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Introduction 
 

Taking Culture Seriously in Community Mental Health 
 
In just one generation, the cultural face of Canadian society has changed dramatically. 
Commuƴƛǘȅ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ 
to this new diversity. Many cultural groups lack access to effective mental health services, 
even though community-based supports have the potential to improve their mental health. 
 
Taking Culture Seriously in Community Mental Health (www.takingcultureseriouslycura.ca) 
was a five year research program lead by the Centre for Community Based Research (see 
Appendix A: About Us). It explored how best to provide community-based mental health 
supports that are effective within multicultural Canada. The program brought together a 
variety of university and community partners in Toronto and Waterloo Region. It was 
funded by Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) as part of its 
Community University Research Alliance (CURA) program, and by the Ontario Trillium 
Foundation. 
 
Research, training and knowledge mobilization are the core components of Taking Culture 
Seriously in Community Mental Health. The research explored, developed and evaluated 
how best to provide effective community-based mental health services and supports for 
people from culturally diverse backgrounds. Research findings are being used to inform 
professional education curricula, such as academic programs for social service workers, 
social workers, community psychologists, nurses, psychiatrists, and other mental health 
practitioners. Knowledge mobilization initiatives include innovative strategies that speak to 
academics, mental health practitioners, public policy-makers and people who belong to 
diverse cultural-linguistic communities. 
 

Leaders Mobilizing Change 
 
Founded on Taking Culture Seriously In Community Mental Health research findings, 
Leaders Mobilizing Change is meant to provoke discussions among senior management and 
decision makers in mental health and settlement organizations and in cultural linguistic 
communities about culturally effective mental health practice. The workshop uses theatre 
presentation to INSPIRE participants to look at the mental health system through the eyes 
of marginalized cultural communities. It also aims to EDUCATE participants on how the 
mental health system and cultural communities can come together to strengthen mental 
health services and to EQUIP participants with take-home tools for improving practice. The 
workshop aims to be one step in the process of effecting systems and organizational 
change, and eliminating barriers in the community mental health service system across 
Ontario. 

http://www.takingcultureseriouslycura.ca/


 

Centre for Community Based Research | w ww.communitybasedresearch.ca 

 

4 Leaders Mobilizing Change 

About This Workbook 
 
This workbook is the companion to the Leaders Mobilizing Change workshop. It is designed 
to support systems and organizational change ς ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ 
and commitment to making mental health services more culturally responsive. The 
workbook includes space for taking notes and jotting down ideas. It also includes reflection 
and vision exercises to complete during the workshop AND to take back to your 
organization or community. We hope that you, as a Leader Mobilizing Change, will use the 
ideas and opportunities from this workshop to engage others in the process of systems 
change. We have provided some background information as well as templates for strategic 
planning and evaluation. 
 
Throughout this process, there are some critical questions to keep in mind: 
 
Á Where is your organization or community at now?  

 
Á Where does your organization or community need to get to?  

 
Á What is going to get you there? 

 
Á And importantly, who are the key partners across stakeholder groups that will help 

you get there? 
 
 
A few definitions...  

By marginalized cultural-linguistic community we mean a cultural, religious or linguistic 
community that do not have adequate access to, or support from, formal and/or informal 
mental health services in Ontario. 

By culturally responsive we mean being aware of, and capable of functioning in the context 
of, cultural difference. Cultural responsiveness includes building capacities and skills to 
communicate effectively with persons from any culture in a way that recognizes their 
strengths and respects their competencies. It also includes being attuned to inequities in 
status, access to resources and social and political power. 
 
