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Women, Disability and Mental Distress by Julia L.T. Smith is a pragmatic voice in the debate at the
intersection of disability and mental health. Written from the perspective of a female service user
and social worker, and based on a qualitative study conducted with twelve British women who
experienced physical impairment and mental distress, the book illuminates a variety of challenges
this population of women faces in accessing mental health services. The book’s rich illustration of
women’s experiences of acquiring adequate professional support is accompanied by an
informative discussion of problematic assumptions underlying related professional theories about
disability (e.g., a theory of loss) that coordinate encounters between disabled female service
users and medical professionals. Smith eloquently demonstrates how those encounters are
reflective of ableist and patronising attitudes towards people with disabilities held by medical
professionals and institutionalised through scientific knowledge. Consistently, across the book,
the author also proposes changes towards ensuring better access to and quality of mental health
and counselling services for disabled women.

The book consists of six chapters that subsequently reveal different aspects of the nexus between
disability and mental distress as experienced by the women who were interviewed. Chapter 1
begins with a critical examination of psychological and medical literature and disability
scholarship with regard to the intersection between physical impairment and mental health.
Smith engages with some of the assumptions about the causal link between impairment and
mental distress, and argues that mental distress experienced by disabled women has complex and
context-specific origins. Many factors contribute to this experience, including the nature of a
particular woman’s impairment, societal attitudes towards impairments, decline in health, loss of
ability to engage in daily tasks and loss of employment. Chapter 2 discusses women’s experiences
of gaining access to mental health services. Smith illuminates here material barriers and
institutional arrangements, such as challenges of physically accessing services, lack of adequate
time for consulting, and lack of awareness among professionals about disability and impairment
that adversely affect those experiences. Chapter 3 focuses on approaches that guide encounters
of mental health professionals and counsellors with disabled service users. Specifically, the
theories of loss and the concept of loss are discussed here and their oppressive aspects revealed.
The author suggests that the social model of disability should inform counselling approaches.
Chapter 4 aims to engage with gender by considering advantages and disadvantages of matching
female counsellors with female clients and the intersection between gender and other social
factors, such as lived experiences of disability, with regard to a counsellor’s potential to address
problems of disabled women who experience distress. Chapter 5 considers ways of moving forward
through law, education, structural and organisational changes.
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The book makes an important contribution to knowledge on the intersections between disability and
mental health by demonstrating a link between emotional challenges and psychological struggle involved
in living with impairments in disabling environments and within an ablest society, all of which can
contribute to experiences of mental distress for disabled women at various moments in their lives.
Moreover, this position is an important attempt to apply a social model of disability to the real-life
circumstances of disabled people in the quest for better service provision. Consequently, this manual-style
book is addressed predominantly to medical and mental health professionals, as Smith sees the ‘absence
of a comprehensive knowledge base’ among these groups as a major contributor to the fact that the
mental health needs of disabled women still remain unmet and neglected (p. 1). Policymakers are another
audience for this book since as powerful stakeholders they can influence fiscal and administrative policies
that can eliminate systemic barriers and improve quality of, and access to, mental health services by
disabled women.

Yet, the book has two major limitations. First, Smith’s application of the social model of approach
produces inconsistencies as she applies this lens only to the conceptualisation of disability. In contrast,
she treats the concept of mental distress as a real thing that needs to be treated through psychiatric and
therapeutic intervention. While her intervention into professional understanding of the sources of disabled
women’s mental distress aims to shift the focus from an individual—and their ‘pathologies’ or
‘disabilities’—to social environmental factors, it is still located within a medical model. She embraces
this model when it comes to mental distress, only critically engaging with it when it comes to disability.

Another objection that could be made about the book is Smith’s unproblematic take on gender relations
and the normalising aspect of traditional gender orders. While the book is about women, it is hardly
feminist. Reducing gender to sex, Smith devotes almost an entire chapter to the topic of disabled women’s
relationship with their counsellors and the potential benefits of having female vs. disabled counsellors.
She proposes a Band-Aid-type solution for addressing mental health issues experienced by disabled
women instead of interrogating how a normative gender order with its idealisation of able female bodies
reduces the spectrum of images and roles that women may chose to occupy in various physical, mental
and social circumstances.

In sum, those who are seeking a critical engagement with normative social orders, specifically gender
orders, that underlie and organise the experiences of women with disabilities in Western liberal
democracies will not find it here. Rather, they will find a pro-professional reformist approach, with a
rather mainstream critique.
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