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Foreword from the Mental Health Providers Forum

What could be as important as supporting the journey to recovery?

Nothing? This may be our initial answer but it is not enough to provide support. As twenty-first century service 
providers, we must have the means to ensure our support is effective and to capture the evidence that it is 
effective. And we must reflect on our effectiveness and learn from it. 

Evidence helps us become better at what we do, helps service users become optimistic about what they can 
achieve, motivates staff and provides proof that our services work to commissioners and Government. 

The Mental Health Recovery Star makes it possible to capture this evidence while enabling users and workers 
to discuss the important issues and to assess where they are now and where they are going. This exciting 
development exemplifies our values as we work for a society in which all people with mental health concerns 
have the right to get the support they need from a wide diversity of providers. 

The Recovery Star:

Values services user perspectives and enables empowerment and choice

Supports recovery and social inclusion

The Mental Health Providers Forum (MHPF) brings together the leading voluntary sector providers who are 
focused on promoting recovery and working collaboratively to improve the lives of people with mental health 
problems. Working together, MHPF members can demonstrate their commitment to:

Collaboration, sharing and partnership

Service excellence, innovation, evidence-based practice and continuous improvement

This underpins the values of the MHPF. By working together to develop, implement and promote widespread 
use of the Mental Health Recovery Star, we are creating a common language and the opportunity to learn 
together to improve our practice. 

From the enthusiastic response we have already received, we know that a wide range of voluntary, statutory 
and independent services will work with us in using the Recovery Star. We would value feedback from its users 
and look forward to hearing from you.

For more information about how we are progressing, go to our website at www.mhpf.org.uk.

Judy Weleminsky, Chief Executive of the Mental Health Providers Forum (April 2008)

Foreword from the London Housing Foundation and Triangle 
Consulting
We have been delighted and overwhelmed by the level of interest in the original Outcomes Star and are very 
pleased to be able to support the Mental Health Providers Forum in developing a version of the Star tailored to 
the needs of the mental health sector. We have already found the process of collaboration mutually beneficial 
and look forward to further joint working with MHPF and others. 

We believe the Star has enormous potential to support change and develop evidence of effectiveness and are 
committed to its continued development and promotion for the benefit of the sector and ultimately the people 
who use its services.

Kevin Ireland, London Housing Foundation and Joy MacKeith and Sara Burns, Triangle Consulting
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Introduction

What is the Recovery Star?

The Recovery Star is a tool for supporting and measuring change when working with adults of working age 
who experience mental health problems. 

It is an outcomes tool, which means that it enables organisations to measure and summarise change across 
a range of service users and projects. It is also a keywork tool which means that it supports the service user’s 
recovery by providing them with a map of the journey to recovery and a way of plotting their progress and 
planning the actions they need to take.

The Recovery Star focuses on the ten core areas that have been found to be critical to recovery:

• Managing mental health			   • Relationships

• Self-care					     • Addictive behaviour

• Living skills					     • Responsibilities

• Social networks				    • Identity and self-esteem

• Work						      • Trust and hope

The Recovery Star measures the relationship the service user has with any difficulties they are experiencing in 
each of these areas and where they are on their journey towards addressing them.

The Recovery Star is a version of the Outcomes Star – a tool developed to support and measure change for 
homeless adults and those vulnerable to homelessness. Like the Outcomes Star, the Recovery Star is based 
on a five-stage model of the process by which people make changes in areas of their life that are not working 
for them. The five stages of this model are Stuck, Accepting Help, Believing, Learning and Self-reliance. The 
full model, called the Ladder of Change, is set out in the Recovery Star User Guide.

Both the Outcomes Star and the Recovery Star are underpinned by the assumption that positive growth is a 
possible and realistic goal for all service users and both tools are designed to support as well as measure this 
growth by focussing on people’s potential rather than their problems. In addition, the Recovery Star is rooted 
in the Recovery Model, which is underpinned by the idea that people with mental health issues can live rich 
and fulfilling lives and that this is not necessarily reliant upon the elimination of the illness but its effective 
management.

How was it developed? 

