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4 Personal Recovery – A guide towards good mental health for consumers

The PULSAR project* is an Australian training 
and research project funded by the Victorian State 
Government’s Mental Illness Research Fund (MIRF). 
PULSAR is based on the Refocus program from the 
UK. The aim of PULSAR is to increase the extent to 
which workers support the recovery of people using 
mental health services. The PULSAR project delivers 
training to service providers about how they can 
provide and support recovery orientated practice*. 

PULSAReveryday is a supplementary research project 
nested within the PULSAR project and is funded by 
South East Melbourne Partners In Recovery (SEMPIR). 
The PULSAReveryday project has developed this 
workbook along with other materials in consultation 
with consumers, carer’s and families. 

The purpose of this workbook
The aim of this workbook is to help you understand 
recovery oriented practice and what you can expect 
from your service provider.

It will guide you through the C.H.I.M.E. framework* 
providing a definition and understanding of personal 
recovery* and addresses the working practices which 
will further strengthen your ability to engage in self-
management. 

This guide is intended to be used collaboratively with 
your service provider but can also act as a resource 
to work through on your own. It can also be a useful 
resource for families and carers to further understand 
personal recovery. 

* Key terms and definitions:

Recovery-orientated practice is when 
individuals are supported to improve their health 
and wellness, live a self-directed life, and strive to 
reach their full potential.

PULSAR Project is a research study that hopes 
to promote and evaluate recovery-oriented 
practice in mental health services in Victoria.

C.H.I.M.E. Framework consists of 5
components which make up the recovery process
– Connectedness, Hope and optimism, Identify,
Meaning and purpose and Empowerment.

Personal recovery refers to a person’s individual 
experience and can mean different thigs to 
different people. It is a way of living a satisfying, 
hopeful and contributing life even when limitations 
are sometimes experience because of your  
mental health.

The PULSAR Project – an overview
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This workbook is intended to be completed over a 
number of weeks. You may like to consider what types 
of support you may need to complete this book for 
example from a support worker. 

If you choose you can share this workbook with your 
family or carer.

CHECKLIST

Things you may like to consider:

Do you need support to use or complete this book? 

If so, what types of support do you need?

Do you need a double appointment to see your GP 
appointment?

What is you individual learning style? (e.g. do you prefer 
to write or draw?)

Using this workbook
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C.H.I.M.E. is a framework for personal recovery
that was developed in consultation with consumers,
clinicians and academic mental health experts as a
result of a literature review of 97 research papers.

The framework identifies five major themes as important 
to personal recovery:

Connectedness

Hope and optimism (about the future)

Identity

Meaning and purpose (in life)

Empowerment

The following pages give more detailed information 
about each of the C.H.I.M.E. framework themes.

Throughout the book you will see the pencil 
symbol with a space for you to make notes, 
write or draw your thoughts. 

On each of the pages we have provided some ideas 
and questions as well as some quotes from other 
consumers to help you get started.

C.H.I.M.E. framework

Hope and  
optimism

Connectedness

Identity
Meaning  

and purpose

Empowerment

Personal 
Recovery
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Personal recovery
Personal recovery is an individual experience and 
a unique process. It is a way of living a satisfying, 
hopeful and contributing life even when limitations are 
sometimes experienced because of mental illness.

RECOVERY MEANS DIFFERENT THINGS TO 
DIFFERENT PEOPLE

What does your personal recovery look like? 
(use the space below draw or write about your personal recovery)

“A process, a way of life, an attitude, and a way of 
approaching the day’s challenges” 

“An ongoing process, which involves gaining or 
regaining many aspects of life that are usually taken for 
granted, and may be lost or severely compromised by 
mental illness”

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Connectedness is identified as a very important 
process in recovery and is defined as activities which 
include peer support, support from others, and a variety 
of relationships with friends, family and professionals.

