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The History of Problem Y:
Questioning the Process Leading to Psychiatric Social Workers'’
Occupational Ethics

KIRTHARA Naoyuki

Abstract:

This study reconsiders Problem Y, in which a 19-year-old youth, Y, was forcibly hospitalized in a mental hospital
without a doctor’s diagnosis but only with a diagnosis for schizophrenia by a psychiatric social worker (PSW) in
1969. PSWs have said that the incident triggered a review of their actions and that it led to the establishment of
a professional code of ethics. However, based on historical documents, this paper finds that neither Y's appeals
to PSWs to change their profession nor their subsequent promise to do so were realized. As a result, Y criticized
the community mental health care management system and PSWs, and rejected their professional existence.
Although the PSW profession appeared to have conducted a rigorous self-examination regarding Problem Y, the
reason why it used the issue to develop its occupational ethics was actually to strengthen the status of PSWs as
a national qualification. In fact, the association neither conducted a proper self-examination of the incident nor
properly responded to Y's demands, and Y gave up his appeals to the organization in the end. This study
concludes that the common view on Problem Y, that it served as the basis for PSWs’ occupational ethics, should

be corrected.

Keywords: psychiatric social worker, occupational ethics, Problem Y, disability studies, forced hospitalization
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