By reciprocal collaboration we mean the process through which diverse stakeholders (i.e., 
cultural-linguistic communities, service providers and policy-makers) achieve a common 
vision by working together such that the responsibilities and benefits are mutually shared 
by all.  Core values of reciprocal collaboration are equity and inclusion, self-determination, 
synergy and commitment. 
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Consider 
 

! /ŀǎŜ {ǘǳŘȅΥ aŀǊȅΩǎ {ǘƻǊȅ 
 
Background 
Mary is a middle-aged Mandarin-speaking woman who twice immigrated to Canada. Mary first 
came to Canada in 1992 with her husband and two small children. Two years later they were back in 
her home country. It was during this return that MaryΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΦ  She learned that 
her husband had a mistress and wanted a separation.  aŀǊȅΩǎ husband brought her and their 
children back to Canada in 1998. After helping them settle, he returned to his home country. Being 
ƛƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ Mary was not open about her 
experiences or feelings and instead internalized her pain.   
 
Problems Surface 
Mary tried to conceal her emotions, but on one occasion she lost control of her feelings. It 
happened while visiting with a married couple who were her friends. Mary did not cry in front of 
them but they saw enough of MaryΩǎ Ǉŀƛƴ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ŏƻƴcerns.  That night Mary cried herself to 
sleep. In the days that followed Mary describes herself as having a muddled mind, even forgetting 
her birthday. Her friends at church began to talk among themselves (but not directly to Mary) about 
her strangeness. She sometimes began to reveal her story to them but would abruptly stop. A 
mental health counsellor even offered Mary her business card. But Mary failed to realize her mental 
health problem. Besides, she had heard that counselling was much too expensive to consider. 
 
The Situation Worsens 
Mary describes how determined she was to keep going; how she continued to go to work and take 
care of her children. To ease the pain, Mary allowed another man to enter her life. Mary had two 
children with this man. He required Mary to stay home to look after the new children. Upon hearing 
about the first child, MaryΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘŜŘ ŀ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜΦ IŜ ǘƻƻƪ ōŀŎƪ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ Mary.  
Mary also transferred all her property rights and financial savings to her first husband. Severed from 
her first family and controlled by her new partner, Mary was in despair. 
 
Barriers to Seeking Help 
MaryΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ŀǎ Mary struggled to trust others about revealing her 
pain. This lack of trust was compounded by the stigma and shame associated with mental illness. 
MaryΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ that seeking help from mental health professionals is considered only for 
ǘƘŜ άǇǎȅŎƘƻǘƛŎέΦ Mary spoke of her financial limitations in paying for services, even the 
transportation to get to them. She also acknowledged that her English skills made it difficult for her 
to speak about the issues deep within her heart.  Later, Mary explained that she ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 
knowledgeable about Canada and had no idea where to seek mental health services. Besides she 
said άI dared not use it even if I knew where it wasέ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ άƴƻ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜΦέ  
 
* Case Study from Taking Culture Seriously in Community Mental Health             

www.takingcultureseriouslycura.ca 

http://www.takingcultureseriouslycura.ca/
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Federal & Provincial Context 
 

Cultural diversity brings new realities for the mental health system, 
and requires a rethink of both Culture and Power. 
 

Á Why Think About Culture?  
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Á Why Think About Power? 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Consider 
 

! ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŜǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
health system. 
 

Á WHY? 
 

Policy/System Challenges 
 
άL ŀƳ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ōǳǊŘŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 
and a whole lot of other systems rather than seeing them as bringing so much with them 
ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŀ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅέ CURA Focus Group Participant 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Service Provider Challenges 
 
άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎ ŀǎ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ .ǳǘ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ 
reach is the agencies, not the communities - the reason is all programs or services are 
ƎŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ CURA Focus Group Participant 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Community Challenges 
 
ά²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ 
the level of stigma and shame and discomfort within a lot of ethno-racial communities ... 
The first thing we need to do is recognize that this is a legitimate issue and getting that to 
ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜέ CURA Key Informant Interview 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
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The Other End of the Line 
 

Theatre Performance 
 
The Other End of the Line theatre performance was 
commissioned by the CURA: Taking Culture Seriously in 
Community Mental Health and creatively presents research 
findings.  Written and performed by MT Space, it 
demonstrates the barriers that immigrants and people of 
cultural minorities face in the Canadian Mental Health 
System. 
 