Peer support and support 
groups
Many different groups offer support to individuals, 
including close family friends, members of the 
community and mental health professionals. Peer 
support is identified as particularly important; with 
participation in groups and contact with peer support 
workers frequently emphasised.

“Like I said before you know they’re organising 
a group, hearing voices groups and um, it’s very 
helpful. We meet … every Thursday and we share 
our experiences with each other and it has helped a 
lot” (Female participant) 

Support from others
Having a range of personal relationships with others 
can be critical and some consumers feel that 
connectedness can be more than their immediate 
family and friends but feeling a part of society.

“You’re not recovered if you no longer cut your 
wrists or take an overdose … that’s not a life. For 
most people you’re recovered if you have friends, 
if you have family or if you have a job” (Female 
participant) 

Relationships
A sense of personal relationships with supportive and 
collaborative professionals can be seen as having a 
positive impact on recovery.

“Whereas I’ve got this nurse who sits down and 
listens to what I have to say …, gives me her 
opinion of things and provides with the right 
medications for me. That has helped me recover 
quicker” (Female participant) 

Some things to consider:

CONNECTEDNESS

“Peer support is a peer supporting 
another peer” - whether this is a 
person living with mental illness, a 
carer supporting a person living with 
mental illness supporting another 
carer; a work colleague supporting 
another work colleague; or a friend 
supporting another friend.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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What role do family, peers and community play in your life and 
your personal recovery? (It’s ok if you have few or no family)

What social connections do you have?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Would you like to change this? 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Hope has been identified as especially important in 
the early stages of recovery where people described 
experiencing new hope after despair. Hope is 
considered as active process, not something that is 
done to a person. 

“Yeah, but hope is one of those things that you  
have to do yourself. No one’s going to hope for 
you, really. And optimism, because there is a lot of 
optimism”’ (Male participant).

What gives you hope?

Hope-inspiring relationships
Hope inspiring relationships could be with family, 
friends, peers and/or professionals, or with a higher 
power. All of these relationships share the common 
characteristic that they hold the belief that recovery is 
possible and that there is hope for the future. 

HOPE AND OPTIMISM (about the future)

“The employment specialist, she was an ex-patient 
and I find that a real positive. It makes me realise 
there’s hope, because I never thought there was 
hope. I thought I just can’t get a job, but there is 
hope, y’know” (Male participant)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Who supports your future dreams?

However, there is also evidence that some professionals may reduce hope and belief in recovery.

‘Well for me, when I got struck down with the mental illness, I went to the usual psychiatrist and they told me, 
“Ah. This is a chronic illness. That means you will have to live with it.” So the recovery for me is a dirty word. 
Right?’ (Male participant) 

How might your worker/service provider show you they have hope 
and optimism for your future?  
(e.g. by helping you plan for the future such as returning to study or work)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Many people have identified that mental health 
problems can displace their sense of identity and 
self-worth. One key to recovery can involve redefining 
or regaining a positive sense of self. For some, 
the process of recovery is seen as involving some 
transformation of identity (discovering a new ‘me’).

‘So when you let go of the old person and say, 
“There’s going to be a new one, a better one”, then 
you’ll go quicker towards recovery. That’s what I 
discovered.’ (Male participant)

However, not all people shared this perspective and for 
some the goal of reclaiming their prior social identity 
and sense of self is important.

‘Recovery for me is, 2 years ago I have family, 
job, every single thing. And I want to recover my 
previous life.’ (Male participant)

IDENTITY

When thinking about your mental health how do you describe 
yourself?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Multiple dimensions of identity
Regardless of a person’s relationship between their 
identity and experiences of mental illness, most people 
feel it is important to see themselves as more than 
just their diagnosis. This is linked to the idea that an 
individual’s identity includes their cultural, ethnic and 
sexual identity. Having mental health services and 
professionals who value all dimensions of identity, and 
treat you as an individual, is crucial.