The Outcomes star was originally developed by Triangle Consulting in 2003 for St Mungo’s, a London based 
charity providing a wide range of services to homeless people. Through day-long consultation groups with 
over 80 staff in a wide range of projects for vulnerable homeless adults, the intended outcomes of the 
services were identified, together with the journey that service users travelled towards achieving them. The 
draft Outcomes Star was piloted at St. Mungo’s, then adapted and piloted in a range of projects in ten further 
organisations. The feedback and suggestions for improvement were then used to develop the final version of 
the Outcomes Star which was published by the London Housing Foundation in 2006.

In 2007, the Mental Health Providers Forum commissioned Triangle Consulting to develop a version of the 
Outcomes Star for the mental health sector. This was carried out in collaboration with nine projects from 
five mental health organisations, including a floating support service, a supported housing service, two day 
centres, two training and employment projects, a residential care home, a residential rehabilitation service 
and an independent hospital.
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Over a six-month period, managers, front-line workers and service users tested the Outcomes Star, identified 
ways in which it needed to be modified to meet the needs of service users with mental health issues, and 
piloted a draft version of the Recovery Star. In addition to this participative process, the authors also drew on 
academic literature describing the process of recovery from mental illness based on service user accounts1.

The Recovery Star was piloted with 114 service users and the summary Star readings were fed back to the 
participating projects for validation. In all cases, the picture painted by the Star of the progress made by 
clients within a project was found to reflect worker and manager expectations. 

This bottom-up process of development for both the original Outcomes Star and the Recovery Star has 
ensured that the tools are rooted in a real understanding of the nature of recovery and change and are 
meaningful to both service users and workers as well as providing robust outcomes data which reflects the 
true aims of services.

“I felt fully involved; it was clear and easy to understand and focused on me as a 
whole person, not just as a problem. It was a considerable boost to see how well I 
am. It felt like a conversation; felt like the first time someone had really listened to 
me. You can really get to know someone and know things about someone [using 
the Star] – even though you may think you already know them well.” 

Service user, Tulip Day Centre

Recovery Star Resources

The Recovery Star User Guide is published separately. It contains:

An introduction to the Recovery Star for users including a description of the Ladder of Change which 
underpins the tool

Ladders describing a ten-step journey for each of the ten outcome areas covered by the Star

The Star Chart and Star Action Plan are provided as a separate leaflet (Star and Plan) for inclusion in 
case files and for retention by the user

There is also an online resource called the Recovery Star IT system for online completion of the Star and 
analysis of data. This Recovery Star System will:

Immediately display an individual’s Star Chart which can be printed off for the user and the case file

Calculate the change for the individual and collate results for services

Allow benchmarking and participation in learning across and within organisations (the data remains 
confidential as only a client number is used)

See the Mental Health Providers Forum website at www.mhpf.org.uk for more information about the system 
and the latest developments.

This guidance document complements the Recovery Star User Guide and the Recovery Star IT System and 
should be read in conjunction with them. It is divided into two main sections:

The first section provides guidance to keyworkers on how to use the Recovery Star with service users 

The second gives guidance to service managers and senior managers implementing the Recovery 
Star within a project, a group of projects, or the whole organisation

•

•

•

•

•

•

�.

2.

1 Anderson, R. Oades, L. and Caputi, P. (2003) Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, Volume 37, number 5, pp 586-594 ‘The experience of recovery from 
schizophrenia: towards an empirically validated stage model’
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1. Using the Recovery Star with service users
The Recovery Star is designed to be used as an integral part of the keywork process and should therefore be 
completed by the service user and keyworker2 together. It is not meant to be a quick exercise but a thoughtful, 
reflective process in which the worker and the service user properly meet each other to pause and reflect 
together. 

People find that it takes anything from 45 minutes to two hours to complete the first Star Chart, depending on 
how much discussion takes place around each of the ten areas. Follow-up Star Charts are generally quicker to 
complete because the service user is then familiar with the tool. 

If necessary, the first Star Chart can be completed over two sessions, though these should take place within a 
week or so of each other in order that they combine to provide a snapshot of a particular point in time. 

