2020) found that training in
cultural competency enhances the quality of mental health services for ethnic minority clients
by addressing racism, skin colour, and intersectionality. Access to mental health services
remains unequal despite advances. An approach that acknowledges diversity and
accommodates groups without discrimination is needed to reduce inequities in mental health
services (Sussman, S., et al, 2020). Future studies should identify and overcome financial,
geographical, cultural, and structural barriers to care. This requires identifying the gaps and
offering innovative solutions to close the gap and provide equitable mental health support for
everybody. Understanding trauma and its severe mental health effects is crucial for future
research. Interventions must be responsive to varied trauma experiences. To help trauma
survivors heal and recover, this entails trying new therapies, acknowledging cultural
differences, and prioritising survivor-centred treatment. Mental health is where "prevention is
better than cure" applies (Bhugra, D., & Till, A., 2013). Early mental health indicators and
risk variables should be identified in future study to provide targeted prevention efforts. Early
intervention programmes for various groups can reduce mental health issues and their impact
on individuals and healthcare systems (Hooper, J., 2021; McGorry, P., & Mei, C., 2018). In
conclusion, the themes identified in the study can help academics adapt mental health support
to be egalitarian, inclusive, and sensitive to the different needs of individuals and
communities worldwide to achieve mental health equity.
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