










Mental health issues  We reserve the 
use of this term to refer to ‘issues’ in 
the sense of questions to be resolved 
through policy-making or practice that 
pertain to both ‘mental health and well-
being’ and ‘mental health problems and 
illnesses’.

—

Mental health promotion and mental 

illness prevention  Mental health 
promotion aims to foster mental health 
in a positive sense for all people in 
Canada, regardless of whether they are 
living with a mental health problem 
or illness, while prevention focuses on 
measures taken to prevent mental health 
problems and illnesses, to the greatest 
extent possible.  Efforts to promote 
mental health and well-being can overlap 
with those directed at preventing mental 
health problems and illnesses. This 
document does not seek to draw a firm 
dividing line between the two.

Promotion and prevention efforts can 
both be directed at:

u  the population as a whole, to prevent 
the development of mental health 
problems and illnesses; 

u  people and communities at risk, 
to focus resources on vulnerable 
populations;

u  those with emerging problems, 
to increase opportunities for early 
intervention,  prevent the progression 
of a mental health problem or illness, 
and improve recovery;

u  people living with mental health 
problems and illnesses, to contribute 
to their ability to achieve their full 
potential.

People living with mental health 

problems and illnesses  There is no 
one term that is universally accepted to 
refer to people with a lived experience 
of mental health problems and illnesses. 
In light of the lack of consensus around 
terms such as ‘patient,’ ‘consumer,’ 
‘psychiatric survivor,’ ‘client,’ and so 
forth, this document adopts the plain 
language approach taken by the Senate 
Committee in Out of the Shadows at 
Last which emphasizes that people 
do in fact ‘live with’ mental health 
problems and illnesses and can, with 
appropriate support, enjoy good mental 
health and live meaningful lives in their 
communities.

—
Policies, programs, treatments, 

services and supports  To be truly 
comprehensive, the mental health 
system must encompass policies, 
programs, treatments, services and 
supports.   These span multiple 
sectors – mental health, health, justice, 
education, the workplace, etc.  – as 
well as both the ‘formal’ care-giving 
system and the ‘informal’ care provided 
by people who are not paid for their 
services. Policies refer to principles, 
actions, measures or legislation adopted 
by governments, organizations, 
institutions or communities to address 
mental health issues.  Programs refer 
broadly to activities in the mental 
health sector, including those directed 
at mental health promotion and mental 
illness prevention.  Treatments, services 
and supports refer to the broad range 
of activities designed to address the 
symptoms of mental health problems 
and illnesses and to foster recovery and 

well-being. This document does not 
attempt to draw a sharp distinction 
between the terms ‘treatments’, 
‘services’ and ‘supports’. 

—

Protective factors  Protective 
factors are those that help to reduce 
the probability of developing mental 
health problems and illnesses, aid in 
maintaining good mental health and 
assist in developing resilience in the face 
of adversity. They include having a sense 
of belonging, good relationships,  and 
problem solving skills, and feeling in 
control of one’s life; as well as structural 
factors in society that reduce adversity 
and promote a sense of security, such as 
safe housing and stable income.

—

Recovery  Recovery is understood as 
a process in which people living with 
mental health problems and illnesses 
are empowered and supported to be 
actively engaged in their own journey 
of well-being.  The recovery process 
builds on individual, family, cultural 
and community strengths and enables 
people to enjoy a meaningful life in their 
community while striving to achieve 
their full potential.  

Fostering recovery for people living 
with mental health problems and 
illnesses is central to the approach taken 
in this document. Recovery does not 
necessarily mean ‘cure,’ although it does 
acknowledge that ‘cure’ is possible for 
many people. Recovery principles – 
including hope, empowerment, self-
determination and responsibility – are 
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relevant to everyone experiencing 
mental health problems or illnesses, but 
must also be adapted to the realities of 
the different stages of life. 

—

Risk factors  Risk factors are those 
that increase the likelihood that people 
will develop mental health problems or 
illnesses. They can also worsen existing 
conditions, and contribute to poor 
mental health by interfering with a 
person’s ability to handle the everyday 
stresses of life. They can include genetic 
predisposition, economic, social and 
psychological factors, childhood trauma 
and its impact on brain development, 
isolation, incarceration, personal or 
family drug or alcohol abuse, family 
conflict, and the experience of 
discrimination.