The process of completing the Star is intended to be helpful to the service user3 as well as providing useful 
outcomes data for the project. For this reason the process should not be rushed through simply to be able to 
tick that box and get it out of the way. 

The Recovery Star is a flexible tool that keyworkers should use in a way that responds to the needs and 
preferences of each service user, rather than mechanically following a set of instructions. For this reason the 
instructions below are guidelines for use rather than a step-by-step manual, and we strongly recommend that 
all workers receive a one-day training session in the use of the Recovery Star. 

Before you use the Recovery Star

Before you use the Recovery Star you should:

Have a good understanding of the Ladder of Change described on pages four and five of the Recovery 
Star User Guide. One of the best ways of doing this is to bring to mind a service user you have seen 
change substantially over the time you have known them and to see if you can map the stages they 
went through, as you saw it, on to the ladder

Be familiar with the ten ladders and the accompanying detailed descriptions. Practise using the 
ladders by thinking of one or two service users you have worked with and work out in your own mind 
where you would place them on each ladder. It’s best if you can do this together with a colleague who 
has experience of using the Recovery Star to check your understanding with theirs

Know how to introduce the Recovery Star to a service user. The introduction at the beginning of the 
User Guide highlights all the areas that you need to cover. You could try running through it in your 
head or out loud beforehand. It is really important that the service user understands how the tool 
works so that they can participate properly and benefit fully

Know how the Recovery Star is being used in your organisation. When is the Star Chart first 
completed with new service users and when are second or third Star Chart readings taken? What 
happens to the form once completed? What should you do if you need help with any aspect of using 
the Recovery Star? If your organisation is using the Recovery Star IT System to record and store Star 
data, you should also be familiar with using this

•

•

•

•

2 The keyworker could be the project worker or the support worker or may have another name in your project. It is the person who is assigned special responsibility for 
working with that service user – assessing their needs, agreeing goals and providing support and referrals to help them meet those goals.

3 We have chosen to use the term service user throughout this document though you may use a different term in your project such as participant, resident, client or 
customer. 
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Introducing the Recovery Star

The Recovery Star can be introduced during the session in which it is completed or some time before (for 
example a week or a couple of days before). This can be done in a number of ways:

By giving the service user a copy of the Recovery Star User Guide to read before the session

By talking the service user through the points in the introduction at the beginning of the Recovery 
Star User Guide

If you have a number of new service users starting around the same time or if you are introducing 
the Recovery Star for the first time to existing service users, you could introduce the Star in a group 
setting

By inviting a service user who has already completed the Star and found it a positive experience to 
describe the process to the new service user

Whichever approach or combination of approaches you use, it is important that you check with each service 
user individually that they understand the tool and why it is being used.

Using the ladders
Looking at the ten ladders with the service user is at the heart of  the process of completing the Recovery Star. 
Exactly how this is done is an art rather than a science and will depend on the service user and where they are 
on their journey of change. 

Responses to the ladders vary from person to person. Some people like the visual representation and enjoy 
speaking about themselves with the help of this format. Others consider the material covered by some of the 
ladders an intimate matter and feel vulnerable and exposed. Yet others may initially find it difficult to engage 
with the material but gradually find that the ladders prompt them to talk much more fully than they otherwise 
would have.

Of course all these responses are valid and you will need to be sensitive in adjusting your approach to the 
person involved. The following are some pointers:

Let the service user decide which ladder to start with or, if they are not sure, choose one you think 
will be comparatively easy to discuss. People often find that the more practical ladders, like living 
skills, are easier to start with than the more internally focussed ladders such as trust and hope and 
identity and self-esteem. It can be encouraging to start with an area where the person has already 
made progress or has few issues

You may find it helpful to have an open discussion about each area before even looking at the 
ladder. How does the person feel about this area of their life? Is it working well for them or are there 
problems? What do they wish was different? Where would they like to be in three or six months time? 

