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The contribution of “personal medicine”

in recovery from mental illness -
a case illustration

Dr. Estella Y. K. Chan, Instructor, Department of Applied Social Studies, City University of
Hong Kong

Ms. Patsy Leung, a person in recovery from mixed anxiety and depression with psychotic
features

With a case illustration of the lived experiences of one of the authors of the present paper,
Patsy, who is a person with mixed anxiety and depression with psychotic features, we are
going to show what recovery means to an individual with mental illness and what and how
“personal medicines” positively contribute to a person’s recovery besides pill medicines
prescribed by psychiatrists.

According to Deegan (2005; 2007), personal medicine is the activity that gives life meaning
and purpose. It is self-initiated, non-pharmaceutical, self-care strategies that serve to avoid
or decrease psychiatric symptoms, to avoid undesirable outcomes, such as going back to the
hospital, and to improve mood, cognition, behavior and overall well-being. Rapp and
Goscha (2012) elaborate that these non-pharmaceutical medicines could include work, exer-
cise, being a good mother, being in a singing group, or any other fulfilling activity.

In mental health, recovery is not just from mental illness but also from the effects of being
labeled mentally ill (Deegan, 1993). Thus, persons with mental illness do not only need to
cope with their illness but also the consequences caused by the illness, such as the stigma
attached to mental illness, social exclusion and discrimination against people with mental
illness as well as the undesirable side effects of psychiatric medications. Similarly, Patsy
needs to overcome the challenge of psychiatric disabilities, the side effects of medications,
stigma and discrimination. Besides the professional help from her psychiatrist and counse-
lor, Patsy has developed her own personal self-help strategies to manage her mental illness
and its effects. Patsy’s fulfilling life shows that mental illness is not the whole of her life. It’s
just a part of her life. Mental health practitioners can gain much insight from Patsy’s recov-
ery experience, especially from her “personal medicines.”

Speaking of her own recovery from schizophrenia, Deegan (1997:21) says: “To me recovery
means that I try to stay in the driver’s seat of my life. I don’t let my illness run me. Over the
years, I have worked really hard to become an expert in my own self-care.” Having been
living with depression and anxiety disorder for more than 25 years, Patsy too has become an
expert in mental health care.
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Patsy got very cheap but effective means to reduce the side effects of psychiatric medica-
tions. For instance, she has discovered that certain fresh and dried fruits, e.g., HH - and JL.
SR, are tasty and very good to generate a moisture effect to deal with “dry mouth.” To
tackle another common side effect of anti-depression medication — the problem of constipa-
tion, Patsy eats different kinds of fruits, more vegetables, less meat, and mainly has high
fiber foods in her daily diet. She also has regular exercise, like running and jogging. To
reduce trembling hands, Patsy eats more bananas and tomatoes. Also, Patsy finds bananas
can effectively help her relax and sleep better.

To better understand and manage her anxiety and depression, Patsy has been actively
searching and reading mental health related reference materials. Over the years, she has
gained much understanding about the nature of her mental illness and different treatment
options. While reading personal recovery stories of other persons, Patsy realized that she is
not alone and she is not the only one who suffers from anxiety and depression. She also
learned some effective coping strategies from the lived experiences of others. This in turn
reduced her sense of helplessness and hopelessness. From the successful recovery story of
other persons, Patsy dares to hope for a better future.

Just as Curtis (1997) points out, maintaining or developing connections to valued activities
and people is critical to the recovery process. Patsy’s developing and maintaining her inter-
ests can be countered as a personal medicine of hers. Patsy’s interests or hobbies also help
reduce her self-isolation and ruminating on negative life events. Due to stigma and discrimi-
nation, a person with mental health problem very often encounters difficulty in securing a
job with a decent pay. Many employers are unwilling to hire people with mental illness and
Patsy too encountered difficulty staying employed after the onset of her mental illness. To
resolve her employment problem, Patsy had successfully turned her interest in and hobby of
collecting cute and lovely items into her own business. Patsy has been running a wonderful
shop (FE#EUER) selling those valuable items that she collected for 19 years. In this way, Patsy
can not only be financially independent, but also develop her own interests and potentials.
Besides, being able to bring happiness to her customers, Patsy can find her own values and
have a sense of success and pride.

