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Embracing a holistic and recovery-oriented approach in community mental health

Lee Wei Xuan1, and Koh Chee Wai 2 

1,2 Singapore Association for Mental Health (SAMH) Mobile Support Team COMIT
1(weixuan_lee@samhealth.org.sg), 2(cheewai_koh@samhealth.org.sg)

In Singapore’s mental health community care context, a case worker refers to an individual with a 

degree in psychology, counselling, nursing, occupational therapy, social work, or other related social science 

fields, who provides support to persons with mental health conditions in the community. 

The Community Intervention Team (COMIT) model is a key service under Singapore’s National 

Community Mental Health Masterplan, managed by the Agency for Integrated Care and the Ministry of 

Health. Many social service agencies across Singapore operate these COMITs. The Singapore Association for 

Mental Health (SAMH), established in 1968 as the nation’s first community mental health agency, currently 

has two COMITs comprising both Social Workers and Case Workers.  

The core responsibilities of these professionals include conducting needs assessments with clients 

and their families, providing supportive counselling, linking clients to appropriate community resources and 

services, facilitating skills training and vocational rehabilitation, and   managing crises when necessary. While 

each agency may function differently, at SAMH’s COMITs, each Social Worker or Case Worker typically 

works a 40-hour week and supports between 70 to 80 clients at any given time. This equates to an average 

of approximately 0.5 hours or less per client per week, after accounting for meetings, training sessions, and 

networking activities.

Mental health social service agencies receive referrals from a variety of sources, including hospitals, 

other social service agencies, the Singapore Police Force, and other government bodies. At times, individuals 

experiencing mental health challenges may reach out directly for assistance, or their caregivers may call on 

their behalf. The clientele served by these agencies spans a wide spectrum - from individuals living with 

severe psychosis to those experiencing mild emotional distress or difficulties with emotional regulation. 

Despite this diversity, the core mission of these mental health community care agencies remains consistent: 

to support clients in their recovery journey. The ultimate goal is to help clients lead fulfilling, hopeful, and 

meaningful lives beyond the limitations imposed by their mental health conditions. Through recovery, 

clients are encouraged to rediscover purpose, develop new meaning, and engage actively - both socially and 

economically - within the community.

Specifically, among clients supported by SAMH COMIT, over 50% are diagnosed with psychosis, and 
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over 60% are currently unemployed.

	 Employment is a vital aspect of human life, enabling individuals to survive, thrive, and 

fulfil essential biological, social, and cultural needs. For persons with psychiatric conditions, meaningful 

employment further facilitates recovery by fostering positive self-concepts and empowering them to achieve 

greater independence. In Singapore, individuals with psychosis are often associated with higher rates of 

unemployment and an increased likelihood of socioeconomic disadvantage (Subramaniam et al., 2021).

Our team set out to explore the facilitators and barriers to employment among individuals with 

psychosis. This journey began with a dedicated group of Case Workers/Social Workers who, alongside their 

daily responsibilities, diligently undertook data cleaning, literature review, thematic analysis, and poster 

development. Data from SAMH COMIT clients with psychotic disorders and employment concerns were 

analysed, identifying 39 potential participants. 12 were randomly selected for case note analysis using thematic 

analysis. – An Affinity Diagram. The findings were insightful, revealing four key barriers and four facilitators 

influencing clients’ employment outcomes.

Facilitators Barriers
Social support Mental Health Condition 
Individual Factors Social Factors
Symptom improvement Workplace Factors
Formal rehabilitation efforts Individual Factors

Workplace factors are one of the barriers that influences one’s ability to sustain employment. The team’s 

analysis identified five main themes that were generated under this factor, including:
Workplace Factors
Work related stress (n=15)
Communication Issues (n=7)
Toxic Workplace Environment (n=17)
Job Demands (n=13) 
Travel Distance (n=3)

It appeared that a toxic workplace environment is one of the greatest barriers towards persons in 

recovery’s sustainability in employment. Out of the 12 selected participants, some of the qualitative feedback 

from clients included:

•	 Client shared that she has resigned as her boss was making things difficult for her.

•	 She also disclosed that her boss owed her $7000 in commission as her client has not paid the company 

for the service rendered.

•	 Client revealed that her boss is threatening her – she should not “play” with him otherwise he would 
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sue her.

•	 Boss called her earlier to tell her that she makes people very irritated, bad, very depressive and mad.

•	 Client’s boss called her last Friday, shouting at her for performing poorly at work (i.e. not hitting target) 

– felt distressed and cried.

At the same time, social support is one of the facilitators influencing one’s ability to sustain employment. 

Three themes were generated under social support, including: 
Social Support
Supportive colleagues (n=10)
Supportive superiors (n=19)
Informal support (n=4) 

Supportive superiors play one of the greatest roles in person in recovery’s sustainability at work. Out of 

the 12 participants, some of the qualitative feedback from clients include: 

•	 Her boss told her to take leave as needed and focus on recovery first.

•	 Client’s supervisor supports her by pacing her expectations when she struggles in making calls.

•	 Client replied that he is happy at work because he is given many break times due to his back aches 

during chores at the café.

•	 Client shared that she had intended to quit, but her boss encouraged her to stay on and try things out 

for a while longer. 

The findings provided the team with an initial understanding of the barriers and facilitators affecting 

clients’ employment. They served as a guide for our Case Worker/Social Worker in identifying factors to address 

and develop collaboratively with clients, with the goal of enhancing their long-term employment sustainability. 

This also highlights the importance of engaging the broader social system in addressing and strengthening 

these barriers and facilitators to support clients’ employment outcomes.

The integration of vocational services into a community care agency’s work can significantly enhance 

clients’ long-term employment sustainability. The therapeutic relationship established between Case Worker/

Social Worker and clients in recovery plays a vital role in fostering readiness for employment. When this 

relationship is strong, clients tend to be more open and motivated to build the skills necessary to succeed in a 

competitive work environment. Moreover, this therapeutic alliance enables our Case Worker/Social Worker to 

collaborate directly with employers, supporting individuals in recovery at their workplaces. Such collaboration 

helps employers better understand their employees’ circumstances, reduces potential workplace toxicity, and 

strengthens the overall support system within the organisation.

This highlights the need to re-evaluate both the objectives and outcomes of community care agencies’ 
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interventions, as well as the effective use of each Case Worker’s or Social Worker’s time and effort. Employment 

plays a crucial role in a client’s recovery journey. It fosters a sense of independence and offers a meaningful life 

beyond one’s illness. Recovery, therefore, extends beyond understanding and managing one’s emotional well-

being or learning coping strategies; it also involves reintegrating clients into society, equipping them with the 

skills needed to function and contribute meaningfully. Equally important, society must be prepared to support 

this reintegration by cultivating openness and a genuine willingness to embrace persons with mental health 

challenges back into the community.

In conclusion, community care agencies should increasingly adopt a more holistic, recovery-oriented 

approach to supporting individuals with mental health challenges, while ensuring the more efficient and 

effective use of Case Worker/Social Worker hours.
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