‘She hasn’t looked at me, at the colour of my skin, 
or my culture or background, she’s just taking me as 
an individual.’ (Female participant) 

What makes up your identity? (e.g. culture, gender, age, beliefs)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Overcoming stigma
Part of the journey to regain a positive sense of self is 
in relation to overcoming stigma and, hence, it is seen 
that wider society need to be on board with recovery.

‘When I heard that I had a mental health problem 
I ran a mile. I was not connecting with the system, 
so, recovery, it’s not just on us, it’s on the outside 
as well. Because once they recover and there’s 
no longer that stigma against mental health then 
we might feel a bit better in ourselves.’ (Female 
participant) 

What have been your experiences of stigma/discrimination and 
how has this impacted your mental health?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Meaning and purpose includes themes ranging from 
finding meaning in the illness experience to rebuilding 
life, having meaningful social roles and includes 
spirituality. 

“For me, simply the definition of recovery is having 
the life you want. So it’s not every day you can see 
your friends. It’s not every day you can … but that 
on the days that you can do the things that you 
would do if you didn’t have a mental illness, those 
are recovery days, in a nutshell” (Female participant) 

Meaning of the experience
Recovery could also include understanding or finding 
meaning in the mental illness experience. For some, a 
medical view of mental illness gave them meaning while 
for others, spiritual or religious meaning was important. 

MEANING AND PURPOSE in life

How do you understand or see your experiences?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Meaningful life and social roles
Individuals stressed that the activities and occupations 
that make life meaningful for people without mental 
health problems were the same activities and 
occupations that make life meaningful if you had a 
mental health problem.

‘I think psychiatrists can do worse than just to think 
… what’s important in their daily life, service users 
are no different. All the things that everybody, every 
normal person wants, service users want exactly 
the same, they just need support to get it.’ (Male 
participant) 

What are your goals for the future? 
(e.g. job, volunteering, playing sport or being part of a social group)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Rebuilding of life
For some individuals having a purpose or a reason to 
get up each day, i.e., volunteering; allowed them to 
feel that they were giving back to the community and 
achieving within their day-to-day lives. This for many 
was part of rebuilding a meaningful life.

‘I volunteer at the [service for disabled people] and 
I feel like I’m contributing to people. So when a 
week’s gone by I don’t think, “Oh, that’s another 
wasted week.” I think I’ve done something useful.’ 
(Male participant) 

How do you see yourself in the future? 
(e.g. studying, making all your own decisions etc.)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Empowerment is central to the recovery process and is 
achieved in different ways, including personal responsibility, 
having control over life and focusing on strengths.

Personal responsibility
Empowerment can mean being involved in decision-
making and having a say in your care, treatment and 
support, particularly where medication and hospitalisation 
are concerned. Personal responsibility could also involve 
positive risk taking, particularly in the context of care 
planning and goal setting. It is also helpful when this is 
supported by the professionals involved.

‘I always used to tell the doctor if I was reducing. I 
would inform him or her, “I’m going to reduce my 
medication. You don’t mind, do you?” And he’d 
say, “Well, we’re all against it but it’s up to you.” But 
because if I had a problem I’d go back to him, “I’ve 
got a problem and I’ve increased it again” they got 
used to that and they started to trust me.’ (Male 
participant) 

Not all people want to have control over their medication 
and see this as the professionals’ role.

EMPOWERMENT

What would taking personal responsibility be like for you? 
(e.g. being held accountable, being able to take risks, etc. )

‘I would avoid self-medication. Some people are 
allowed to choose, to a certain degree, what 
dosage they take, what times they take. I would 
always want a professional person to say, “That is 
what you require for your illness.” Mess with tablets, 
it could end up a catastrophe, couldn’t it?’ (Male 
participant) 

This suggests a more broad understanding of 
empowerment that involves people making informed 
choices about what decisions they will make for 
themselves and which they may wish to leave with 
professionals. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Control over life
For some people, feeling in control means being able 
to get on with day-to-day life, even when symptoms 
are present. This includes maintaining good physical 
and mental health, using self-management strategies, 
accessing self-help materials or seeking professional 
support as appropriate.

