
Critical Support

Supporting a loved one 
in recovery for a mental 

health condition
Suicide is a global phenomenon that affects people in all regions of the world. 
In fact, it is one of the leading causes of death worldwide and accounts for 
about one in every 100 deaths.1 And, for each suicide, there are more than 20 
suicide attempts.2
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Mental health disorders are often linked to a person’s suicidal thoughts or 
attempts. Globally, the World Health Organization (WHO) estimates 280 
million people of all ages have depression, which is the leading cause of 
disability worldwide and a disorder that can lead to suicide.3 Depression and 
anxiety (also a risk for suicide) went up by more than 25% in the first year of 
the pandemic alone.4

But even though nearly one billion people globally have a mental health 
condition, seeking and receiving care too often poses a significant hurdle.5 
Globally, relatively few people have access to quality mental health services, 
for example:

•	 The gaps in service coverage for depression are wide across all countries. 
Even in high-income countries, only one third of people with depression 
receive formal mental health care, and minimally adequate treatment for 
depression is estimated to range from 23% in high-income countries to 3% 
in low- and lower-middle-income countries.6

•	 Of those with psychosis worldwide, 71% do not receive mental health 
services.7

•	 In low- and middle-income countries, more than 75% of people with mental 
and substance use disorders receive no treatment for their condition.8

Stigma is another significant barrier. In fact, stigma, discrimination and human 
rights violations against people with mental health conditions are widespread 
in communities and care systems everywhere; 20 countries still criminalize 
attempted suicide.9

Yet, there is hope. Globally, international organizations like WHO and UNICEF, 
and many organizations on national levels, are raising awareness of mental 
health and wellness, and working to put more resources into place. Progress 
is being made.

In any case, with the right care plan and adherence to it, most people 
diagnosed with a mental illness can successfully function and live with 
their condition. A major contributing factor in their success is having the 
understanding and support of people who care about them.

Here are some ways you can do your part to help the people you care about 
with mental health conditions on their recovery journey:

Mental Health
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Keep ‘big picture’ perspective
Recognize that mental health conditions can be situational (i.e., occurring 
during a time of uncertainty, crisis or life-altering event,) or chronic (i.e., 
a disorder that persists for three months or more.) Some people live with 
chronic mental illness throughout their lives. Also, an untreated situational 
mental health condition can become chronic mental illness.
In either case, mental health affects a person’s emotional, psychological and 
social well being, and impacts how they think, feel and act. It also impacts 
how a person functions day to day, handles stress, relates to others, and 
makes decisions.10 As such, your loved one may act and/or react in ways that 
are difficult for you to understand or handle. If they are not already in care, 
encourage them to get help.
If available, they can consult with a professional mental health and/or medical 
provider who can help them with treatment. They also can reach out to an 
advocacy or support group organization that can help connect them to 
available resources or services.

Be patient with recovery
Determining the right diagnosis and treatment plan to serve the unique needs 
of an individual takes time – there is no “one size fits all,” including for people 
with the same condition. A complete evaluation conducted by a qualified 
mental health care provider is important as many different conditions can 
display similar signs or symptoms. In addition, it is important for the person 
to receive a full medical evaluation by a healthcare provider to ensure the 
symptoms are not related to a medical condition.
Depending on the mental health condition and the severity of the condition, 
the treatment plan will usually include self-help, psychotherapy, medication 
or a combination of remedies. To gain a better, fundamental understanding of 
the condition and what to expect, consider doing some background research 
using credible clinical sources and resources.
For your part, do your best to encourage your loved one to stick with the 
treatment plan. Understand that the recovery journey is an ongoing process 
with improvements and setbacks. Implementing the treatment plan will take 
some time, as the person goes through therapy to learn how to cope with 
and manage their condition, gets accustomed to their new way of being, and 
also adjusts to any medication being used. All you can do is your best for your 
loved one and yourself. Rest assured, your support does make a difference.