 
The Multicultural Theatre Space (The MT Space) was founded in 2004 by Artistic Director 
Majdi Bou-Matar. In less than five years the company has toured to Hamilton, London, 
Toronto, Ottawa and Montreal and garnered several awards and rave reviews. The MT 
Space also offers educational programs, professional development workshops, and provides 
mentoring and assistance to local artists. In 2009 The MT Space successfully launched the 
International Multicultural Platform for Alternative Contemporary Theatre (IMPACT 09). For 
10 days, over 100 artists, 90 volunteers and 3300 visitors from across Canada and abroad 
attended IMPACT 09 in an environment of collaboration and cultural exchange. 
http://www.mtspace.ca   
 
 
To watch a clip of The Other End of the Line, go to: 
http://www.takingcultureseriouslycura.ca/mt-space 
 

Á In the theatre performance, what do you see as the main challenges 
for members of cultural-linguistic communities as they interact with 
the community mental health system? 

 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________ 

 
________________________________________________________________ 

http://www.mtspace.ca/
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Localizing the Context for Your Region 
 
Naming the Challenges & Barriers 
 

How you define problems determines action. 
Problems should be written in ways that are solvable. 
Problems should be written in ways that show how real people are affected. 
 
 

Á What are the key challenges to culturally responsive mental health 
services in your region? 

 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Á What are the barriers to overcoming these challenges? 

 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 



 

Centre for Community Based Research | w ww.communitybasedresearch.ca 

 

10 Leaders Mobilizing Change 

Localizing the Context for Your Region 
 
Naming the Stakeholders and Their Relationships 

 
Develop a picture of the relationships between community mental health, settlement and 
cultural-linguistic communities in your region.  
 
List the key stakeholders in you region. 
 
Draw arrows between the stakeholders that you listed to demonstrate the current links you 
and/or your organization has with them. 
 
Identify the direction of these links ς are they unidirectional from one group out to 
another? Are there mutual inputs and influences?  
 
What are ways to support greater reciprocal linkages? 
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Localizing the Context for Your Organization  
 

For Service Providers and Policy Makers/Funders 
 
Please reflect on how your organization responds to cultural linguistic diversity in the 
following areas. Illustrate with examples. 
 
Á Needs Assessment: How and to what extent has your organization identified the 

needs of marginalized cultural linguistic communities in your region?   

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Á Human Resources: How and to what extent has your organization implemented 

strategies to ensure that the marginalized cultural linguistic communities in your 
region are represented and well-served?  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Á Linguistic Capacity: How and to what extend can your organization meet the 

linguistic needs of the demographic population in your region? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Á Governance: How and to what extent does your organization have policies and 

processes that represent and include the needs of marginalized cultural linguistic 
communities? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
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Localizing the Context for Your Community  
 

For Community Members 
 

Please reflect on your experience of how community members respond to mental health 
issues and interact with mental health services. Illustrate with examples. 
 
Á Stigma: How and to what extent does your community speak about mental health 

issues? 
What issues are the most stigmatized? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Á Informal Support: How and to what extend do members of your community support 

each other through their mental health issues? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Á Awareness of Services: How and to what extent does your community know about 

mental health services? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Á Access: How and to what extent does your community make use of informal and/or 

formal mental health services? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
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The Framework  
 

This diagram demonstrates how we envision the Taking Culture Seriously in Community 
Mental Health Framework. It includes three main components: values that guide concrete 
actions which in turn produces desired outcomes to reinforce the stated values.  (See 
Appendix B for detailed diagrams of each component of the Framework) 
  
Central to the framework is the active collaboration and involvement of mental health 
policy-makers and system planners, mental health organizations and practitioners, and 
cultural-linguistic communities. Through reciprocal collaboration, the values, actions and 
outcomes of the framework are achieved.   
 
 










































