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Recovery Is a Journey, Not a Destination
For much of history, mental illness was treated as a permanent sentence. We now know that people recover 
— building meaningful, self-directed lives, with or without ongoing symptoms. Recovery-oriented, person-
centered practice is how that belief becomes daily work.

This guide covers the principles and the practice: hope, choice, strengths, and respect. Your job is to walk 
alongside the client as they pursue their own goals — not to decide for them.

Learning Objectives — by the end of this module you will be able to:

•  Define recovery in the context of mental health

•  Apply the principles of recovery-oriented care

•  Use person-centered planning built on client goals and strengths

•  Support self-determination, choice, and dignity of risk

•  Use respectful, recovery-oriented language

Section 1: What Recovery Means
In mental health, recovery is a personal process of building a meaningful, self-directed life — pursuing 
relationships, work, purpose, and community. It is not defined only by the absence of symptoms; many people 
recover full lives while still managing challenges.

Recovery looks different for each person, which is why care must be built around the individual rather than a 
single template.

Section 2: Principles of Recovery-Oriented Care
Recovery-oriented care rests on a few principles: hope (believing and conveying that recovery is possible), 
choice (the client directs their own care), strengths (building on abilities rather than only addressing problems), 
and respect and partnership (treating the client as the expert on their own life). These principles shape every 
interaction.

Hope is a clinical tool



Conveying genuine hope isn't naive — it's a powerful, evidence-based part of recovery. Clients often borrow hope 
from staff before they can hold it themselves.

Section 3: Person-Centered Planning
Person-centered planning starts with the client's own goals — what they want for their life — rather than staff 
priorities. It builds on the client's strengths, preferences, and culture, and the client participates in and directs 
the planning. Goals should be meaningful to the client and stated in their own words.

Section 4: Strengths-Based Practice
Strengths-based practice notices and names what's strong in a person — their skills, interests, relationships, 
and resilience — and uses those strengths to pursue goals and manage challenges. Focusing only on deficits 
discourages people; recognizing strengths builds the confidence recovery requires.

Section 5: Cultural Responsiveness and Humility
Culture, faith, language, and identity shape how people understand mental health and recovery. Practice 
cultural humility — be curious and ask rather than assume — and respect each client's background. Be aware 
of how stigma and historical mistrust affect engagement, and adapt your approach to the person in front of 
you.

Section 6: Self-Determination and Dignity of Risk
Self-determination means clients have the right to make their own decisions about their lives and care. 'Dignity 
of risk' is the right to take reasonable risks — to try a job, a relationship, or independence — and to learn from 
both success and setback. Overprotecting clients robs them of growth. Support informed choice and walk 
alongside rather than control.

Section 7: Recovery-Oriented Language
Language shapes how clients see themselves and how others see them. Use person-first language ('a person 
living with schizophrenia,' not 'a schizophrenic'), avoid stigmatizing labels and jargon, and describe behavior 
rather than judging character. Speak with and about clients respectfully — in person, in notes, and in team 
meetings.

Section 8: Walking Alongside the Client
Recovery-oriented practice means walking alongside the client as a partner — supporting, not taking over, and 
doing with rather than for. Celebrate progress, normalize setbacks as part of the journey, and keep the client 
in the driver's seat. Your genuine belief in a person's capacity to recover is itself a powerful support.

Key Terms

Term What it means

Recovery A personal journey toward a meaningful, self-directed 
life.



Person-centered planning Planning that starts with and is directed by the client's 
own goals.

Strengths-based practice Building care on a client's abilities and resources.

Cultural humility An open, curious, non-assuming stance toward each 
client's culture.

Self-determination A client's right to make their own decisions.

Dignity of risk The right to take reasonable risks and learn from them.

Person-first language Naming the person before the condition (a person with, 
not a 'schizophrenic').

Check Your Understanding
1. What does recovery mean in mental health?

2. Name three principles of recovery-oriented care.

3. Whose goals drive a person-centered plan?

4. What is dignity of risk, and why does it matter?

5. Give an example of person-first language.

What's Next

Looking ahead

Next, BH-03: Understanding Mental Illness & Co-occurring Disorders covers common conditions, symptoms, and 
substance use.