‘I know my symptoms and I think other people 
around me do know when I’m not well. But, like I 
said, you have to protect yourself as well. You have 
to make sure that you keep yourself well and happy.’ 
(Male participant) 

What does control over your life mean for you? 
(e.g. making your own decisions about care and treatment, setting your own goals, etc.)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Focusing on strengths
The final aspect of empowerment focuses on strengths, 
where individuals talk about adopting roles that are built 
around their personal strengths and resources.

‘My staff are very encouraged about the good 
stuff I’m doing. It might not be a big deal to other 
people here, but little things, just like getting up in 
the morning and not staying in bed, having a tidy 
flat, clean and tidy flat, they’re very encouraging. 
And my staff are focusing on good points because 
that helps instead of just the bad stuff.’ (Female 
participant) 

How might your worker/service provider assist you in your 
personal recovery journey? (e.g. offer encouragement, support decisions etc.)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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We all have values, attitudes and experiences which 
impact on who we are. Being understood as an 
individual is an important contributor to personal 
recovery. The process of getting to know a person 
can involve talking about sensitive areas involving your 
experiences of mental health. This process takes time 
and can involve many conversations. People’s values, 
treatment and support preferences will change over 
time requiring ongoing conversations between you and 
your worker. You should focus these conversations on 
the information you would like your worker to know. 
You do not need to tell them everything unless you feel 
comfortable to do so.

Your values are the things you believe to be important in 
the way you live your life. They are strongly held beliefs 
about what is valuable, important, or acceptable to 
you. Understanding your values can help you to make 
decisions about the treatment and support you receive. 

WORKING PRACTICE 1
Understanding values, treatment and  
support preferences

Do you have any preferences for the treatment and/or support you 
receive from your service provider? 

Are there any treatments or support services you DO NOT want?

Identifying your values
Identifying and understanding your values can be a 
challenging and important exercise. Your personal 
values are a central part of who you are – and who 
you want to be. By becoming more aware of these 
important factors in your life, you can use them as a 
guide to make the best choice for you in any situation.

Some of life’s decisions are about determining what you 
value most. When many options seem reasonable, it is 
helpful and comforting to rely on your values – and use 
them as a strong guiding force to point you in the right 
direction. This includes decisions about the treatment 
and support you receive from services.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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For your worker to understand your values, treatment and support choices, it might be helpful for them to know:

Some of your life history i.e. where you come from and what important influences you have had in 
your life; both positive and negative.

About your identity – This may include your culture, race, ethnicity, spirituality, sexual orientation etc. 

What matters to you and what makes your life meaningful?

What kind of help would you find acceptable?

How you would like to be supported by the service and/or worker?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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The purpose of assessing strengths is to develop a 
thorough understanding of you and your situation, what 
you are capable of and how to use these strengths to 
guide your personal recovery.

What is a strength? 
Your strengths are the internal and external resources 
available to you. 

Sometimes it is difficult to identify your own strengths, 
or at least to get started. To help, you could ask your 
family, friends or workers some of these questions:

WORKING PRACTICE 2
Assessing strengths

What strengths do you think I have?

Is there something you think I am particularly good at?

If I moved away tomorrow, what would you (your friends and family) miss the most about me?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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What are my internal resources? 
(e.g. Honest, friendly, good at sport, have good coping strategies, etc.)

An internal resource is something positive about you 
such as your personal qualities, characteristics, talents, 
knowledge, skills, interests and aspirations. 

Internal strengths may include any skills or knowledge 
gained through formal education, training or work 
experience, as well as personal strengths such as 

hope, feeling empowered, being optimistic, having 
compassion, being a good listener, having artistic skills, 
having an interest in nature, having a positive cultural 
identity, being fit, having survived tough times, having 
strategies that have previously worked for you or having 
experienced periods of well-being. 