We know recovery from mental illness is a not linear process. There are ups and downs,

growth and setbacks or side tracks in a person’s recovery journey (Deegan, 1988) and one’s
attitude towards relapse is crucial to his or her mental health (Meichenbaum, 1996).
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Patsy holds positive attitude towards her relapse and has her own strategies to deal with
setbacks. She accepts the reality that people with mental illness are vulnerable to relapse and
she perceives it as normal that she relapses at times. She has developed a functional self-talk
and when she does relapse into depressive episode or when anxiety or panic attacks her, she
will tell herself: “Don’t panic, be calm. Don’t waste energy.” Patsy will wait for rescue and
she will also try to find a way out as she has confidence to work out solutions if she can calm
herself down.

When she’s down, Patsy will also think of her little angels — her little twin nieces, who give
her a lot of comfort and earning money to buy them milk powder motivates her to get up to
work. These little angels make Patsy’s life purposeful and her recovery worthwhile.

Patsy got another quite effective coping strategy to deal with relapse and suicidal thoughts.
Connecting with nature gives Patsy a peace in mind and soul. She also finds the liveliness of
nature inspires her with a strong sense of life. This reduces her thought of taking her own
life. She becomes contended when she is embraced by peaceful nature. Patsy reveals that
nature is a priceless but always accessible source of strength to her. It is her personalized
free of charge mood stabilizer.

In the past few years, Patsy has been actively delivering mental health related talks to
students of primary, secondary schools and universities. She also frequently appears in mass
media, like newspapers and television. By such activities, Patsy contributes much to instill
hope of recovery and to empower those who are afflicted with mental illness, to educate the
public, to reduce discrimination against people with mental illness and to boost social
acceptance and social inclusion and to advocate mental health policy changes. Patsy also has
personal gain and benefits from sharing her illness experiences and recovery story. Patsy
feels that she is not that useless and worthless. She proudly says: “I am “useful’!” Yes, Patsy
is not a helpless victim of mental disorders
or merely a passive service recipient. She
can be called a “producer” or a “profes-
sional” in inspiring others with effective
mental health care tips and this “prosumer
effect” has positive effect on Patsy’ own
recovery as well.
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Indeed, reclaiming a positive sense of self and moving from alienation to a sense of meaning
and purpose are significant landmarks of Patsy’s recovery (Ridgway, 2001). This is what it
means recovery is more than recovery from illness. It is about recovering a life and identity
beyond the experience of mental ill health (Scottish Recovery Network). Thus, developing
a positive identity outside of being a person with a mental illness is an important task of
recovery (Slade, 2009) and Patsy has accomplished this task with her own means.

Patsy’s lived experiences support what Rapp and Goscha (2012:52) insist that the people we
work with have the ability to affect their own recovery. On the contrary, we do not have the
ability to make people recover. With her own active self-help, Patsy is able to lead a
meaningful, fulfilling and self-determined life. She is an expert in her life situations. She is
a director of her own recovery. She is not only a psychiatric survivor but also a hero. As
Davidson (2009) advocates, recovery-oriented practice ““is person-centered, strength-based,
culturally responsive, and hope-instilling focuses on supporting the person’s own efforts to
manage his or her condition while enhancing access to naturally occurring opportunities and
activities and promoting mastery, success, and pleasure as much as minimizing disorder and
dysfunction.” Patsy’s recovery story has a similar effect of reminding us mental health
practitioners of the need to seriously examine if we are adopting a person-centred,
strengths-based, recovery-oriented and client-led approach to facilitate our service users to
achieve their recovery goals with the use of their own strengths and the resources in their
environments.
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