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Lunatics Running the Asylum?  Can Mental Health Service User Involvement Really 

Influence the Power And Privilege Of Psychiatry? 

Service user involvement is seen by some advocates as a magic bullet for many of the ills 

facing the mental health system.  It is enshrined in official policy as an important feature of 

any service development planning, and is a core aspect of funded research.  Many 

proponents for service user involvement believe it will help destabilise some of the power 

invested in the medical profession.  (Bracken and Thomas 2006)  However it is important to 

problematise the naive assumption that this is either straightforward to operationalise or 

efficacious in producing any challenge to psychiatric power. 

Much has been written on the power held by the medical profession to shape the 

discourses of madness.  One of the few challenges to the hegemony of psychiatric discourse 

comes from the service user movement.  The epistemology of survivor research presents an 

alternative to the way mental distress is currently framed.   User narratives, and the 

presence of users at the table, have the potential to challenge the dominant paradigm.   

Power, one of four dimensions of the Equality of Condition framework (Baker et al 2002), is 

used by (McDaid 2009, 2010) to explore some obstacles to user involvement. This 

dimension refers to both ‘power over’ and to empowerment.  These processes will be 

examined in this paper which seeks to tease out many of the complexities of power as it 

manifests and operates in the mental health field.  Preliminary analysis of the user 

experience of engaging with these power dynamics will be used to illuminate the theoretical 

perspectives.  
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