Count Me In

The 2006 Healthcare Commission census of mental health inpatient wards has revealed that over half (55%) of inpatients in mental hospitals are in mixed sex accommodation
. This is despite repeated government claims that 99% of inpatient accommodation is single-sex
, and follows on from last summer’s high profile campaign with which SPN was involved, to highlight continuing concerns about women’s security in mental health services.

These concerns were brought to attention in SPN’s women and mental health study day paper, in which women who had used inpatient services, such as Jolie Goodman, described the humiliating experience of, amongst other things, sharing breakfast with seven men in various states of undress: 
Jolie and other women reminded participants in the study day of the reality of sexual harassment, abuse and intimidation that exists in wards. The extent of such experiences had previously been revealed by Mind's 2004 Ward Watch report, four years after the Government pledged to abolish mixed-sex wards. 

This reality was brought back to light last summer, when Mind forced the release of a suppressed Government report showing the level of assault and abuse in mental health wards
. Although the government subsequently pledged £30 million to tackle women’s safety in mental health settings, many groups remain unconvinced that measures proposed will genuinely remove the risks faced by particularly vulnerable women.

Vicky Nicholls, SPN Joint Coordinator, said:

“It is a source of dismay to see these new figures which confirm the fears of many, previously denied by the Government, which has done little to allay the fears of women who often feel they have little choice – and indeed in some circumstances have no choice – but to spend time in acute wards where what they need is sanctuary. For some this will be sanctuary from abusive relationships and it is vital that women feel they can trust the services being offered to them.

SPN has signed up to the Women’s Resource Centre ‘why women’ campaign
 and will continue to promote awareness of the hidden and shameful belittling of women which plagues our society, despite the imminent introduction of a Gender Equality Duty which will make it unlawful for public bodies to discriminate against women. SPN looks forward to seeing how the introduction of this Duty will impact on the provision of fair and equitable NHS mental health services.”
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