
CYMH Symposium-Introduction to 
Mental Health Literacy

Andrew Baxter MSW RSW
Presented on November 17, 2023



What is mental 
health literacy?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We keep throwing out this term…. Presenters can ask the audience ‘When you hear the term Mental Health Literacy, what comes to mind?’  (clearer definition  is on the next slide).  Invite participation in the chat box etc. 




Semantic confusion

mental health illness

mental happiness and well-being

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
All the words on this slide have been pulled out of academic literature and government documents to describe mental disorders. This slide demonstrates how much confusion there is around the topic of mental health and mental disorders, not only in the general public but also amongst professionals in the field. .  
By calling mental illness or disorder anything else – we perpetuate stigma!  

E.g. of ‘mental health ‘issue’’ ….This term is very unclear.  It muddies the water when everything can be referred to as a mental health issue.   (e.g. a child having a tantrum at a store for not getting a candy may be having a ‘mental health issue’ but so is a person with Schizophrenia having a psychotic break…When we call both of these states a ‘mental health issue’, it obfuscates the meaning.   











The Confusion



The Confusion

Symptoms Of Time 
Anxiety:
You worry about lateness
You feel a need to rush
You feel uneasy when you 
don’t get around to 
everything
You feel you have missed out 
on certain opportunities

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
AB: This is an example of a very high end ‘treatment program’ for ‘Emotional Dysregulation’(whatever that is?!)  I think I may have that and want to go!  Sign me up!



TikTok and Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder: A Cross-Sectional Study of 
Social Media Content Quality
Anthony Yeung, MD, FRCPC https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2029-4515 anthony.yeung@ubc.ca, Enoch Ng, MD, PhD https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4505-
8391, and Elia Abi-Jaoude, MD, PhD, FRCPCView all authors and affiliations
Volume 67, Issue 12

100 of the Top TikTok Videos on ADHD

● 52% - were classified as misleading
● 27% -personal experience
● 21% as useful

Videos on the platform were highly understandable by viewers but had low 
actionability. Non-healthcare providers uploaded the majority of misleading 
videos. Healthcare providers uploaded higher quality and more useful videos, 
compared to non-healthcare providers.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/07067437221082854#con1
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2029-4515
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/07067437221082854#con2
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4505-8391
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4505-8391
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/07067437221082854#con3
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/07067437221082854#tab-contributors
https://journals.sagepub.com/toc/cpab/67/12


Full survey results available here: https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/surviving-or-thriving-state-uk-mental-health.pdf

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This survey shows the dangers of using self-reports.  It was conducted in the UK but there are many similar surveys conducted this way in Canada.  It highlights the need for better mental health literacy because respondents have a tendency to overpathologize their reported mental health.

https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/surviving-or-thriving-state-uk-mental-health.pdf


Mental Distress

Mental Health Problem

No Distress, Problem or Disorder

Mental 
Disorder/Illness

Mental 
States

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
(In online delivery, it is good to cue your audience to the most important slides in case they are multitasking.  Give them a ‘heads up’ for this one ☺).
This pyramid shows the various mental states where we exist.  It is bigger at the bottom than the top, to demonstrate that more of us are in the bottom state than the top more of the time.
Let’s review each term.
At the bottom of the pyramid we have a state where we are doing just fine.  No particular distress, problem  or disorder worth mentioning.
Next is Mental Distress.  (You can ask your audience if they ever experience mental distress- via poll question or just throw it out there if you like)
Mental distress is everywhere and unavoidable. Another word for this state is STRESS!  It is an inevitable part of life and can spur on developing life skills and build resiliency!!  (You may be asked about toxic stress from prolonged abuse and neglect, and you can clarify that here we are talking about the usual kind of everyday stressors experienced).  
  Example to share:
e.g.. “I lost wifi connection in the middle of delivering a presentation.  This led to me experience mental distress.” (Feel free to give your own recent example of experiencing stress to connect to the audience – e.g. choose something relatable, and better yet humorous!)   
Point out: Mental distress is a signal from our brain that we need to adapt to our environment, that there is a problem that we have to solve. When we solve the problem the distress goes away, and we are left with a new skill that we can use to help us solve future problems. Mental distress is necessary for growth and development. We ALL have the ability to mitigate stress and this is how we learn to problem solve and develop coping skills to manage in adulthood!
Next term is a Mental health problem – Also may arise in response to an environmental stressor, but one of significantly greater magnitude, such as loss of a loved one, loss of a job, immigration, or ….a world- wide pandemic!!  When faced with such a large stressor our capacity to mitigate it may be overwhelmed for a time. This doesn’t mean there is an illness. On the contrary, what we are experiencing is an expected response to a significant stressor. Mental problems are an indicator that we are having difficulties adapting to the environment and may need external help (e.g. counselling, additional family and/or community support).
 
A good example of a mental health problem is grief:  which is a normal response to a significant life stressor.  Other examples are adjusting to life in a new country without adequate supports, or the loss of a job, divorce etc. 
Note that experiencing the COVID pandemic MAY or MAY not be a mental problem for someone.  For one person, it may be a very manageable stressor, perhaps leading to some mental distress, and for someone else, not really an issue at all!

At the top of the pyramid is a Mental Illness or Disorder: This is caused by a perturbation in usual brain function. (aka a disruption or hiccup in brain function.)   It can sometimes occur regardless of environmental factors.  Most often it is the result of a complex interaction between the environment and genetics/epigenetic factors. Worldwide, 15-20 % of the population will have a mental illness. Youth with mental disorders/illnesses need rapid access to trained professionals for proper diagnosis and proven effective treatments.

