


Routes to Recovery was developed by the Scottish Recovery 
Network (SRN) based on interviews with people in recovery 
from long-term mental health problems. We wrote it to offer 
information and suggestions for recovery, some of which you 
may find helpful in your own life. 

It is not designed as a step by step guide to recovery. Some of 
the information may not be relevant to you or you may feel 
the way we have grouped the information does not match your 
experience. Recovery is a unique and individual process and 
the things that help and hinder that process vary from person 
to person.

The information and ideas described in this booklet came 
from Scottish Recovery Network’s Narrative Research Project. 
During this project we interviewed 67 people around Scotland 
who described themselves as in recovery, or recovered, from  
a long-term mental health problem. This publication does  
not aim to summarise the Narrative Research findings.  
It is intended to highlight some of the things that people  
said that they had been able to do to support their recovery. 

We learned an enormous amount about recovery during  
this project and this booklet is one way we hope to share  
that learning. 



We know that people can and do recover from even the most 
serious and long-term mental health problems. For some people 
the recovery process can be long, slow and at times difficult  
but the reality is it can happen. The unique nature of the 
recovery process can make it hard to define but certain  
things come up frequently and these help us better understand 
what recovery means:

Recovery is about living a satisfying and fulfilling life.
Recovery is about more than the absence of the  

  symptoms of illness. Some people describe themselves  
  as being in recovery while still experiencing symptoms.

There can be lots of ups and downs during the  
  recovery process – some people describe it as a journey. 
 For this reason people often talk about being in  
  recovery rather than recovered. 
  Some people consider recovery as being ‘back to the  
  way things were’ or back to ‘normal’ but for others  
  recovery is more about discovering a new life or  
  a new way of being.



Getting some of the practical aspects of life sorted out can 
create a safe space from which to start your recovery journey. 
For some of the people we spoke with this was linked to finding 
secure housing. For others it was linked to getting access to 
benefits or managing debts, taking time off work or confronting 
the past.

Having access to enough money to live comfortably on was 
important for recovery. For some people on benefits this meant 
learning “to live on what you need rather than what you want, 
that’s for sure.” 

However, the relationship between benefits and recovery  
was complex.

For some it meant changing habits or coming to terms with 
things that had happened in the past. 



Many people we spoke with talked about the importance of 
believing in the possibility of recovery. They described how 
taking a more hopeful and optimistic approach to their illness 
created hope, a feeling of self-worth and confidence. It helped 
them create a new identity as a person who was  
in recovery.

It allowed people to relate to their experience of illness in a 
more optimistic way. Believing you can recover can be the first 
step to recovery. Or as one person put it “thinking my illness 
was untreatable was making it untreatable!” 

While it’s not as simple as saying that if you believe in recovery 
enough it will happen, from the information we collected 
having a belief in the possibility of recovery helps a lot.

Many people described the importance of having people 
around you who believe in you and your potential. These  
could be family, carers, friends, spouses or partners, support 
workers, professionals and so on. For some people the long  
term support and faith of others through good and bad times 
helped them develop a belief that they could recover. 

Another way that people developed a belief in their own 
potential for recovery was to see or hear other people who  
were in recovery. Learning from other’s experience allowed 
people to develop better coping and recovery strategies and 
helped them to realise they were not alone in their experience.

Many people also talked about how helpful it was to meet  
other people who experienced mental health problems. This 
peer support gave them an understanding as well as hints and  
tips for recovery.



It can be hard to take control of your recovery and there can be 
lots of things that get in the way. Many of the people we spoke 
with told us that taking responsibility and finding a way to take 
the lead in their own recovery was important.

People who work in services can help this process by offering 
choices and sharing decisions.

Feeling more in control encouraged people to try new things 
out and “to do things even if they may go wrong.” They also 
recognised that everyone makes mistakes and bad choices and 
that this is okay. People felt it was important to be allowed to 

“take a calculated risk with something and go for it.”

Some people talked about a realisation that they were letting 
symptoms control their lives and affect people around them.

Some people talked about situations where they felt they had 
to take action, for example around caring for children, or in 
relation to reduced income, as important drivers for recovery.

People talked about the importance of learning when to push 
things and when to take it easy. 

Learning about mental health problems helped some people 
manage their recovery more effectively.

Taking care of overall health gave a sense of wellbeing. One 
person talked about the importance of getting ‘back to basics.’ 



We often tend to be more aware of our weaknesses and 
problems than we are of our strengths and abilities. Everyone 
has strengths and being aware of what they are can help 
maintain wellbeing. 

