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How the Concept of “Equal Relationship” is Understood between Social
Workers and the Users of Mental Health and Welfare Services : Based on

Group Interviews with Social Workers and Service Users

MINO Koji

(Graduate School of Core Ethics and Frontier Sciences, Ritsumeikan University)

In the field of mental health and welfare, the equal relationship between social workers and users
of the service has been emphasized as important. However, how can it be achieved? In this paper,
the writer investigates how social workers and the users involved in the mental health and welfare
interpret “equal relationship”, in order to find out how we can use the concept of “equal
relationship”. The research method involved 25 discussions on “equal relationship” held among
users of a psychiatric facility and social workers who work there. Additionally, interview sessions
were held with psychiatrists at a clinic, social workers and users of psychiatric facilities. As a
result, the study found that the concept of “equal relationship” has been emphasized as important
only for social workers in their education and training. However, the users have not been educated
thusly, and have not considered its importance. Therefore, the users do not have a clear concept of
“equal relationship” but just demand actual services from the social workers to fill in the gaps of
their daily lives. In other words, this shows that the concept of “equal relationship” that the social
workers have in mind is not efficient to fulfill the practical needs of users. This paper reveals that
the definition of an “equal relationship” itself is not so important. The important point is that how
the social workers and the users understand this “equal relationship” and make the concept work
to improve the users’ lives. The actual practice of “equal relationship” can vary from case to case,
and there may be wrong practice, too. However, it is an important aspect to determine if utilizing
this capability is really equal for each practice in order to build an equal relationship between social

workers and users.
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