Having had that discussion, you could then invite the person to look at the ladder and say where 
they feel they are. It can be helpful to work out which of the five stages they are in first and then fine 
tune to a particular score. If they struggle to identify where they are, you could say where you think 
they are and give your reasons and let them respond to your thoughts 

Once you have agreed a score, use the Recovery Star Notes sheet (in the Star and Plan) to record any 
points from your discussion that you want to keep on paper. You may want to record the reason for 
the score, or a significant insight the service user had or, if you and the service user had a difference 
of opinion, the reason for this. These notes are optional but can be useful to look at when reviewing 
the Star Chart some months down the line, particularly if the member of staff has changed 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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In the figure on the next page, the same data is presented as a Star reading for the whole project. The blue 
line shows the first reading and the green line the most recent reading. The Star Chart shows very graphically 
the progress service users at this project have made and in which areas most and least progress is made.

It can also be useful to present the data for a whole project in terms of the percentage of clients making 
positive progress, negative progress or staying the same. Table 2 presents this data.

Table 2: Percentage of service users showing change

This table shows the percentage of service users who have made a positive or a negative change or stayed the 
same in each of the outcome areas covered by the Recovery Star. 

Positive change Negative change No change

Managing mental health 78% 10% 12%

Self-care 76% 15% 9%

Living skills 51% 15% 34%

Social networks 83% 9% 8%

Work 42% 30% 28%

Relationships 70% 4% 26%

Addictive behaviour 40% 5% 55%

Responsibilities 36% 4% 60%

Identity and self-esteem 69% 7% 24%

Trust and hope 90% 6% 4%

Overall 79% 10% 11%

What does the data show?
Level of need when service users arrive

Does the data show that people are entering the project with an appropriate level of need?  

If service users have fewer needs or more needs than your project was intended to meet, then it 
might be necessary to review your referral routes and selection project. Alternatively, you might 
decide to review your ideas about who the project is intended for

The data presented above indicates that most people enter the project at around point three on the ladders – 
the Accepting Help stage. This may well be appropriate for a residential project. The exceptions are addictive 
behaviour and responsibilities. This is probably because a significant number of service users do not have 
issues in these two areas and hence have a starting score of ten. This would then raise the overall average. 

Level of progress service users make

What does the data show about the progress service users make whilst they are with the project? 

Are they making the level of progress you would expect? They are likely to be making more progress 
in some areas than others 

Does the data show a pattern you would expect or are there any figures that concern you?  

Does the data show negative outcomes? Why might that be?

The data presented above indicates that service users are progressing well at the project. The overall picture 
is of people moving from the Accepting Help stage to the Believing stage – a significant step to take. 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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session 1

session 2

The amount of change taking place is somewhat lower in the areas of work, living skills and addictive 
behaviour. In view of the higher starting score for addictive behaviour, it is likely that the overall change is 
low because many service users do not have a problem in this area and so cannot increase their score. This 
hypothesis is supported by the data in Table 2 which shows that 55% of people show no change in that area. 

However, there is no simple explanation for the lower outcomes in the area of work and living skills. It may be 
the case that this project does not focus on these areas and would benefit from giving them more attention. 
Of particular concern is the fact that 30% of clients have a negative outcome in the area of work while another 
28% show no change in this area. Is the project setting its aspirations for clients high enough in this area?  
It may be that implicit assumptions from workers that service users are unlikely to be able to be employed 
again are affecting service user hopes and motivation. This is something that could be explored by the service 
manager with staff and service users. 
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Comparing projects
If your organisation has a number of different projects providing a similar service, you might want to compare 
the outcomes they achieve. This kind of comparison raises interesting questions for further exploration. 

Why does one project consistently achieve more positive change than another?  

Why is one project taking in service users at an earlier stage on the Ladder of Change? 

Why does one project help service users make significant improvements in their self-care whilst 
others do not?  

Many factors contribute to the outcomes a project achieves. Some of them, such as the quality of keywork 
and management and, to an extent, appropriateness of referrals, are within the control of the project. Others, 
like the quality of the accommodation, the availability of specialist services such as addiction specialists or 
counselling are outside the project’s control. For this reason, outcomes information from the Recovery Star 
should not be used on its own to judge a project as successful or unsuccessful, but should be used as a basis 
for discussion and further exploration.

