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There's a peculiar dynamic that happens in many mental health treatment

relationships: the moment you walk through the door, you're subtly infantilized.

Suddenly, you're not a competent adult who's successfully navigating complex

life circumstances—you're a "patient" who needs to be managed, monitored, and

told what's best for you. 

This infantilization is particularly jarring for high-functioning individuals who may be
seeking help for specific symptoms while maintaining successful careers and relationships.
The contrast between professional competence and patient powerlessness can actually
worsen mental health outcomes.

This paternalistic approach isn't just condescending—it's counterproductive.

Recovery and mental wellness require agency, self-knowledge, and collaborative

partnership. Yet too many providers default to a model where they're the expert

with all the answers, and you're the passive recipient of their wisdom.

This advocacy approach emerges from hard-earned experience navigating

mental health systems since my initial crisis and bipolar diagnosis in 2016, and

more recently living with schizoaffective disorder while maintaining professional

effectiveness. The infantilization problem becomes particularly acute when
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providers can't reconcile high-functioning capability with genuine mental health

needs—leading to either dismissal of symptoms or inappropriate treatment that

ignores the person's actual life context and goals.

It doesn't have to be this way.

The Problem with Paternalistic Care
Mental health treatment often mirrors outdated medical models where "doctor

knows best" and patient compliance is the primary goal. This manifests in

several ways:

Medication decisions made without meaningful consultation.

Treatment goals set by the provider rather than collaboratively.

Dismissal of your own insights about your mental health

patterns.

Rigid adherence to diagnostic categories over individual

experience.

Lack of transparency about treatment rationale or alternatives.

The irony is profound: the very system designed to help you reclaim agency in

your life often begins by stripping it away. 

This systemic contradiction often stems from medical training that emphasizes pathology
and compliance over wellness and autonomy. Many providers aren't taught collaborative
care models, despite evidence showing better outcomes when patients are active
participants in their treatment.

Your Rights as a Mental Health
Consumer
Before diving into advocacy strategies, it's crucial to understand your

fundamental rights:

Be treated with respect and dignity.

Receive clear explanations of your diagnosis and treatment options.

Participate actively in treatment planning.

• 
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Ask questions and receive honest answers.

Seek second opinions.

Refuse or discontinue treatment.

Access your medical records.

Be informed of medication side effects and alternatives.

These aren't privileges—they're rights. And exercising them doesn't make you a

"difficult patient." 

The "difficult patient" label is often applied to those who ask questions, seek second
opinions, or advocate for themselves. This labeling serves to maintain power imbalances and
discourage patient agency. A good provider will welcome informed, engaged patients.

Strategies for Effective Self-Advocacy

1. Come Prepared with Data

Your subjective experience is valid data. Start tracking:

Mood patterns and potential triggers.

Sleep quality and patterns.

Medication effects (both positive and negative).

Life stressors and their timing.

What actually helps when you're struggling.

This data-driven approach applies the same principles that guide effective

software development—start with actual user needs (your experience) rather

than theoretical best practices (diagnostic categories). Like the "for humans"

design philosophy that prioritizes human understanding over technical elegance,

effective mental health advocacy prioritizes your lived experience over clinical

assumptions. In my case, tracking has been essential for using AI systems for

reality-checking and maintaining professional effectiveness while managing

thought disorders.

Apps, journals, or simple notes all work. The key is having concrete information

to share rather than vague generalizations.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

3

http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2013-01-how_i_develop_things_and_why
http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2013-01-how_i_develop_things_and_why
http://kennethreitz.org/themes/for-humans-philosophy
http://kennethreitz.org/themes/for-humans-philosophy
http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-25-using-ai-for-reality-checking-with-schizoaffective-disorder
http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-25-using-ai-for-reality-checking-with-schizoaffective-disorder


2. Use Collaborative Language

Instead of: "The medication isn't working."

Try: "I've been tracking my response to this medication for six weeks, and I'm

not seeing the improvements we hoped for. Can we discuss alternatives?"