External resources are anything which help or could help you in your life, and may include:

• Respected role models

• A supportive family

• Having enough money

• Being well-connected in the local area

• Having a friend

• Having somewhere to go in crisis

• Having a good relationship with neighbours

• Undertaking voluntary or paid work

• Having a decent place to live

• Involvement in collective activities (e.g. singing in a choir).

External resources may also include service resources. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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What are my external resources? 
(e.g. I have a supportive family, am involved in my local community, have stable accommodation, am part 
of a peer support group, my community leader etc.)

What resources can my service provide? 
(e.g. a safe place to go when I am in crisis, peer support groups, effective treatment and support, etc.)

Service Resources are the ways in which mental health and other services can help you, either in the way they 
work with you (e.g. holding hope for you) or in the content of care (e.g. offering effective treatments and support). 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Setting goals and working towards them can 
sometimes be difficult. It is important that the goals 
you set are your own and are based on your personal 
values, treatment and support preferences and they 
should build on your identified strengths.

Formalising your goals can help you to feel empowered 
and in control of your recovery journey. The SMART 
approach says goals should be:

Specific Be clear about what you want to achieve
Meaningful  Your goal should be meaningful to you 

and not somebody else
Attainable  Make your goal achievable, at least in 

some part
Realistic Keep your goal realistic
Timetabled  Put a time frame on when you expect to 

achieve the goal

WORKING PRACTICE 3
Goal striving

What would make your life better?

Thinking about the strengths you have identified, is there something you would like to build on?

How would you feel about trying something new? What might that be?

An example of a SMART Goal is:

“I will enrol myself into a writing course in the next 
six months”

When making your goals, you might like to consider the following questions:

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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Is there something you’ve always wanted to try or do, but never had the chance to? 
Would now be the time to try it?

What would you wish your future life to be like?

How could you achieve that goal?

Once you have identified your goal(s), the next step 
is to work together with your worker to identify steps 
towards those goals.

This will involve:

• Prioritising which goal(s) to focus on

• Identifying which of your strengths are relevant to
the goal(s)

• Identifying how your values, treatment and support
preferences will impact on the action plan

• Breaking goals down into smaller manageable
steps and deciding who will do what and when. You
should be encouraged to do things for yourself with
the support of your worker.

Note: It is ok to not see any long term goals or it may 
take time to work out what your longer term goals are. 
You may also like to re-do this page in 6-12 months’ 
time.

The following pages contain a number of 
goal worksheets for you to work through 
with your service provider

You can write your thoughts and idea’s here

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/'
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A relapse can occur at any time for many different 
reasons. Being able to identify what you are like when 
you are well will help you identify any relapse symptoms 
and/or early warning signs. This means you can get 
the treatment and support you need sooner, thereby 
lessening the impact of the relapse. 

Relapse awareness

What is life like when things are going well?

What might be happening to cause me to relapse? 
(E.g. extra stressors in my life / increase, reduce or change in medication /financial problems / physical health 
problems / change of routine / stopping something or starting something new / using or stopping alcohol or 
drugs (including cigarettes).

What could I do to help myself when I am becoming unwell?

What could I ask my family and friends to do?

What could I ask my service to do?