Benchmarking with other organisations
This can be very useful in identifying areas where you have good practice to share and also areas where you 
could learn from others to improve your performance. The Mental Health Providers Forum are developing 
learning sets and benchmarking to enable development of the use and understanding of the Recovery Star 
and to enable improvements in how we help service users to recover. Using the Recovery Star System will 
enable you to contribute to and access this work.

Staff performance
We do not recommend that you use the Recovery Star to assess the performance of workers. This is partly 
because many factors outside the worker’s control affect client progress and also because it could distort 
their relationship with the service user and introduce incentives to manipulate the scoring system.

However, as outlined in the section on ensuring quality and consistency of Recovery Star data, we do 
recommend that the Star is used within staff supervision. Reviewing service users’ Star Charts can provide 
managers and their staff with a simple way of reviewing a case load. How are service users progressing? Does 
the keyworker have a manageable case load or do they have a very high proportion of service users at an early 
stage in the Ladder of Change? Are they making good assessments of where a service user is on each of the 
ladders based on observable behaviour?

In-depth research
As well as routine monitoring, experience indicates that it is very valuable to take an in-depth look at the data 
you have collected – say every one or two years. When looking in depth you can:

Identify particular groups of clients, for example women or people under the age of 25 or a particular 
minority ethnic group and look at whether their outcomes are any different from the service user 
population as a whole

Explore whether certain kinds of starting need link with positive or negative progress. For example 
do people with low scores on the addictive behaviour ladder do less well than the service user 
population as a whole?

Look at service users’ typical journey in different projects. For example do people tend to make rapid 
progress in the first six months and then plateau?

Benchmark your projects outcomes with those of similar projects in other organisations

There are many other ways to analyse the data. The best way to start is to develop some hypotheses 
about the factors affecting your service user outcomes and then use the data to put them to the test

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Look at the Mental Health Providers Forum website at www.mhpf.org.uk to find out more about how the 
Recovery Star System can help with this kind of in-depth analysis.

An example of in-depth research: St Mungo’s
St Mungo’s asked Triangle Consulting to carry out in-depth research into the outcomes of four of its hostels 
based on data from the Outcomes Star and information held on its database about client characteristics and 
interventions. The research found that:

Women progressed less well when living in mixed hostels

People in two of the hostels made good progress over their first year with the project but then started 
slipping back if they stayed in the hostel for more than a year

The service users with the best outcomes in all the hostels were those that took part in activities and 
outings organised by the hostel

8. Share and act on the data
The Recovery Star is designed to be used as part of an on-going process of measurement, learning and service 
improvement as illustrated in the Outcomes Learning Cycle diagram.

Figure 2: The Outcomes Learning Cycle

•

•
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This means that it is vital that once you have analysed your data you share it with others and make changes in 
the light of it. There are a number of different audiences to share the information with:

The data will be a useful tool for your management team, providing a means of reviewing service 
effectiveness and highlighting possible difficulties. Once the Recovery Star is fully implemented you 
might want to review the data on a three or six monthly basis

Make sure that the keyworkers who collect the data have a summary fed back to them at regular 
intervals. This will keep them motivated to collect the information and should provide a boost to 
morale if it shows positive change. If the data shows that there are areas of weakness, then change 
will be easier to implement if keyworkers have evidence of the problem themselves

Management Committees receive regular financial reports but often get only anecdotal information 
about services. You might want to present them with information on service outcomes on a six or 
twelve monthly basis 

The Recovery Star will help you demonstrate your outcomes to commissioners in a way that really 
captures the heart of what you do. You may want to draw on it when putting in a bid, use it as part of 
your routine reporting or as a one-off exercise to demonstrate the value of your service. It should add 
to your credibility and show them that you are taking the initiative when it comes to measuring your 
outcomes  
 
Some commissioners may initially be sceptical of a tool that is based on ‘soft’ outcomes. You may 
need to show them what kind of information the tool will give and suggest ways in which you can 
share it with them. It is important to demonstrate to them that the data you will be collecting is robust 
and gives very ‘hard’ information about what you are achieving

•

•

•
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