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1. Introduction

Psychiatric patients, as a marginalized and voiceless group, are often deprived of
visibility and being heard in society. These individuals not only face the internal
challenges of their illness but are further pushed into isolation by social stigma and
discrimination. Ethnography of a psychiatric hospital provides an opportunity to
illuminate the hidden dimensions of patients’ lives and to reflect the realities of
human and structural interactions within an environment where this group seeks
support and treatment. Many conflicts, acts of violence, and inefficiencies stem from
flawed, outdated, and unequal structures; structures that not only lack the capacity to
support patients but also drive healthcare staff toward reproducing violence,
indifference, and discrimination.

2. Literature Review

The literature review was conducted using a narrative—analytical and issue-oriented
approach. Studies were gathered from SID, the Comprehensive Humanities Portal,
and Google Scholar using keywords related to social stigma, attitudes toward
patients, patient rights, psychiatric care, occupational burnout among staff, and
violence in therapeutic settings. Five main conceptual categories emerged:
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1. Stigma and attitudes toward psychiatric patients (Molavi et al., 1388;
Firouzabadi et al., 1384; Watson et al., 2017)

2. Patient rights: awareness, observance, and patient-centered care models
(Hajibabaei et al., 1393; Mahmoudi et al., 1400)

3. Occupational burnout and challenges of social workers (Alipour et al., 1403;
Allahyari & Padyad, 1389; Kholoti et al., 1399; Mack, 2022)

4. Ethical and human principles in therapeutic professions (Rezaei et al., 1392;
Malmir & Ahmadi, 1402)

5. Violence in encounters with patients (Ramezani et al., 1390; Babaeian et al.,
1398; Ghahramani et al., 1403)

The present work shares thematic affinity with category three, but is most similar to
categories four and five in content; however, it differs methodologically and in its
ethnographic approach to the issue of psychiatric patients.

Theoretical Framework

The conceptual framework rests on three main axes:

e Occupational burnout (Freudenberger, 1980; Maslach & Jackson, 1981): including
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced sense of personal
accomplishment

e Stigma (Goffman, 2018): a deeply discrediting attribute that destroys the social
and personal aspects of the patient’s identity; including emotional/self-stigma,
family stigma, and societal stigma

e Power and discipline (Foucault, 1996; 2020): exercise of power through panoptic
surveillance, discipline, and control over bodies and behavior in modern institutions

such as hospitals; violence as part of disciplinary power mechanisms

3. Methodology

This qualitative study adopted an ethnographic approach. The primary technique
was participant observation. The researcher, in the role of a social work intern, was
present in the field for three months, two to three days per week, six hours each
session. The research site was a specialized psychiatric hospital in Iran. Actors
included social workers, nurses, patients, orderlies, and security guards. Purposive
sampling was employed; theoretical saturation was reached after approximately two
months. Unstructured, informal, and situation-based interviews were conducted.
Data were analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006).
Ethical principles were fully observed (Ethics code: 1404.129).
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4. Findings

Six main categories were extracted:
Hospital environment and lack of facilities in different wards
Psychiatric patients exposed to exhausted support systems
Stigmatization in interactions with psychiatric patients
Segregation of patients from staff
Disciplinary care: from order to violence

AN o

Challenges of working with psychiatric patients

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The results indicate that many conflicts, acts of violence, and inefficiencies stem
from flawed, outdated, and unequal structures; structures that not only lack the
capacity to support patients but also drive healthcare staff toward reproducing
violence, indifference, and discrimination. Contrary to views that reduce patient—
treatment staff interactions to individual actions, the present study shows that these
phenomena are products of institutional mechanisms. Structural violence (Foucault),
reproduction of stigma (Goffman), and widespread occupational burnout (Maslach
& Jackson) interact with one another and create a cycle in which both patients and
caregivers become silent victims. This research emphasizes the necessity of paying
attention to institutional structures, supporting staff, and reducing stigma.

Keywords: Ethnography, Labeling, Psychiatric Patients, Structural Violence, Social
Work
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