Starting outpatient care after residential treatment can feel like beginning again with someone who does not know
what you have already worked through. You may have told your story many times—to intake staff, therapists,
nurses, and people helping with discharge. It is reasonable to want your new provider to understand the details

that matter without having to reconstruct your entire history in one appointment.

The goal is not to give a clinician every detail at once. It is to share a clear, useful picture of your patient history,
current clinical needs, and what support will help you stay connected to care. That includes more than diagnoses

or treatment records. It may include what has helped, what has not, your medications, warning signs, hard times

of day, and practical barriers such as transportation or work hours.

A solid handoff starts before you leave residential treatment and continues through the first outpatient visits. The

three-step plan below can help you make that handoff specific and manageable.

The Three-Step Plan



1. Prepare a short history summary. Identify the facts and preferences your outpatient provider most needs

to know.

2. Confirm the handoff and next appointment. Ask who will send records, what information will be shared,
and when and where you will meet.

3. Plan for life between appointments. Map out routines, triggers, hard evenings, transportation, and what to

do if the appointment falls through.

Step 1: Prepare a Short, Useful Patient History

Your history matters because it helps a provider understand the context behind today’s concerns. But a first
outpatient appointment is not a test of how much you can remember or disclose. You can begin with the

information that affects safety, treatment decisions, and your ability to follow the plan.

What to include in your summary

* Reason for treatment and recent changes: What led you to residential care, what has changed during
treatment, and what still feels difficult?

* Relevant diagnoses and health conditions: Include mental health, substance use, physical health, sleep,

pain, and other concerns that affect your care. If you are unsure of a diagnosis, say that rather than guessing.

® Current medications: List medication names and doses if you know them, who prescribes them, and any

concerns or side effects. Bring the discharge medication list if you have one.

* What has helped or not helped: Mention therapies, supports, medication experiences, or coping strategies

that made a difference—or were a poor fit.

e Warning signs and triggers: Describe changes you notice before things get worse, situations that raise

distress or cravings, and times when you are most vulnerable.

* Preferences and practical needs: Share communication preferences, accessibility needs, language needs,

work or caregiving responsibilities, and transportation limits.

Try writing a one-page summary in your own words. It does not need to sound clinical. For example: “My sleep
gets worse before | start isolating. | am most likely to struggle after work, especially when | am alone. Calling my
sister helps if | ask her to stay on the phone while | make dinner.” Concrete observations can help your provider

turn general concerns into a plan.

Share at a pace that feels workable

You do not have to describe painful experiences in detail simply to prove they happened. You can tell the provider
that a topic is important but difficult to discuss, or ask to return to it later. If you have concerns about how your
information will be used, ask about privacy, records, and who can access them. You can also ask what information

is essential for coordinating your care and what can remain private, subject to the rules that apply to your care.

If residential and outpatient providers need to exchange information, ask what consent forms are needed and
what will be sent. You can request a copy of your discharge summary and medication list. If a record contains a
mistake, point it out and ask how to have it corrected or noted. Records support care, but your own account of

what is happening now matters too.

Step 2: Make the Handoff and Next Appointment Specific



Continuity of care means more than being told to “follow up.” It means knowing who is responsible for the next
step, how the outpatient provider will receive relevant information, and what you should do if plans change. Before
discharge, ask the treatment team to help arrange the first appointment rather than leaving you with only a

general instruction.

Ask these questions before leaving residential care

* What is the date, time, location, and format of my next appointment?

* Who is the provider, and what is the best phone number to reach the office?

* Has the outpatient provider agreed to see me, or is this still a referral | need to confirm?

* Who will send my discharge summary, medication list, and other relevant records—and by what date?
* What should | bring, and do | need to complete forms before the visit?

* Who manages medication refills until | meet with the new prescriber?

* What is the plan if symptoms worsen before that appointment?

Write the answers down. A useful transition plan has dates, names, and phone numbers—not just
recommendations. If you have permission to involve a trusted person, you can ask them to help track the
appointment or arrange a ride. But do not assume family or friends will be available; confirm who has agreed to

help and what they will do.

Resources can help you understand what services may be available, but they do not replace a confirmed
appointment. Aura Recovery Center’'s website, aurarecoverycenter.com, is one place to review information about
the organization and its services. If you are a Veteran, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs’ VA Mental Health
Residential Rehabilitation page describes residential mental health rehabilitation within the VA system. Contact the

relevant program directly to confirm current eligibility, availability, and next steps.