Some people told us about the strength they had gained 
through living with mental health problems.

When we talk about mental health problems we tend to focus 
on the negatives and forget that people develop skills and 
abilities by coping and getting by. 

Having an optimistic outlook and celebrating achievements 
also helps to maintain wellbeing.



Some people found that having a dream was important for 
their recovery, something to believe in and to work towards.

One person described how they measured their recovery in 
terms of how far they had come – this gave them a sense of 
achievement.

People didn’t suggest that simply having a positive outlook 
would lead to recovery. They recognised that recovery can be 
a long and complex process but felt that taking an optimistic 
outlook helped. 



Recovery is a unique and individual process. The things that 
help or support one person may not work for another. Many 
people told us that finding the right mix of help and support 
was important to their recovery. This means that getting  
good quality advice and information is very important.

Finding right the mix of support and treatment helped  
people in their recovery.

For many of the people we spoke with getting medication  
right was crucial in supporting their recovery. 

Unfortunately some of the people we spoke with experienced 
problems with their medication, like side effects. Others  
felt uncomfortable with taking medication or felt like they  
had to. Many said that they would ideally like to live with 
minimal or no medication but recognised it had a role  
in supporting recovery.

Many of the people we spoke with were positive about  
their experience of talking or psychological therapies, 
like Cognitive Behavioural Therapy or counselling.

Sometimes these therapies were not always immediately 
effective.

The unique nature of recovery means that supports need to  
be designed to fit people’s needs and not the other way round. 



We all need meaning and purpose in our lives. Many of the 
people we spoke with found this by doing things with their 
time. Some people talked about the need to ‘give back’.  
Rightly or wrongly people described a sense of having taken 
from others as a result of their mental health problems.

For some people, being in paid employment made a powerful 
statement about their value in society.

Having a supportive and understanding employer helped.

There were dangers in the wrong types of work. For example 
some people described the negative impact that working in 
unsupportive environments had on their recovery. 



Others felt that ‘nine to five’ would never be for them.

Many of the people we spoke with were involved in 
volunteering and they spoke positively about its flexibility. It 
also helped give people a structure to their lives and provided 
the chance to meet people.

Some people had been able to use volunteering as a step 
towards paid work.

Many of the people we spoke could be described as mental 
health activists.

For others getting involved in education provided stimulation 
and a chance to meet new people. It could also give an 
incredible sense of achievement.

Many of the people we spoke with were very creative. Arts and 
creativity gave them a voice at different stages in their recovery.

For some of the people we spoke with spirituality and religion 
aided their recovery.

For some people seeing their recovery as “a spiritual ongoing 
journey.” helped them make sense of their experiences.



This publication provides a summary of some of the things 
we learned during the Narrative Research Project. It is not 
possible to report all of the findings here and what we have 
written may not reflect your experience. Our hope is that it 
helps you on your own Route to Recovery.



If you are interested in reading more about the project the 
full research report is available on request from the Scottish 
Recovery Network. 

You might also be interested in a booklet called ‘Journeys 
of Recovery’ which includes twelve of the recovery stories 
gathered as part of the project. These stories are also available 
in audio formats. 

Please feel free to contact us if you are interested in learning 
more about this project or the other work of the Scottish 
Recovery Network.

 



The Scottish Recovery network is not able offer direct 
assistance. For help and support please try one on the following.
Breathing Space 
A free and confidential phoneline service  
aimed particularly at young men. 
Phone: 0800 83 85 87 
Email: info@breathingspacescotland.co.uk

The Samaritans 
Available 24 hours a day to provide confidential,  
emotional support. 
Phone: 08457 90 90 90 
Email: jo@samaritans.org

Scottish Association for Mental Health (SAMH) 
Information on a wide range of  mental health  
issues including treatments, services, benefits and legal advice. 
Phone: 0141 568 7000 
Email: info@samh.org.uk

National Schizophrenia Fellowship (Scotland) 
Information for those affected by schizophrenia  
and allied mental health problems. 
Phone: 0131 557 8969 
Email: info@nsfscot.org.uk

Bipolar Fellowship Scotland 
Provides information, support and advice for people  
with Bipolar Disorder/Manic Depression and their  
carers. Promotes self-help throughout Scotland. 
Phone: 0141 560 2050 
Email: info@bipolarscotland.org.uk

Depression Alliance Scotland 
Provide information, support and understanding  
about depression. Campaign to raise public awareness  
of  depression. 
Phone: 0131 467 3050 
Email: info@dascot.org
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