—

Social determinants of health  It is 
widely accepted that health, including 
mental health, is determined by 
much more than biological or genetic 
endowment. Social, economic, 
environmental and cultural factors – 
such as income, place within a social 
hierarchy, level of education, access 
to adequate housing, experience of 
inequality – are major contributors to 
health outcomes. The impact of many 
of these factors is often only identifiable 
when outcomes are examined across 
large segments of the population and 
these factors are often best addressed at 
a societal, rather than individual level.  

Stigma and discrimination  Stigma 
refers to beliefs and attitudes about 
mental health and mental illness that 
lead to the negative stereotyping of 
people and to prejudice against them 
and their families. These are often based 
on ignorance, misunderstanding and 
misinformation. Discrimination refers 
to the various ways in which people, 
organizations and institutions unfairly 
treat people living with mental health 
problems or illnesses, often based on 
an acceptance of these stereotypical 
and prejudicial beliefs and attitudes. 
This document sees stigma and 
discrimination as two sides of the same 
coin. Both must be addressed. 

—
Transformed mental health system

This document uses the term 
‘transformed mental health system’ 
to indicate the extensive scale of the 
changes that will be required to have a 
genuine ‘system’ that can address the 
full range of mental health needs of all 
people living in Canada.  A transformed 
mental health system will be integrated 
with the rest of the health care system, 
with community-based care, housing, 
and employment support, and will 
maintain strong links to other sectors 
such as justice, education, and the 
workplace.  A transformed system will 
replace the fragmented patchwork that 
is all too often the norm today with a 
system that is organized to achieve all 
the goals outlined in this framework. 

112  A Framework For A Mental Health Strategy For Canada



“Imagine walking into a room…it’s bright and cheerful. There is 

someone there to greet you. The chairs are comfortable. There are 

plants and flowers all around, and posters on the walls say DREAM, 

IMAGINE, and HOPE. You are offered something to drink. You don’t 

sense that they are afraid of you. Within a short period of time, you are 

talking about your needs. Do you need to be admitted to a hospital, 

you wonder? Is that [the only] option? Can a support worker stay with 

you tonight at your home? What about someone who can bring you to 

a friend’s house? Do you know what you need? You may be afraid that 

someone is going to see you in this place. You have a job and you don’t 

want anyone to know that you have “problems.” You get help quickly 

and you are offered a private room discreetly. By the time you leave, 

you have a plan. It may be simple but you have one. You feel more in 

control. You know you can come back here at anytime, day or night. 

A counsellor can see you within the next 72 hours. Resources in the 

community are explained to you. You feel respected, understood, and 

that you are not the problem, but that you have one, and that your 

problems can be solved and that there are people to help you solve it. 

This is the mental health system we dream of. Places people can go. 

To feel safe. To feel comfortable. To talk. What kind of mental health 

system do you want? Now is a time to dream and to imagine.”                                                                 

— P U B L I C  ONL   I NE   PART   I C I PANT  ,  A B R I D G E D

Imagine



This document presents seven goals that are designed to capture, 
in general terms, the elements that need to be addressed if we are to 
succeed in building a genuine mental health system in Canada. These 
goals reflect extensive input from people living in Canada from coast 
to coast to coast, gathered through regional dialogues and an online 
consultation process held early in 2009.

We have called it a framework because, as with the framework for a 
house under construction, the goals contained in this document define 
the basic shape of what a transformed mental health system will look 
like – one that can operate as a genuine system.

The goals provide the structure for developing a more detailed mental 
health strategy that will address the many specific issues that confront 
different constituencies and various segments of the population. At the 
same time, these goals lay out the key assumptions, concepts, and values 
that inform our vision of a transformed system.

Each of the seven goals in this framework examines one dimension of a 
transformed mental health system, yet is also closely tied to all the other 
goals. Together, this set of interconnected goals defines what it will take 
to have a system that is oriented toward both enabling the recovery of 
people living with mental health problems and illnesses and fostering 
the mental health and well-being of everyone living in Canada.

It is only by making progress toward the seven goals that are outlined 
in this framework, that a genuine mental health system can be created 
– a system that will support all people living in Canada as they journey 
toward recovery and well-being.
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