Remember that you can exist in all of these states at the same time.  (Provide an example here).  For example, a grade 12 student who has ADHD may be experiencing a mental problem – break up with his girlfriend that he has had since grade 10, and may be stressed about his upcoming physics final, (mental distress) and at other times he is enjoying a video game with his friends, and feeling no distress.  )
It is not a continuum and you don’t have to work your way up in order. We all experience mental distress but not all of us end up developing a mental disorder.

Note that Mental Health is present in all states!  Mental health is not about being happy all the time.	The WHO defines Mental Health as “a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her community.”
* Note: Someone with a well treated mental disorder may have better mental health than someone who doesn’t have a mental disorder! 




Reduce StigmaUnderstand Disorders Know How to Get HelpObtain/Maintain Positive MH

Mental Health Literacy

Promotion Prevention

Treatment/Care

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Literacy is the foundation.  A mental health literacy approach is evidence based and all other promotion, prevention and intervention rest atop solid mental health literacy.  If the base is not stable the other blocks fall.  Just like health literacy, the more people know about their condition, the better they are able to make informed choices. 
You may wish to link to the PowToon   ‘Mental Health Literacy explained’
https://youtu.be/l7N14HeNro8






Pathway Through Care Model 

Awareness Mental Health 
Literacy

Identification
Access
Triage 

Support

Care

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The pathway through care starts with awareness but that is not sufficient alone.  Literacy is beyond being aware; it is being able to make more informed choices and actions.  Then individuals must navigate supports and have informed conversations with care providers.  Remember that students return to school or are in school while receiving care (which is why this is called the Pathway THROUGH care, not pathway TO Care ).  A mental health literacy goes beyond identifying students for further assessment and helps educators feel more confident in the types of support they can offer students.   

Baxter, A., Kutcher, S., Wei, Y. Cawthorpe, D. (In review)  School-based mental health literacy training shifts the quantity and quality of referrals to tertiary services: A Western Canada regional study,  In Review




Shared Mental Health 
Literacy With Youth

Developing 
Shared 
Literacy

Family School 
Liaisons

Support Staff

Psychologists

System 
Leadership

Teachers

Occupational 
Therapists

Speech 
Language 

Pathologists

Educational 
Assistants

Youth Workers

Social Workers

Police

Parents

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There is such benefit to broadening the reach of mental health literacy! This helps in firming up the net around our children and youth, and yes, even ourselves.  When we share common language between these groups our ability to care for youth improves.  Visualize a youth you care about in that center circle.  When we are ‘singing from the same song sheet’ in supporting someone, we can work more effectively together.  Hence the work of mental health literacy is ambitious and ever expanding!  



How do we build, 
implement & 
sustain MHL 
approaches?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We keep throwing out this term…. Presenters can ask the audience ‘When you hear the term Mental Health Literacy, what comes to mind?’  (clearer definition  is on the next slide).  Invite participation in the chat box etc. 




MHL Resources

Grade K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Post Secondary

Approximate 
Age

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17/18 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Core Trainers Sports/Community Primary Care Network MHL Educational Leadership Pre-Service Teachers

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Based on the mental health literacy concepts, we have created a series of mental health literacy interventions for students from elementary to post-secondary institutions: Mental Health & High School Curriculum Guide (Grades 7-12); Elementary Mental Health Literacy Resource (Grades 4-6); Know Before You Go (Grades 12); and Transitions (College students). To support student mental health, a number stakeholder mental health literacy interventions have also been created. 



Building & Delivering MHL Resources

● We rely on the skills of educators to convey 
MHL messages adapted to their unique 
environments and the populations they serve

● Flexibility in all resource 
● It is an approach and not a program
● Test for impacts and results



Effective 
Implementation

Ineffective 
Implementation

Effective 
Intervention Youth Benefits Poor Outcomes

Ineffective 
Intervention 

highly variable often 
ineffective/potentially harmful 

highly variable often 
ineffective/potentially harmful 

Owens, J. S., Lyon, A. R., Brandt, N. E., Warner, C. M., Nadeem, E., Spiel, C., & Wagner, M. (2014). Implementation science in 
school mental health: Key constructs in a developing research agenda. School mental health, 6(2), 99-111. 



Mental Health Literacy – Creating Knowledge

Owen

Hazel
Alex

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Two new mental health literacy interventions are being created to address mental health literacy among elementary students and Indigenous youth. 



Elementary Mental Health Literacy 
Resource  Development

Funding Delphi Study with 
experts

Creation of Steering 
Committee (Health & 

Education)

Formation of 
Writing Team Formation of 

Creative Team

Field Testing Pilot Research StudyLiterature 
Review

More feedback from 
Teachers, Parents, 
Youth Integration

Proposed RCT 

Jared
Feedback from 

Teachers, Parents, 
Youth Integration



EMHLR Alberta Pilot Study

● Over 13 School Districts participating a mix of 
rural, urban, public, catholic

● Over 3,800 students received the 
intervention

● Students evaluated for Knowledge, Attitudes, 
Well being, Stress, Help Seeking Intentions

● Currently in the data analysis phase
● Focus groups were conducted for youth 

feedback
● Educator feedback sought through survey



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Two new mental health literacy interventions are being created to address mental health literacy among elementary students and Indigenous youth. 



Mental Health Literacy Launches

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Mental health literacy approach is universal, and can be easily adaptable. It has reached to more than 20 countries.



Questions?

mhliterate@gmail.com
andrew.baxter@ahs.ca 

@mh_literacy mhliteracy

@MHLiteracy MHLiteracy

mentalhealthliteracy.org

mailto:mhliterate@gmail.com
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