Some of the things you might like to discuss could include:

When thinking about relapse prevention, it might be 
helpful to talk to your worker about preventing and 
managing relapse. 
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Symptom Rating Symptom Rating

Feeling sad or gloomy Poor concentration 

Increased moodiness, irritability or 
impatience 

Destructive risk taking 

More aches and pains, feeling physically ill Increased or more urgent suicidal thoughts 

Increased skin problems/eczema Ideas that you can’t cope

Lack of appetite OR overeating Increased physical feelings such as 
trembling, nausea, 

Decrease in activities/withdrawal from 
contact

Increased feelings of dread

Decreasing/stopping exercising Crying/tearfulness

Difficulty in getting going Unable to concentrate/confusion

Physical tiredness/fatigue Poor judgement

Mental tiredness/fatigue Insomnia 

Emotional tiredness or ‘deadness’ Negative attitude/insecurity

Unable to experience pleasure Disturbed sleep/difficulty getting up

Increased blaming of yourself Listlessness/procrastination

Lower self-confidence/more self-critical Seeing oneself in more negative light

Increased use of drugs/alcohol

Note: Side effects of medication are not necessarily a sign of relapse

The following page contains a relapse prevention and management worksheet. 

Building a relapse awareness plan
The first step in building a Relapse Prevention Plan is to establish a list of signs or symptoms which might mean you 
need extra support. The table below lists some common signs and symptoms of relapse. Use this list to identify 
your own warning signs using the ratings below. There are some blank spaces for you to add your own.

E = Early (subtle, easy to miss) 
M = Middle (definite but mild) 
L = Late signs of becoming unwell (moderate and severe needing extra help)
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Relapse awareness worksheets
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Use this page to record useful phone contacts for example, who you would call in the event of a relapse

Doctor:

Psychiatrist:

Psychologist:

Peer support worker:

Community Health Worker:

Allied professional e.g. Occupational Therapy:

Others important contacts:

Important phone numbers
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The following provides you with various web-pages where you can find some additional resources that you or your 
family or carer may find useful

Personal narratives
www.scottishrecovery.net 

https://www.beyondblue.org.au/connect-with-others/personal-stories

https://www.headsup.org.au/training-and-resources/personal-experience-videos

http://www.mindfreedom.org/personal-stories/personal-stories

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-09-30/rural-youth-talk-mental-health/6798262

http://www.mentalhealth.wa.gov.au/mental_illness_and_health/stories.aspx

http://theicarusproject.net/

Mood monitoring resources
mhpod.gov.au/assets/sample_topics/combined/Relapse_Prevention

anxietyuk.org.uk/docs/Relapse%20prevention%20kit.pdf

https://www.mindhealthconnect.org.au/mood-monitor

https://www.mindhealthconnect.org.au/mental-health-apps

https://student.unsw.edu.au/sites/all/files/uploads/CAPS/Stress%20Bucket.pdf

http://www.mindmapinspiration.co.uk/#/gallery/4532919590

Resources for advance statements and supported decision 
making
https://www.mindaustralia.org.au/resources/about-mental-ill-health/advance-statement.html

https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/mental-health/practice-and-service-quality/mental-health-act-2014-handbook/
recovery-and-supported-decision-making/advance-statements

http://research.healthtalkaustralia.org/supported-decision-making/overview

http://research.healthtalkaustralia.org/carers/overview

https://www.imha.vic.gov.au/

Additional resources
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Notes
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• The Consumers from MIND AEPARC, Narre Warren

• The Consumers from Ermha PARC, Clayton
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• REFOCUS Team, Kings College, London, UK

• PULSAR Team,  Monash University, Australia

A little about the people who created this workbook
This workbook was created by three consumer researchers, Lorelle Zemunik, Michelle Kehoe and Vrinda Edan, 
who have a passion for personal recovery and helping the consumer community. The content was adapted from 
PULSAR materials to suit consumer use. 

A message from the creators of this workbook:

We would this to congratulate you on taking the time to complete this workbook.

We hope you have found the materials and resources useful in assisting you on your 
personal recovery journey.

You may like to share this workbook with workers, family or carer’s. You may also like 
to consider looking back at the workbook in 6 to 12 months’ time to reflect on the 

content and your journey so far.

For further information please see 

http://www.med.monash.edu.au/scs/psychiatry/southern-synergy/health-services/pulsar.html

Phone: + 61 3 9902 9695

Email: pulsar.admin@monash.edu
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