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Aims 

Aim   

• To explore a number of ‘then and now’ narratives to discover if 
there is a common a concern for issues of communication and 
mental health disorder (MHD)   

Question 

• Could such accounts shed light on the perplexing nature of MHD, 
with communication being a core part of that perplexity?  

Discussion 

• Drawing on historical & contemporary narratives of those 
affected by a MHD, one may at least attempt to bear witness to 
the experience of communication ‘disorder’ or difference in this 
context 
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•  Speech and language therapy (SLT) in adult psychiatry 

–   relatively recent (e.g. Emerson & Enderby , 1996; Walsh et al, 2007); has a broad 
focus on communication than on mechanics of speech, voice or hearing 

•  Psychiatry textbook accounts  
–  fall short of describing what may be the real, living experience of a MHD and its 

all too frequent bedfellow – the experience of communication ‘disorder’ or 
difference 

•  Communication by definition interpersonal 
–   both practitioners & those with MHDs need to understand how these 

communication difficulties arise, and how best to deal with them 

•  1st  person accounts – hear the other’s ‘voice’ (Kovarksy & Curran,2007)    
–  ‘an analysis of narratives is a key avenue towards identifying and understanding 

how people construct their realities and how they might be changed for 
therapeutic purposes’ (Fook, 2012 p78)   
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Narrative (Fook, 2012)  

‘a sense of a happening and a consequence which follows’ (p79) 

‘Narratives are regarded as particular constructions of a situation or event told 
from the perspective of whoever is constructing the story, and for particular 
purposes.  It is recognised that, in one sense, everybody creates narratives or 

‘stories’, as they can only be communicated through language, whose meanings 
are limited by time and context’ (p195) 

Is there a collective narrative of communication in experiences of a mental 
health disorder, that resonates across time and place? 

What is this narrative? 

Can it be used to inform practice?  
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Van Gogh 
(1853-1890)  
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“well the truth is, we cannot speak 
other than by our paintings”  

•  Periods of psychosis (?) 
•  Borderline Personality 

Disorder (van Meekeren, 2003) 

•  902 letters to brother 
Theo (Aug 1882-1890) 

•  focus on letters written 
in final 2 years of his 
life:  184 letters (quotes 
totaling 7200 words)   
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“[writing is…] a boon, analgesic, and so on.  I think 
it is all that matters to me. I dread emerging from it 
each day”   (Frame, 1994) 

New Zealand novelist and poet 

- who although may have been 
misdiagnosed with schizophrenia, 
experienced mental health and 
communication challenges well 
documented in: 

Frame, J.  (1989): Janet Frame: The 
complete Autobiography. The 
Women’s Press: London. 

King, M. (2000). Wrestling with the 
Angel: A life of Janet Frame.  
London: Picador.  
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‘How do you feel about your ability to 
communicate and express yourself?  

What is it like to talk/chat to other people?’ 
•  Seven in-depth interviews, 

totalling 12 hours of audio 
recording 

•  People with a diagnosis of 
(chronic) schizophrenia 

•  Age range: 25 years to 52 
years 

•  Lots of different backgrounds 
& occupations    
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Analysis of data  

• Analysis across the data sets; applied thematic 
content analysis (e.g. Attride-Stirling, 2001), involves:   
–  Coding of material 
–  Identifying themes 
–  Constructing the thematic networks 
–  Describing and exploring the thematic networks 

• Notion of ‘self’ 
– notion of identity as different ‘dialogical selves’ which 

interact with one another to create a particular view of 
self experience (Lysaker & Lysaker, 2010) 

• One thematic network, described today  
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Figure 1: Thematic network    

Global 
Theme  

Organising 
themes  
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SELF AS ‘OTHER’/DISTANCED 
Organising theme I  
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I. SELF AS ‘OTHER’/DISTANCED 
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I. SELF AS ‘OTHER’ /DISTANCED 
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I. SELF AS ‘OTHER’ /DISTANCED 
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SELF AS ENGAGED/NOT ENGAGED  
Organising theme II  
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II. SELF AS ENGAGED/NOT ENGAGED  
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II. SELF AS ENGAGED/NOT ENGAGED  
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II. SELF AS ENGAGED/NOT ENGAGED  
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SELF AS AN (EN-)ABLED 
COMMUNICATOR  

Organising theme III  
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III. Self as an (en-) abled communicator  
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III. Self as an (en-)abled communicator  
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III. Self as an (en-)abled communicator  
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So what?  
-confluence of perspectives across sources and time, noteworthy in 

terms of  consistency 

-collective narrative of disempowerment/empowerment re 
communication? 

- words of those who have experienced MHDs, must inform any 
healthcare practice 

- notion of working alongside people with mental health disorders 
important 

•  c.f. (SLT) Social Model (Duchan, 2001) – Recovery Model (Anthony,1993) 
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It	
  is	
  a	
  means	
  to	
  develop	
  a	
  
‘new	
  meaning	
  and	
  

purpose	
  in	
  one’s	
  life	
  as	
  
one	
  grows	
  beyond	
  the	
  
catastrophic	
  effects	
  of	
  
[psychiatric]	
  illness’	
  	
  

	
  (Anthony,	
  1993;	
  527) 

Recovery	
  
Model 

‘Living	
  with’	
  mental	
  health	
  
difficulty	
  

Person	
  as	
  an	
  active	
  agent	
  in	
  
the	
  recovery	
  process	
  

Recovery	
  is	
  something	
  a	
  
person	
  does,	
  not	
  something	
  

that	
  is	
  done	
  to	
  them	
  

Collaboration	
  

SLT social 
model 

‘Living	
  with’	
  communication	
  
disorder 

Goal	
  setting	
  from	
  perspective	
  
of	
  the	
  person	
  

Authentic	
  involvement	
  of	
  the	
  
person	
  

Partnership	
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Conclusions 
Need to redefine our definition of communication to consider  
(i)  a shared responsibility for communication ‘disorder’, yet respect 

difference, also  
(ii) remaining open to  hearing accounts of communication ‘selves’ as 

construed by person 

Janet Frame was  ‘driven’ to write her story in order to put the “I” back into 
biographical accounts, maybe it is time for us to put the “I” back into 
mental healthcare, where communication is concerned 

Without such witness, how can we even begin to weave a context in which 
communication can be respected, supported and empowered as part of 
‘disorders’ that are labelled ‘psychiatric’?   
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