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An Overview of TREATMENT OPTIONS 

Being diagnosed with a serious mental illness (SMI) can be overwhelming. This is 
true for both the person who receives the diagnosis and for those who love them. 
Fortunately, there are many treatment options to consider when it comes to efectively 
managing SMI. 

There is no “one size fts all” approach. It’s important to understand some of the basics on the various 
treatment options that you may have. That’s helpful as you work with your treatment team on the best 
plan to help you manage symptoms and meet your recovery goals. This is called a person-centered 
treatment plan – and it’s important that you are involved in forming it.1 

PSYCHOTHERAPY This is also known as "talk therapy." 

During psychotherapy, you speak with a trained therapist typically over several sessions. You 
work to better understand your feelings and behaviors and learn new coping abilities. 

One example of psychotherapy is called cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT).2 CBT focuses on 
how negative thoughts can afect feelings and behaviors. During CBT, a therapist works with you to 
fnd better ways to think about tough situations and how to manage them. 

When you improve thought patterns and learn new ways to cope, it can often improve many 
of the symptoms you may experience. 

PSYCHOEDUCATION This involves specifc sessions to educate 
you about mental health issues. 

This supported learning can take place in a group or one-on-one and can include family members as 
well. It helps you: 

learn more about 
your diagnosis 

better understand 
your symptoms 

fnd solutions for 
recovery and your 
relationships with 

others 

ofers many options 
for support and 

education that you 
can explore 

https://www.nami.org/Support-Education
https://www.nami.org/Support-Education


 

 

 

SUPPORT GROUPS These groups can be led by a therapist 
or a peer. 

Peer-led groups include a trained leader who also has experience with mental illness and recovery. 
They are a valuable way to: 

reduce feelings 
of isolation 

talk with others 
about similar 
experiences 

share ideas 
for coping and 

recovery 

discover new 
resources in the 

community 

PSYCHIATRIC 
MEDICATIONS 

Medications are often a part of an efective 
treatment plan. 

They help the brain chemicals that regulate emotions and thought patterns. Medication can be a vital 
part of living well with SMI. It's important to keep in mind that: 

• It may take some time to fnd the ideal medication and dosage. Make sure that you 
communicate openly about how it's working with your psychiatrist and treatment team.

• Medications are usually more effective when combined with psychotherapy.3 

• As the medication reduces symptoms, other areas of treatment can become more 
benefcial. For example, a medication can ease symptoms of depression. This may allow you to 
better engage in psychotherapy.3 

• It’s important that you maintain the dose and schedule for your medications as your 
doctor prescribes it. This ensures that the medication has time to begin working and helps you 
monitor how your symptoms respond.

• There are also long-acting injectable medications (LAIs) that you may fnd more convenient. 
LAIs may allow for lower dosages due to their ability to maintain steadier levels of medication.4 

It's also important to keep track of how you are feeling. And you should make a consistent efort to take care 
of your overall health. When you do these things, it helps you on your journey to fnd the best outcomes. 

OTHER SUPPORTIVE, 
EVIDENCE-BASED 
PRACTICES 

These are some of the other options that are 
commonly included in treatment plans: 

• Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) offers clinical and support services in a community-based 
setting, such as your home. This team approach can include a case manager, nurse, psychiatrist, 
and peer support. ACT can reduce the need for hospitalization and improve quality of life and social 
functioning.5 

• Supported Employment helps people join the workforce with the support they need to fnd and 
maintain a job.6 Your interests and strengths are matched with work opportunities and you can 
receive help with questions or concerns along the way. Supported employment can also sometimes 
offer additional skills and training.

https://www.nami.org/Support-Education/Support-Groups
https://www.nami.org/Learn-More/Treatment/Mental-Health-Medications/Long-Acting-Injectables


 

• Clubhouses are community centers that allow people to work with staf on peer-driven programs
that teach new skills, continue education, or ofer social activities. This can be helpful to add to your
treatment plan.7 

COMPLEMENTARY 
HEALTH 
APPROACHES 

Traditional treatments often do not fully 
relieve symptoms of SMI. 

That's why many people turn to complementary health approaches to help with recovery. 
These options may be useful when added to other treatments. They can include:8-11 

improved diet 
and nutrition 

yoga, meditation, or other 
forms of exercise, which 

research shows has positive 
efects on depression12 

improved sleep habits, 
which can improve 

symptoms 

ECT, TMS, AND OTHER 
BRAIN STIMULATION 
THERAPIES 

These may be suggested by your 
psychiatrist if other treatment methods are 
not efective. 

Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) or transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) are therapies that 
stimulate the brain with electricity or magnets. They are provided in a safe, medical setting. 

These forms of therapy may seem intimidating at frst. However, data show that brain stimulation is 
efective.13 Your treatment team can provide clear information and answer all of your questions about 
these options. 

