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INTRODUCTION: A
CALLING TO CARE
FOR THE MIND

The decision to pursue
a career  in  nursing is
often driven by a deep-
seated  desire  to  help
others. Yet, within this
noble profession lies a
specialty  that  requires
a  un ique  b lend  o f
compassion, resilience,
and  clinical  expertise:
mental health nursing.
If you are searching for
guidance  on  how  to
become  a  mental
health nurse, you are
likely  drawn  to  a  field
that  addresses  one of

the  most  profound
aspects  o f  human
health—the  mind.
Mental  health  nurses,
a l s o  k n o w n  a s
psychiatric nurses, are
frontline  professionals
w h o  c a r e  f o r
individuals  struggling
with  mental  illnesses,
s u b s t a n c e  u s e
d i s o r d e r s ,  a n d
emotional  crises.  The
demand  for  these
specialized nurses has
never been higher,  as
societies  worldwide
increasingly  recognize
the critical  importance
of mental well-being.
This article will provide
you  with  a  detailed,
step-by-step  roadmap
on how to become a
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mental health nurse.
We  will  explore  the
e d u c a t i o n a l
requirements, licensing
processes,  essential
sk i l l s ,  and  career
pathways  that  define
t h i s  r e w a r d i n g
profession.  Whether
you are a high school
student  explor ing
options or a registered
nurse  considering  a
specialization,  this
guide  will  equip  you
with  the  knowledge
you need to embark on
this  challenging  and
fulfilling  journey.

UNDERSTANDING
THE ROLE OF A
MENTAL HEALTH
NURSE

Before  diving  into  the
procedural  steps  of
how  to  become  a
mental health nurse,
it is vital to understand
what  the  role  truly
enta i l s .  A  menta l
health nurse does not

s imply  administer
medications  or  check
v i ta l s ;  they  bu i ld
t h e r a p e u t i c
relationships. They are
trained  to  assess  a
patient's  psychological
state,  develop  care
p l a n s ,  p r o v i d e
c o u n s e l i n g ,  a n d
manage  psychiatric
emergencies.  These
n u r s e s  w o r k  i n  a
variety  of  settings,
including  psychiatric
hospitals,  community
clinics,  correctional
facilities,  schools,  and
private practices. Their
pat ients  may  face
condit ions  such  as
depression,  anxiety,
schizophrenia,  bipolar
disorder,  PTSD,  or
addiction.  The  work
can  be  emotionally
demanding,  but  the
opportunity  to  witness
recovery and resilience
makes  it  profoundly
rewarding.
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Key
Responsi
bilities

Performing
comprehensive
mental health
assessments
Administering
and monitoring
psychotropic
medications
Providing crisis
intervention and
de-escalation
Developing and
implementing
individualized
care plans
Educating
patients and
families about
mental health
conditions
Collaborating
with
psychiatrists,
psychologists,

social workers,
and therapists
Advocating for
patient rights
and reducing
stigma

The  holistic  nature  of
this role demands that
nurses  view  patients
not  just  through  the
lens of their diagnosis,
b u t  a s  w h o l e
individuals with unique
stories,  strengths,  and
n e e d s .  T h i s
understanding  forms
the  foundation  for  all
steps involved in how
to become a mental
health nurse.

STEP 1: EARN A
NURSING DEGREE

The  first  formal
requirement in how to
become  a  mental
h e a l t h  n u r s e  i s
o b t a i n i n g  t h e
necessary  education.
T h e r e  a r e  t h r e e
primary  educational
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pathways that lead to a
career as a registered
nurse  (RN),  which  is
the  prerequisite  for
specializing  in  mental
health.

Bachelor
of
Science
in
Nursing
(BSN)
A  BSN  is  a  four-year
degree  offered  by
c o l l e g e s  a n d
universities. It is widely
regarded  as  the  gold
standard  for  nursing
educat ion .  A  BSN
program  inc ludes
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
c o u r s e w o r k  i n
anatomy,  physiology,

m i c r o b i o l o g y ,
pharmacology,  and
psychology, along with
supervised  clinical
rotations.  For  those
specifically  interested
in mental health, many
BSN programs  include
a  psychiatric  nursing
rotation.  This  pathway
not only prepares you
for  licensure  but  also
o p e n s  d o o r s  t o
leadership  roles  and
advanced  education
later  in  your  career.
Many  emp loye rs ,
especially  hospitals,
now require new hires
to hold a BSN.

Associate
Degree in
Nursing
(ADN)
An ADN is  a  two-year
program  typical ly
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offered  at  community
colleges.  It  is  a faster
a n d  o f t e n  m o r e
affordable  route  to
b e c o m i n g  a n  R N .
Graduates  o f  ADN
programs  are  eligible
to  take the NCLEX-RN
e x a m  a n d  b e g i n
working  as  a  nurse.
However,  if  you  are
serious about  how to
become  a  mental
health nurse with the
b e s t  p o s s i b l e
foundat ion,  many
experts  recommend
p u r s u i n g  a  B S N
eventually,  as  many
mental health facilities
prefer or require it for
specialized positions.

