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Process of “practicing social work” in mental health services:

A comparison with the professionalism in medical social work

Jiro Ohnishi

Department of Social Services and Clinical Psychology,
Graduate School of Human Life Science, Osaka City University

In recent years, the boundaries between the fields of social work and medicine
have become increasingly blurred, and both medical social worker (MSW) and
psychiatric social worker (PSW) work not only within, but also outside of hospital
settings. This study clarifies the professionalism of MSWs and PSWs in both
hospitals and community settings.

Based on the global definition of social work, both MSWs and PSWs tended to
prioritize their work in supporting individual’s independence over affecting social
policies. Since PSWs’ academic foundation in hospital settings regressed from
psychiatry to social work, a gap grew between their professional identity and practice
as a result. On the other hand, a historical investigation revealed that MSWs had a
lesser need to build their academic foundation in medicine compared to PSWs.
Coupled with the universalization of social welfare, MSWs had enough time to
critically examine their professionalism.

PSWs temporarily secured their professionalism and corrected the gap between
their professional identity and practice by incorporating the views of advocacy for
persons with mental disabilities. PSWs have returned to social work as evidenced by
the development of their practice in community settings which indicated their strong
professionalism as those who are qualified. In sum, today’s MSWs and PSWs seem to
converge again towards a commonality that they both use their intentions and
judgments for supported decision making.

Key words: psychiatric social work, medical social work, professionalism, community,

social policy

_83_