You CAN 
Live Well 

Make sure you engage with your treatment team as they work 
to create your treatment plan. Discuss a range of options and ask any 
questions you have. Shared decision-making promotes good conversations 
that support recovery and focuses on the care that's best for you. Your 
path to recovery can include many options that make it possible to manage 
symptoms, feel better, and live well with SMI. 

https://www.samhsa.gov/brss-tacs/recovery-support-tools/shared-decision-making
https://clubhouse-intl.org/american-psychiatric-association-honors-clubhouse-international/
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/ect#:~:text=Electroconvulsive%20therapy%20(ECT)%20is%20a,the%20patient%20is%20under%20anesthesia.
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/brain-stimulation-therapies/brain-stimulation-therapies
https://effective.13


 

References 1. Keepers, G. A., Fochtmann, L. J., Anzia, J. M., Benjamin, S., Lyness, J. M., Mojtabai, R., Servis, 
M., Walaszek, A., Buckley, P., Lenzenweger, M. F., Young, A. S., Degenhardt, A., & Hong, S.-H. 
(2020). The American Psychiatric Association Practice Guideline for the Treatment of Patients 
With Schizophrenia. American Journal of Psychiatry, 177(9), 868–872. https://doi.org/10.1176/appi. 
ajp.2020.177901 

2. David D, Cristea I, Hofmann SG. Why Cognitive Behavioral Therapy Is the Current Gold 
Standard of Psychotherapy. Front Psychiatry. 2018;9:4. Published 2018 Jan 29. doi:10.3389/ 
fpsyt.2018.00004 

3. Cuijpers P, Sijbrandij M, Koole SL, Andersson G, Beekman AT, Reynolds CF 3rd. Adding 
psychotherapy to antidepressant medication in depression and anxiety disorders: a meta-
analysis. World Psychiatry. 2014;13(1):56-67. doi:10.1002/wps.20089 

4. Parellada E, Bioque M. Barriers to the Use of Long-Acting Injectable Antipsychotics in the 
Management of Schizophrenia. CNS Drugs. 2016 Aug;30(8):689-701. doi: 10.1007/s40263-016-
0350-7. PMID: 27255405. 

5. Dieterich, M., Irving, C., Bergman, H., Khokhar, M., Park, B. and Marshall, M., 2017. Intensive case 
management for severe mental illness. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. https://doi. 
org/10.1002/14651858.CD007906.pub3 

6. Kinoshita Y, Furukawa  TA, Kinoshita  K, Honyashiki M, Omori IM, Marshall M, Bond GR, Huxley 
P, Amano  N, Kingdon D. Supported employment for adults with severe mental illness. Cochrane 
Database of Systematic Reviews 2013, Issue 9. Art. No.: CD008297. DOI: 10.1002/14651858. 
CD008297.pub2. 

7. McKay, C., Nugent, K.L., Johnsen, M. et al. A Systematic Review of Evidence for the Clubhouse 
Model of Psychosocial Rehabilitation. Adm Policy Ment Health 45, 28–47 (2018). https://doi. 
org/10.1007/s10488-016-0760-3 

8. Carek PJ, Laibstain SE, Carek SM. Exercise for the treatment of depression and anxiety. Int J 
Psychiatry Med. 2011;41(1):15-28. doi:10.2190/PM.41.1.c 

9. Complementary Health Approaches. National Alliance on Mental Illness. Accessed August 11, 
2021, https://nami.org/About-Mental-Illness/Treatments/Complementary-Health-Approaches 

10. Types of Complementary and Alternative Medicine. John Hopkins Medicine. Accessed August  11, 
2021, https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/wellness-and-prevention/types-of-complementary-
and-alternative-medicine 

11. Sleep and Mental Health. Sleep Deprivation Can Afect Your Mental Health. Harvard Health 
Publishing, Harvard Medical School, Updated March 19, 2018. Accessed August 11, 2021. https:// 
www.health.harvard.edu/newsletter_article/sleep-and-mental-health 

12. Saeed SA, Antonacci DJ, Bloch RM. Exercise, yoga, and meditation for depressive and anxiety 
disorders. Am Fam Physician. 2010 Apr 15;81(8):981-6. PMID: 20387774. 

13. Khalid N, Atkins M, Tredget J, Giles M, Champney-Smith K, Kirov G. The efectiveness of 
electroconvulsive therapy in treatment-resistant depression: a naturalistic study. J ECT. 2008 
Jun;24(2):141-5. doi: 10.1097/YCT.0b013e318157ac58. PMID: 18580559. 

© 2021 American Psychiatric Association, All rights reserved. 

https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2020.177901
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2020.177901
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD007906.pub3

https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD007906.pub3

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-016-0760-3

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-016-0760-3

https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/wellness-and-prevention/types-of-complementary-and-alternative-medicine
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/wellness-and-prevention/types-of-complementary-and-alternative-medicine
https://www.health.harvard.edu/newsletter_article/sleep-and-mental-health

https://www.health.harvard.edu/newsletter_article/sleep-and-mental-health

https://nami.org/About-Mental-Illness/Treatments/Complementary-Health-Approaches