Accelerat
ed BSN
Programs
For  individuals  who
a l r e a d y  h o l d  a

bachelor's  degree  in
another  field,  an
a c c e l e r a t e d  B S N
program  allows  them
to  ea rn  a  nu rs ing
degree  in  12  to  18
m o n t h s .  T h e s e
programs are intensive
but provide a fast track
into  the  profession.
This  is  an  excellent
op t i on  fo r  ca ree r
changers  who  feel
called  to  psychiatric
nursing.
Regardless of the path
you  choose ,  you r
nursing  education  will
include both classroom
instruction and hands-
on clinical  experience.
Pay particular attention
to  your  psychiatric
nursing  rotation,  as
this will give you your
first  real  taste  of  the
work  involved  in  how
to become a mental
health nurse.

STEP 2: PASS THE
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NCLEX-RN EXAM

After  completing  your
nursing  degree,  the
next  critical  step  in
how  to  become  a
mental health nurse
is  obtaining  licensure.
In  the  United  States
and  Canada ,  t h i s
requires  passing  the
N a t i o n a l  C o u n c i l
Licensure  Examination
for  Registered  Nurses
(NCLEX-RN) .  Th i s
standardized  exam
tests  your  knowledge
a n d  c o m p e t e n c y
across  al l  areas  of
nurs ing  pract ice ,
i nc lud ing  menta l
health.  The  exam  is
computer-adapt ive,
meaning  the  difficulty
adjusts based on your
performance. Adequate
p r e p a r a t i o n  i s
essential. Many nursing
students  use  review
courses, practice tests,
and  study  groups  to
ensure they are ready.

Once  you  pass  the
NCLEX-RN, you will  be
licensed to practice as
a  Registered  Nurse  in
your state or province.

STEP 3: GAIN
CLINICAL
EXPERIENCE

While  it  is  possible  to
specialize  immediately
after  licensure,  many
successful  mental
h e a l t h  n u r s e s
recommend  gaining
g e n e r a l  n u r s i n g
experience first. This is
a  common  piece  of
a d v i c e  w h e n
researching  how  to
become  a  mental
health nurse.  A year
or two of working in a
medical-surgical unit or
a n  e m e r g e n c y
department  can  help
you  develop  strong
assessment skills, time
management  abilities,
and  confidence  in
handl ing  complex
patient  situations.
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These skills are directly
t r a n s f e r a b l e  t o
psychiatric  nursing,
where  patients  often
have  co-occurr ing
medical  conditions.
However,  if  you  are
certain  that  mental
health  is  your  calling,
you can apply directly
to  psychiatric  units  or
mental health facilities
upon graduation. Many
hospitals  offer  new
graduate  residency
programs  specifically
in  psychiatric  nursing,
w h i c h  p r o v i d e
supervised  mentorship
a n d  s p e c i a l i z e d
tra in ing.  Th is  i s  a
fantastic way to begin
your journey in how to
become  a  mental
health  nurse  with
direct  support.

STEP 4: PURSUE
CERTIFICATION IN
PSYCHIATRIC

NURSING

While  certification  is
not  always  mandatory
to  work  as  a  mental
heal th  nurse,  i t  i s
highly  recommended.
Certification
demonstrates  your
e x p e r t i s e  a n d
commitment  to  the
specialty.  For  those
l e a r n i n g  h o w  t o
become  a  mental
h e a l t h  n u r s e ,
o b t a i n i n g  b o a r d
certification  can
significantly  enhance
your  career  prospects
and earning potential.
The  most  recognized
certification  for
psychiatric  nurses  in
the United States is the
P s y c h i a t r i c - M e n t a l
H e a l t h  N u r s i n g
Certification  (PMH-BC),
offered  by  the
Amer i can  Nu rses
Credentialing  Center
(ANCC). To be eligible,
you typically need:
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An active RN
license
Two years of full-
time practice as
an RN
A minimum of
2,000 hours of
clinical practice
in psychiatric-
mental health
nursing
30 hours of
continuing
education in
psychiatric-
mental health
nursing

Once  you  meet  these
requirements and pass
the  certification  exam,
y o u  c a n  u s e  t h e
credential  PMH-BC.
This  certification  is  a
powerful  validation  of
y o u r  s k i l l s  a n d
knowledge  in  the  field
o f  m e n t a l  h e a l t h
nursing.

STEP 5: CONSIDER

ADVANCED
PRACTICE
(OPTIONAL)

For those who want to
take their career even
f u r t h e r ,  h o w  t o
become  a  mental
health nurse can also
inc lude  pu rsu ing
advanced  practice
roles.  Psychiatr ic-
Mental  Health  Nurse
Practitioners  (PMHNP)
are  advanced practice
registered  nurses
( A P R N s )  w h o  c a n
d i a g n o s e  m e n t a l
illnesses,  prescribe
medicat ions ,  and
provide  therapy.  This
requires a master's or
doctoral  degree  in
nursing,  as  well  as
additional  national
certification.
PMHNPs play a critical
role  in  addressing the
shortage  of  mental
health providers.  They
often work with greater
autonomy  and  earn
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higher  salaries.  If  you
a r e  d r a w n  t o
l e a d e r s h i p ,
independent  practice,
and  deeper  clinical
responsibility,  this
pathway within how to
become  a  mental
health nurse may be
ideal for you.