Use the first visit to check the shared understanding

At the beginning of your appointment, you what to do after rehab could say: “I have a short summary, and | want
to make sure we cover what matters for my care.” Then ask the provider to explain their understanding of your
main concerns and the plan. If they have not received records, tell them what documents you brought and ask

how to send the rest.

Correct misunderstandings early. You might say, “That is part of my history, but it is not what is most difficult right
now,” or “l want you to know that this medication caused a problem for me.” You can also ask the provider to

write down the next steps, including who is doing each one and when.

Step 3: Plan for the Transition Home, Not Just the Appointment

Leaving residential care changes your surroundings and daily structure. At home, there may be more unplanned
time, familiar stressors, privacy concerns, or responsibilities that were paused during treatment. A care plan that

ignores those realities can be hard to follow even when you are motivated.

Build a realistic first-week routine

Work with your team to sketch out the first few days home. Keep it simple and adaptable. Include sleep and wake
times, meals, medication reminders, appointments, transportation, and activities that give the day some structure.
Leave space for rest. A routine is not a promise that every day will go smoothly; it is a starting point you can revise

with your provider.
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Be specific about logistics. How will you get to the appointment? Is the route manageable, and do you have fare or
fuel? If the visit is online, do you have a private place, a reliable connection, and the instructions for joining? If
work, childcare, or caregiving makes the scheduled time difficult, contact the office before the visit rather than

waiting until you miss it.

Identify triggers and hard evenings

Tell your provider about situations that tend to raise distress or cravings, as well as the times you are more likely
to feel alone or overwhelmed. “Evenings are hard” is a useful start; a more workable description might be: “After
dinner, when the house gets quiet, | start replaying the day and want to use.” Details help you and the provider

decide what support or coping steps fit your life.

Some people are affected by news, social media, or specific reminders. If coverage of an event or conflict—
including stories encountered through outlets such as /srael National News—brings up fear, grief, anger, or
intrusive memories for you, you can tell your provider what you notice. You do not need to explain or debate the
news itself. The relevant clinical information is how exposure affects you and what boundaries or support might

help.

Ask your provider to help you make a plan for difficult periods. It could name a first action, a person or service to
contact, and a safer place to go. Be clear about what is realisticc a family member should not be assigned
responsibility unless they have agreed and understand the role. A professional or crisis resource may be more

appropriate for some situations.

What to Do If the Appointment Falls Through

Appointments can be canceled, referrals can stall, and transportation can fail. A backup plan is part of continuity of
care—not a sign that you expect to fail. Before discharge, write down what you will do if the original appointment

cannot happen.

If this happens A practical next step The clinic has not confirmed the appointment Call the clinic and ask whether
the referral was received, who is scheduling it, and when you should call back. Record the name and date of the
call. The provider cancels or has no openings Ask for the earliest available appointment, a cancellation list, and
whether another clinician can see you sooner. Contact your residential discharge coordinator or referring clinician
for help if you cannot get a response. You cannot get there Call the clinic before the appointment to ask about
telehealth, rescheduling, transportation resources, or another location. Confirm any changes in writing if possible.
You are running low on medication Contact the current prescriber or pharmacy promptly and explain your supply
and next appointment date. Do not change or stop medication without discussing it with a qualified clinician. Your
symptoms become urgent Use the urgent plan your treatment team gave you. In the United States, call or text

988 for crisis support; call 911 or go to an emergency department for immediate danger or a medical emergency.

Keep the Plan in One Place

Store your summary, appointment details, medication list, and backup contacts somewhere you can find them—
on paper, in a secure phone note, or both. After each visit, add the next appointment and any tasks you agreed to
complete. If a provider recommends a referral, ask who will make it, when you should expect a response, and

whom to contact if you do not hear back.

It is also okay to ask for a different communication approach if something is not working. You might request

written instructions, a slower explanation, an interpreter, or time to ask questions. If you feel your concerns are



being misunderstood, describe the specific gap and what would help: “I need us to talk about my evening triggers

before we decide on a plan.”

You Can Help Your Provider See the Whole Picture

Your outpatient provider does not need a perfect account of your past on the first day. They need a trustworthy
starting point: what is happening now, what has shaped it, what matters to you, and what might make it hard to
stay connected to care. A brief patient history, a confirmed next appointment, and a realistic plan for home can

make the transition less uncertain.

Use the three steps: prepare your summary, confirm the handoff, and plan for the days between visits. Then keep
asking for specifics—names, dates, phone numbers, and clear next actions. That is how continuity of care becomes

a plan you can actually use.



