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Dynamic catalysts: 
Distilling the 
ingredients of 
mental health 
recovery

Nearly half of all Australians will experience poor mental health at some point in their 
lives. With so many people facing these challenges, we wanted to learn from those 
who’ve found their way through. As part of a pilot study conducted by the Led by 
Experience (LEx) Mental Health Research Group at Curtin University’s enAble Institute, we 
spoke to 11 people who had overcome significant mental health challenges to find out 
what key ingredients made the difference in their recovery journey. 

What did we do?
We conducted interviews with 11 people to 
explore their mental health recovery journeys. We 
specifically sought out people from a range of diverse 
backgrounds, including people from rural or remote 
areas, LGBTQIA+ individuals, people living with 
disability, those from culturally and/or linguistically 
diverse backgrounds, and older adults. 

Our approach was co-designed with a stakeholder 
advisory committee, which was comprised of 
people from diverse backgrounds who have lived 
experience of mental health challenges themselves, 
or provide support to those who have.  This was 
to ensure our approach was both relevant to and 
appropriate for those with lived experience of mental 
health challenges. 

As part of our interview process, we created highly 
detailed, personalised life charts mapping out the 
experiences, life events, and changes in wellbeing 
over time for each of the participants (see Figure 1 
for an illustrative representation of the life charts). 
These life charts were used to guide the conversation, 
which focused on the major turning points, or those 
moments when, after hitting rock bottom, things 
started to get better. 

From here, we sought to identify the supportive 
factors that were present when the turning point 
occurred – we termed these crucial factors 
“catalysts”. To do this, we analysed the interview 
transcripts in collaboration with our stakeholder 
advisory committee, looking for patterns and themes 
across the different experiences and stories that 
were shared. 



What did we find?

Figure 1: Illustrative example of a life chart with catalysts for recovery shown at turning points
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Despite coming from diverse backgrounds and facing their own unique challenges, all (or all but one) of the 
eleven interviewees described the same six catalysts as being crucial to their recovery journey. Importantly, we 
found that it’s not usually one of these factors alone that sparks a breakthrough. Rather, it’s when several of these 
elements come together at the right moment that recovery accelerates. 

SUPPORT
Tangible assistance, emotional care, and 
guidance provided through an individual’s 
social network. Includes emotional, 
instrumental, and informational sources of 
support.

VALIDATION
Recognition, affirmation, or acceptance 
of someone’s feelings, experiences, or 
opinions as valid and worthwhile, including  
acknowledging the validity of someone’s lived 
experience without judgment.

FIRST ENCOUNTER DYNAMICS
The quality and approach of initial interactions 
that establish the relational foundation that 
enables other catalysts to emerge and be 
effective (includes advocacy, collaboration, 
and treaing the person as an individual).

ATTUNED CONNECTION
The availability or presence of professional, 
personal or community bonds, characterised 
by feelings of alignment, comfort, shared 
identity or experience, and the ability to be 
authentic. 

THERAPY & THERAPEUTIC PRACTICE
Interpersonal therapeutic processes and 
interventions that support mental health and 
wellbeing. Encompasses both formal therapy 
and informal therapeutic practices that occur 
within supportive relationships. 

TOOLS & TECHNIQUES
Practical strategies, self-directed interventions, 
and tangible resources that individuals use to 
manage their mental health and wellbeing that 
can be independently accessed and applied.



What’s next?
We know there is no ‘magic bullet’ for mental 
health recovery, that’s why we want to build our 
understanding about the combinations of factors 
that, when delivered at the right time, can support 
the recovery journey. To do this, we plan to:

•	 Conduct a more thorough analysis of the 
data, further exploring the early findings 
presented here, and expand the research to 
include more people from diverse regions 
and backgrounds and regions to see if these 
patterns continue to hold true on a larger 
scale. 

•	 Create scalable, accessible, and evidence-
based tools that can be used by patients, 
communities, and organisations to identify 
which of these catalysts might be most 
helpful to support individuals from all walks 
of life in their recovery journeys. 

•	 Leverage our insights to inform policy, 
develop training opportunities, and build 
capabilities within our communities to better 
support the recovery process. 

At the heart of our approach is our partnerships with 
individuals who have lived experience of significant 
mental health challenges – and the organisations 
that support them. We are eager to expand our 
network of partners and collaborators, so if this 
research is of interest to you or your organisation, 
please get in touch – we’d love to hear from you!

To illustrate how this works, here is a fictional 
example based on patterns we saw in the data:

After years of struggling with depression 
and feeling misunderstood by previous 
therapists, Sarah finds a counsellor who 
listens without judgment and validates her 
experiences (validation + first encounter 
dynamics + therapy). 

Around the same time, she joins a peer 
support group where she meets others 
who have walked similar paths (connection 
+ support). The combination of these 
factors, arriving when she was ready to 
receive them, is what enabled the turning 
point in her recovery journey.
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Dynamic catalysts in action

The Led by Experience (LEx) Mental Health Research Group is based at Curtin 
University’s enAble Institute in Perth, Western Australia. Led by Professor 
Warren Mansell, LEx works hand-in-hand with people who have lived or living 
experience of mental health challenges, to innovate, research and implement 
novel, universal systems of psychosocial interventions, aligned with the 
humanistic and scientific principles of perceptual control theory. 

About the research group

ledbyexperience.org research.curtin.edu.au/enable
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