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"Service users, carers, and professionals disagree about  t he nat ure of
ment al disorder in st art ling new revelat ion!" On f irst  appearances Fulford
and Colombo's use of  linguist ic-analyt ic and empirical met hods t o
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demonst rat e t his point  may not  seem as if  it  is t elling t hose in t he
ment al healt h world anyt hing t hat  t hey do not  already know. The
bipolar/dialect ical axis (choose your preferred t erm depending on your
ideological posit ion) wit h t he ant i-psychiat ry movement  at  one end and
t he biogenet icist s at  t he ot her is bot h well-known and well-
document ed. Yet  it  is precisely t hat  f lippancy, and t he pract ical
implicat ions t hat  f low from it , t hat  make t his work so fundament ally
import ant  t o t he t heory, applicat ion, and experience of  ment al healt h
pract ice at  t he beginning of  t he t went y-first  cent ury.

Discussions about  di erent  models of  ment al disorder usually play
t hemselves out  in argument s wit hin services, or bet ween services and
service users and informal carers, about  t he most  appropriat e approach
t o t ake in addressing a service users needs, or in abst ract  discussions
(o en over a drink a er work) about  t he nat ure of  ment al healt h and
ment al healt h problems. From blood and fur f lying in t he bull pit , t o
swallows endlessly chasing t heir t ails high in t he sky. Sadly, t he result s of
t his all t oo o en are bit t er and unresolved conflict s, di erent  part ies
digging t hemselves even furt her int o defensive, ent renched posit ions,
and t he least  powerful (usually service users) su ering t he most  as a
consequence. Bot h sides believe t he ot her t o be wrong yet  cannot
convince t hem of t his; an example, albeit  wit h slight  variat ion, of  t wo
wrongs not  making a right . Rarely are t he debat es grounded in a
const ruct ive, creat ive, and problem-solving approach on a day-t o-day
basis, part ly because hit hert o t here does not  seem t o have been eit her
su icient  empirical evidence t o base t his upon, or t he concept ual as well
as pract ical t ools wit h which t o grapple wit h t he issues.

Generally speaking, mainst ream research in ment al healt h has t ended
t o focus on issues such as sympt oms and t reat ment  int ervent ions
(James and Burns 2002). However, surveys of  service users' views st ill
show considerable problems in t he way services are received and
experienced by users (Rose 2001). Ot her surveys, t oget her wit h user-led
research, such as St rat egies for Living at  t he Ment al Healt h Foundat ion,
have also shown how t he focus of  users' concerns maybe very di erent



t o t hat  of  service providers (Faulkner and Layzell 2000; Nicholls et  al,
2003; Repper 2000). Indeed, a piece of  research carried out  in t he 1990s,
which would probably st ill hold t rue t oday, showed t hat  service users
priorit ized pract ical issues such as personal f inance, housing, and social
support , whereas professionals saw issues such as t reat ment  and
monit oring as being t he highest  priorit y (Shepherd, Murray, and Muijen
1995). Combining t his, one might  well argue t hat  t here is fairly clear
evidence of  t he [End Page 159] di erences in value bases and models of
ment al disorder deployed by service users and ment al healt h
professionals. However, act ually t rying t o scient if ically map t his, and
t aking int o account  di erences bet ween professions, not  t o ment ion
t he views of  informal carers, would appear t o be a gargant uan t ask. Yet
Fulford and Colombo appear t o have very successfully done t his in t he
research support ing t his art icle, as well as t he art icle it self. Their
discussion of  t he concept  of  ment al disorder, and t he di icult ies of
defining it , not  only e ort lessly demonst rat es t he t heoret ical and
philosophical problems t hat  lie at  t he heart  of  psychiat ry and ment al
healt h syst ems, of  which Professor Fulford along wit h ot hers has already
writ t en ext ensively (Dickenson and Fulford 2000), but  also should
resonat e at  a very pract ical level for most  people who have been at  t he
providing or receiving end of ment al healt h services. But  going beyond
t his t hey also provide perhaps t he simplest , yet  most  e ect ive solut ion
—t o embrace diversit y and f ind ways of  working wit h it , rat her t han
running shy of  it  or even worse, at t empt ing t o homogenize it . As t hey
say, "t he di icult ies in use present ed by t he concept  of  ment al disorder
are not  a liabilit y, heurist ically speaking, but  an asset " (Fulford and
Colombo 2004, 132).
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