Instead of: "I don't want to do CBT."

Try: "I've tried CBT approaches before with limited success. What other

therapeutic modalities might be worth exploring for someone with my

presentation?"

This positions you as a collaborator in your own care rather than a non-

compliant patient.

3. Ask for the Treatment Rationale

Don't just accept recommendations—understand them:

"Can you help me understand why you're recommending this particular

medication over the alternatives?"

"What are we trying to achieve with this treatment approach?"

"How will we know if it's working?"

"What's your timeline for evaluating effectiveness?"

A good provider will welcome these questions. If yours doesn't, that's

information about the relationship dynamic.

4. Advocate for Shared Decision-Making

Mental health treatment works best when it's collaborative. Push for this model:

"I'd like us to work together to develop treatment goals that feel

meaningful to me."

"Can we discuss the pros and cons of different approaches before

deciding?"

"I'm noticing some concerning side effects. Let's problem-solve this

together."

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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5. Set Boundaries Around Paternalistic Behavior

When you encounter condescending treatment, address it directly:

"I appreciate your expertise, and I also know my own experience. I'd

like us to work as partners in this process."

"I'm an adult who's capable of making informed decisions about my

care when I have the right information."

"I'm not looking for someone to manage my life—I'm looking for

professional support to manage it myself more effectively."

Red Flags: When to Consider Finding a
New Provider
Some behaviors are dealbreakers:

Dismissing your concerns or experiences.

Refusing to explain treatment rationale.

Becoming defensive when you ask questions.

Making unilateral decisions about your care.

Using shame or guilt to encourage compliance.

Demonstrating ignorance about medication side effects.

Showing unwillingness to collaborate or consider alternatives.

Remember: you're paying for a service. You deserve competent, respectful care.

The Power of Prepared Advocacy
Here's what effective self-advocacy looks like in practice:

The Advocacy Process:

Track & Document → Document symptoms & alternatives (2-4 weeks)

Collaborative Discussion → "I've noticed X, can we explore Y?"

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Provider Response Decision Point:

Collaborative → Work together on new plan → Monitor &

reassess

Dismissive → Request rationale → Still dismissive?

Yes → Find new provider

No → Back to collaborative approach

Continuous Loop → Monitor results and repeat as needed

This approach is:

Informed (you've done your homework)

Collaborative (seeking input, not demanding)

Specific (concrete observations and timeline)

Goal-oriented (focused on finding solutions)

Building a Partnership, Not Just Getting
Treatment
The best mental health treatment relationships feel like partnerships between

equals with different expertise. You bring deep knowledge of your own

experience, patterns, and what works for you. They bring clinical training,

knowledge of evidence-based treatments, and experience with similar

presentations.

Neither perspective is sufficient alone. Both are essential. 

This partnership model is supported by decades of research showing that therapeutic
outcomes improve significantly when patients are active collaborators rather than passive
recipients. The expertise of lived experience combined with clinical knowledge creates the
most effective treatment approach.

3. 

◦ 
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▪ 

4. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

6



The Broader Impact
When you advocate effectively for yourself, you're not just improving your own

care—you're modeling a healthier dynamic that benefits everyone. Providers who

work collaboratively tend to have better outcomes, higher job satisfaction, and

more engaged patients.

You're also pushing back against a system that too often treats mental health

struggles as evidence of incompetence rather than as challenges that competent

people sometimes face. This connects to broader patterns of institutional

discrimination where mental health transparency leads to professional exclusion

—and how inclusive values can systematically exclude the people they claim to

support. Effective self-advocacy helps challenge these discriminatory

assumptions by demonstrating that competence and mental health challenges

frequently coexist.

Moving Forward
Advocating for yourself in mental health treatment isn't about being difficult or

non-compliant—it's about being an active participant in your own wellness. It's

about insisting on the kind of collaborative relationship that actually facilitates

healing and growth.

Your mental health matters. Your agency matters. Your voice matters.

Use it.
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