Mental Health
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Be interested and respectful
Oftentimes, when someone learns they have a mental illness – whether 
situational or chronic – their self-esteem gets damaged, and needs to be 
nurtured. Check in with them and ask them how they’re doing. This will help 
them know you care about them. If they don’t want to talk about it, let them 
know that’s OK and you are there for them if and when they do.
If they do share, listen without judgment. Prepare yourself that it may be 
difficult for you to grasp what they’re going through, and they may make 
decisions about their treatment and recovery process that are different from 
ones you believe you would make in their situation. In other words, avoid 
stepping in with unsolicited advice or overstepping by trying to redirect their 
decisions or solve their problems.
Try to remember you are there to help them get through this, but not there 
to dictate their choices. Keep in mind, for the best treatment outcomes, it is 
important for the person to feel invested in and in control of (to the best of 
their ability) their own decisions and recovery process.

Focus on the person
Depending on the condition and its severity, the person you care about may 
not fully grasp how you’re trying to help them or what you’re going through. 
Still, do your very best to separate the condition from the person. While your 
loved one is learning to cope with having a mental illness, they themselves 
are not the mental illness. Do your best to be present and nurture their sense 
of self and personhood. Look for ways to be present and supportive without 
focusing on the condition, such as inviting them to go for a walk or to share 
a meal or something else you can both enjoy while spending time together. 
Also, let them feel your sense of personhood and camaraderie. Talk to them 
about things going on in your life, just as you would with any other friend or 
person you care about.

Take care of yourself
If you are the primary caregiver or very much relied on to be involved in the 
person’s recovery process, be sure to take care of yourself, too. Depending 
on your role, this can mean taking time for yourself, getting a good night’s 
sleep, eating nutritious foods and being physically active. If you are the 
person’s primary caregiver, think of ways you can help them become more 
self-sufficient, such as by having them set a calendar reminder or alarm for 
their next therapy appointment or to take their medication. Also, if and when 
possible, share the responsibility with other family members or support-
network persons.

Mental Health
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Find and keep reasons for hope
Mental health conditions can sometimes feel discouraging or overwhelming, 
maintaining hope is a critical part of the recovery process. For you and your 
loved one, it can be helpful to join a support group and hear the recovery 
stories of others. Doing so can help give you insight into what to expect 
and how others have coped with similar experiences during their recovery 
journeys.
Along this recovery journey, rest assured, there is hope. With the right care 
plan and adherence to it, most people diagnosed with a mental illness can 
successfully learn to live with their condition.
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If you have thoughts of hurting yourself or others — or you know someone having those thoughts — seek help right away. If you or someone you know is 
in immediate danger, call 911 — or go to the closest emergency room. To reach a trained crisis counselor, call the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (previously 
known as the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline) at 988 or 1-800-273-TALK (1-800-273-8255). You may also text 988 or chat at 988.lifeline.org. The lifeline 
provides 24/7 free and confidential support.*
*The Lifeline provides live crisis center phone services in English and Spanish and uses Language Line Solutions to provide translation services in over 250 
additional languages for people who call 988.
This program should not be used for emergency or urgent care needs. In an emergency, call 911 or go to the nearest emergency room. This program is 
not a substitute for a doctor’s or professional’s care. Consult with your clinician for specific health care needs, treatment or medication. Due to the potential 
for a conflict of interest, legal consultation will not be provided on issues that may involve legal action against Optum or its affiliates, or any entity through 
which the caller is receiving these services directly or indirectly (e.g., employer or health plan). This program and its components may not be available in all 
states or for all group sizes and is subject to change. Coverage exclusions and limitations may apply.  
Optum® is a registered trademark of Optum, Inc. in the U.S. and other jurisdictions. All other brand or product names are trademarks or registered marks or 
the property of their respective owners. Optum is an equal opportunity employer.
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Critical support when you need it
Visit optumeap.com/criticalsupportcenter for additional critical support 
resources and information. 
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