ESSENTIAL SKILLS
AND QUALITIES
FOR SUCCESS

K n o w i n g  t h e
procedural  steps  of
how  to  become  a
mental health nurse
i s  o n l y  h a l f  t h e
equation.  Personal
attributes  are  equally
important.  The  most
effective mental  health
nurses  share  certain
core  qualities.

Empathy

and
Compassi
on
You  must  be  able  to
connect  with  patients
w h o  a r e  o f t e n  i n
profound  distress.
Genuine  empathy
helps build trust, which
is  the  cornerstone  of
t h e r a p e u t i c
relationships.

Emotional
Resilienc
e
Mental  health  nursing
can  be  emotionally
t a x i n g .  Y o u  w i l l
encounter patients who
a r e  s u i c i d a l ,
aggressive,  or  deeply
traumatized.  Being
able  to  manage  your



10

10 How To Become A Mental Health
Nurse

2023-04-26

o w n  e m o t i o n a l
responses and practice
self-care  is  essential
for  longevity  in  this
field.

Excellent
Communi
cation
Active  listening,  clear
verbal  communication,
and  non-judgmental
language are vital. You
must be able to speak
with patients, families,
and  multidisciplinary
teams  effectively.

Critical
Thinking
Psychiatric  conditions
o f t e n  p r e s e n t  i n
c o m p l e x  a n d
overlapping  ways.
Strong critical thinking
ski l ls  a l low  you  to

assess rapidly, identify
risks, and make sound
clinical decisions.

Patience
Progress  in  mental
health can be slow and
nonlinear.  Patience  is
required  to  support
pa t i en t s  th rough
setbacks and relapses.

CAREER
OPPORTUNITIES
AND WORK
SETTINGS

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
appealing  aspects  of
how  to  become  a
mental health nurse
is the diversity of work
environments available
to you. Your skills will
be  needed  in  many
different contexts.

Inpatient
Psychiatric
Units: These are
hospital-based
units where
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patients receive
acute care during
a mental health
crisis.
Community
Mental Health
Centers: Nurses
in these settings
provide ongoing
care, case
management,
and outreach to
patients in the
community.
Forensic
Psychiatry: This
involves working
with patients in
correctional
facilities or
secure units who
have mental
health issues and
are involved with
the legal system.
Child and
Adolescent
Psychiatry:
Specializing in
the mental
health of
younger

populations
requires
additional
training in
developmental
psychology and
family dynamics.
Substance Use
Disorder
Treatment:
Nurses in this
field help
patients through
detoxification,
rehabilitation,
and relapse
prevention.
Telepsychiatry:
With the rise of
telehealth,
mental health
nurses can now
provide virtual
care, which
expands access
for patients in
rural areas.

CHALLENGES AND
REWARDS OF
MENTAL HEALTH
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NURSING

A  realistic  guide  on
how  to  become  a
mental health nurse
would  be  incomplete
without acknowledging
both  the  difficulties
and  the  p ro found
rewards of this career.

Common
Challenge
s

Stigma: Mental
health nursing is
sometimes
undervalued
compared to
other nursing
specialties. You
may face
misconceptions
from peers or
even family
members.
Safety
Concerns:

Working with
patients who
may be agitated
or aggressive
requires constant
vigilance and
training in de-
escalation
techniques.
Emotional
Fatigue:
Bearing witness
to suffering,
trauma, and
suicide can lead
to compassion
fatigue or
burnout if self-
care is
neglected.
Systemic
Barriers: You
may encounter
limited
resources, high
caseloads, and
fragmented
healthcare
systems that
make it difficult
to provide
optimal care.
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Profound
Rewards

Meaningful
Impact: You
have the
privilege of being
present during
someone's
darkest moments
and helping them
find hope and
recovery.
Relationship
Building: Unlike
some nursing
fields where
patient
interactions are
brief, mental
health nursing
allows you to
build deep,
trusting
relationships
over time.
Advocacy: You
become a
powerful
advocate for a

population that is
often
marginalized and
misunderstood.
Intellectual
Stimulation:
The complexity
of mental health
conditions
provides
continuous
learning
opportunities.
High Demand:
Job security is
strong, and
opportunities for
advancement are
plentiful.

SALARY AND JOB
OUTLOOK

If  you are researching
how  to  become  a
mental health nurse,
you likely want to know
about  compensation
a n d  d e m a n d .
According  to  the  U.S.
B u r e a u  o f  L a b o r
Statistics,  the  median
a n n u a l  w a g e  f o r
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registered  nurses,
including  psychiatric

n u r s e s ,  w a s
approximately $81,000


