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Families and Mental Health Recovery

What is Mental Health Recovery?
Why are families important in mental health recovery?
How do you apply Mental Health Recovery to families?
What is the role of case managers?



Mental Health Recovery
What is it?

It is a shift in the way we view people with mental health 
issues. It is a vision that is based on the uniqueness of each 
person, hope, strengths, resilience, empowerment and self-
managed care. It is knowing that people can and do recover 
from serious mental health problems.
In some states and countries, it has become the model for the 
delivery of mental health service.



Mental Health Recovery
Where did this concept come from?

Writings of consumer/survivors 
Outcomes Research – Recovery is documented in a number of 
longitudinal studies Deegan(2001), Carpenter (2002)
Half to two thirds of people diagnosed with major mental 
illnesses including schizophrenia, go on to significant or full 
recovery – that rarely, if ever, gets told, especially by medical 
professionals



Why does the mental health system not use a 
recovery approach?

Relatively new concept
Power of the medical model – focus on pathology and 
symptoms, practitioner as expert
Research on recovery is not widely told
People are confused by the term “recovery”
Skepticism – just a new word for what we are already doing – a 
buzzword



Why does the mental health system not have a 
family-focused approach?
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Historically, the system blamed families
Our practices our now trauma-informed
Boundary Issues
Confidentiality
Lack of knowledge about working with families
Negative Experiences 



Why does the mental health system not have a 
family-focused approach?
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Time-Consuming
Families are “hard of heart”
Minimal or No Contact with families
Assumption that families will seek out or have 
sought out self-help/support/education



Why is it important to work with families?

Families can and do play important practical roles in the care of 
their relative
Families can play an important role in recovery – “holding the 
hope”
Since the 1970”s, research has proven that psychoeducational
approaches with families can reduce family member’s relapse 
rates – in some cases more than medication (Dixon et.al.1995)
Families themselves are at-risk of having serious physical and 
mental health problems



Why was a family program interested in 
Recovery?

Our program believes that families are essential to the recovery
process
Mental health recovery was a good fit with our program’s values
It gave us a framework to work with families that did not 
alienate the experience of consumer/survivors
Mental Health Recovery works well with diverse families



Family Mental Health Recovery: 
Issues to Overcome

Little information exists about mental health recovery and the 
role of families
Time-consuming to develop a new curriculum and research the 
outcomes
Family skepticism about mental health recovery
Our own fears – would it work and how would we know



Family Mental Health Recovery: 
What is it?

“Families living well in the absence or presence of their 
relative’s illness”

Families bring two concerns:
How can I be most helpful to my relative in the recovery 
process
How can I survive and flourish in the midst of chaos and 
heartbreak



How did FOR incorporate 
Recovery into its program?

Individual approach when working with families
Development of the Family Mental Health Recovery Series



Family Mental Health Recovery Series

An eight week series which welcomes any family member or 
friend no matter what the diagnosis or family relationship
Small groups between 6 –12 people
Based on adult learning/education principles
Pre and post test measurement tools



Purpose of the Series

To educate families about Mental Health Recovery
To understand their role in the Recovery process
To develop skills which nurture a recovery environment
To receive support from other families



Series Outline

Week 1 – Introduce Concept of Recovery
Week 2 – What are the Pathways and Barriers to Recovery?
Week 3 – The Power of Hope
Week 4 – Family Resilience
Week 5 – The Concept of Power within a Family
Week 6 – Relationship Building using a Strengths Approach
Week 7 – Family Self-Care
Week 8 – Family Recovery Action Planning



Outcomes

Excellent Attendance and Participation
Positive Feedback
First group is continuing to meet monthly



Evaluation of Series

General themes and comments:
Readings important and helpful
Group –supportive and helpful – want to continue meeting
Insight – “we can do something to help”
Importance of holding hope and acknowledging pain



Evaluation of Series

“I appreciate the positive aspect of this series- the 
underlying hope for recovery and some techniques 
which I may apply to help recovery”
This series is like a diamond in a very black, overall 
non-hopeful, mental health caregiving picture, which 
discourages parental involvement. Thank you.”



Three Month Follow-up

General Themes and Comments:
Importance of self-care and boundaries
Being a role model
Talk about strengths – “My son is a hero”
Changing own attitude – “I don’t have control. I need to stop 
trying to control and change everything.”
“It’s his journey - I need to wait”
Keep on reading and going back to notes – “I won’t give up.”



Next Steps

Continue to revise curriculum based on outcomes
Explore other recovery approaches including the family member 
with the mental health issue
Continue to promote mental health recovery



How does this apply to Case Managers who 
have a recovery approach?

The case manager has a therapeutic partnership with their 
client recovering from mental health problems
The goal is to develop a working partnership with families



How to develop a Working Partnership with 
families

Initially, case managers should try to develop a rapport with 
families – listening to their stories, responding with compassion 
and focusing on their expressed needs
Acknowledging their strengths, resources and expertise –most 
families are trying to do their best under difficult circumstances
Emphasize the value of their involvement
Help families define their involvement that best promotes 
recovery for their relative 
Important to do this work within an anti-oppression framework



Developing the Working Partnership
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Encourage families to talk about their previous experience with 
providers because families have often felt blamed, neglected or 
pathologized, they may be wary
Be clear about your role and clarify their expectations of your 
involvement
Help families to focus on their relative’s strengths
Respect where they are at in terms of their own recovery – let 
them set their own pace
Help them to separate the illness from their relative



Developing the Working Partnership
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Teach families about mental health recovery, the mental health 
system and community resources
Develop a family relapse prevention plan
Enhance their coping, problem-solving and communication skills
Assist families to channel their painful feelings in constructive 
ways
Encourage families to take care of themselves –reduce their 
isolation and help them to recapture affection, humour, 
common interests and mutual respect
Reinforce the Hope



Other Options for Helping Families

Develop partnerships with Family Programs
Create a family designated worker or program
Create programs for the whole family



Enough is Enough

Not all families are willing or able to modify their patterns or to 
play a constructive role in their relative's life.
Every family deserves a chance, and every case manager has 
the right and responsibility to say ‘enough is enough’
Case Managers need to protect themselves, practice good self-
care, make necessary referrals, consult with knowledgeable 
colleagues



“As families are empowered to cope 
effectively with mental health problems, 
substantial benefits will accrue for the 
client and family, for professionals and 
the mental health system, and for 
society at large.” (Marsh, 2001)



Our website

www.familymentalhealthrecovery.org

Thank you for coming!

http://www.familymentalhealthrecovery.org/
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