
What does Recovery mean? 

 

I wonder if people can see it when they look at me. I think about it sometimes 

when I sit with others, offering them counsel in their time of crisis. Do they see 

themselves in my eyes; a reflection of their pain and confusion? Does it 

surround me like an unearthly halo? Or a hellish glow? Does it illuminate me 

when I stand in a crowd? Do people see how it follows me, a shadow 

looming in the footprints I leave behind?  

 Sometimes, I feel like everyone can see it. Like a target on my back or 

a white flag sprouting up and out of my head. It means to single me out, to 

isolate me. After all, other people fear it, as if having any contact at all with it 

could draw them in and contaminate them. But it is not a pollutant. 

Although, it has been described as an illness of sorts.  

 Mental illness appears to be one of the most talked about issues in the 

past few years. This would make sense, given that it is estimated one in four of 

us will experience mental illness in our lifetime (National Health Service, 2020). 

Although, it is hard to give a clear estimate due to the stigma surrounding 

mental illness and the unpredictability of how the world around us may 

impact our mental health; such as the effect of COVID-19 worldwide. Despite 

these factors, one in four remains a concerning number. Just think about the 

number of people you know, one in four of them either is struggling with their 

mental health, has experience of mental illness, or will eventually find 

themselves facing mental illness. It’s one quarter of the population. Yet, due 

to stigma so many more people go without help. 

 For myself, my experience of mental illness is in my past, but at the 

same time it surrounds me every day. After experiencing my own eating 

disorder, I found myself drawn to mental health. Currently, I live and breathe 

mental health. I write about it, I study it and I work with it. It’s everywhere. 

Mental health is a subject that will never run dry and it is something I am 

proud to be a part of. 



 However, I often find people asking me why I would choose to work in 

a field that can sometimes become both disheartening and at times 

frustrating. With weary eyes, I have observed people jump back when I tell 

them I am a psychologist, or gasp at me like I’ve said something dirty when 

they find out I want to work with sexual abuse survivors. No, I can not read 

your mind. It may sound jaded, but I doubt I would really want to even if I 

could. And sexual abuse is something people need help to overcome, not to 

be vilified for. We call them survivors for a reason. 

 So, why would you want to work in a field that can sometimes be 

described at best as “harrowing”? For me, it’s partly because I want to be a 

part of other people’s journey. Even if I will play only a small part. I relish in 

watching their existential trip from a place that feels dark and isolating, back 

into the light. It can be a long road sometimes. It’s taxing. There are tears. 

Sometimes it can feel like you’re stuck in the darkness so long, it is hard to see 

a light at the end of it all. It’s no picnic. Why would it be? Life is not easy. 

However, even the most lost travellers can often find themselves on the 

right path again. Despite the signposts often being twisted and confusing. This 

path is different for everyone, depending on where they want to go and 

what they might wish to achieve. The journey is also hard to fully describe, but 

one word that I find repeating is the word “recovery”. 

  Most of the time, recovery is the aim of every client. I see people from 

all walks of life reaching out, grasping for it. Recovery is the dream, the 

objective. It means something. I still remember the day I could describe 

myself as recovered. Previously, recovery was a great fear of mine. When I 

think of my own recovery, I feel a mix of sensations. In me, initially the word 

sparks a sort of nausea. Recovery was the monster in the closet, the creature 

lurking in the deep lagoon in a creepy horror film. I dreaded the very word. It 

was something I would run from. But gradually I found myself too chasing the 

path of recovery. I remember the taste of salt from the tears and the pain of 

each slip up and set back. But I also still feel that burning determination that 



roared behind every attempt and the soaring high that came with each 

success. As misguided as I had become and as stubborn as I always have 

been. Somehow, I managed to pull my head out of the water and take what 

felt like my first real breath of air in years. 

Now the word recovery means something completely different to me. 

It’s a relief I felt. It’s a road I have navigated. And it is my hope and dream for 

any client I have in therapy. I know of the warmth that comes from recovery. 

In that warmth, there’s a promise of a better tomorrow, something more than 

the suffering we know and perhaps becoming someone better than you ever 

were before.  

Yet, as I reflect upon my experience, I find myself wondering what does 

recovery mean? At first, my mind being of a logical sort, found itself turning to 

the dictionary. 

Recovery: 

“A return to a normal state of health, mind, or strength.” 

Or 

“The action or process of regaining possession or control of something stolen 

or lost.” 

 However, reading this my questions only doubled. What exactly was 

normal? And is recovery really all about possession and control? For me, it just 

did not fit. It felt cold and impersonal. And as I thought more about myself 

and any client I’ve had in therapy, I began to wonder, perhaps recovery is 

much more about the individual experience?   

On reflection, I feel that there is so much more to recovery than just 

one simple word or some umbrella term explanation. It’s something you feel, 

it is a journey you take. For me, there’s so much meaning in this single word. 

But I wondered, what do other people feel about the word recovery?  



Therefore, I put together this project, to explore what recovery means 

to other people and find out from their experience if there were any 

common themes that appeared. I asked individuals of the Scottish public 

who are in recovery or have recovered from mental illness “what does 

recovery mean to you?” I received a mix of responses, some of which I found 

resonated with me. I could see them painting a fuller picture of what 

recovery could mean to other people, something that went beyond a 

dictionary description. These are their responses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 In the responses from Scottish people, it seems that recovery itself 

means something different to everyone. However, I did find a common 

theme of hope, self-acceptance and relief. Their answers show a mandala of 

endurance and optimism. Looking at some of the words, it can be easy to 

forget that many of them have come from a place of darkness. Yet, the 

promise of recovery and need for change shines through. They inspire hope 

for a better tomorrow and a dream for something more. These words are a 

small snapshot of some of the aspirations held by the one in four of us who will 

be affected by mental illness. 

I speculated how I could express our words in a simple way that would 

give them more life than a simple black and white word on a page. After all, 

my art skills leave much to be desired, but I felt that words alone were not 

quite enough to express what people had contributed. Therefore, I created 

an image using a word software that I felt could help to show what recovery 

means to us. The image includes each person’s response, including my own, 

to show you a collage of what some of the one in four feel recovery means 

to them. This is our answer to what recovery means.   

 



 

 


