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Introduction
Youth in Canada Service Corps (CSC) co-creation sessions have 
highlighted mental health support as a priority to enhance the 
success of service initiatives, particularly the importance of hav-
ing service opportunities that promote positive mental health and 
include prevention efforts to improve well-being. After months of 
ongoing discussion with coalition partners about how to tackle 
this issue, mindyourmind developed a needs assessment survey 
distributed in December 2019 to begin the planning process.

The purpose of this needs assessment is to determine the mental 
health needs and assets of project participants and frontline staff 
during their program involvement in order to guide the develop-
ment of a coalition-wide mental health support strategy. This 
report presents the results of the survey, outlining our identified 
needs, assets, and how we can collectively address these needs, 
particularly by offering recommendations on how to steer the co-
alition activities in an effective way to support mental health.
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Needs Assessment Survey
We at mindyourmind determined that it would be valuable to 
capture the perspectives of CSC partner organization staff and 
youth alumni who participated in programming, so we developed 
a needs assessment survey with questions for each group and 
asked the coalition partners to help disseminate it to staff and 
youth. In partnership with Chantiers jeunesse, the survey was 
translated into French to solicit the feedback of francophone 
respondents.

We closed the survey on January 21, 2020, after receiving a total 
of 61 responses. 47 were staff members of a coalition organiza-
tion, and 14 were youth alumni who had participated in the CSC 
programs. 50 people completed the survey in English and 11 
people completed the survey in French.

The quantitative data was analyzed and visualized by Justin Lui, 
mindyourmind Research & Evaluation Lead. We made transcripts 
of the qualitative responses and two staff members (Justin Lui 
and Kathryn Callahan) each conducted an independent thematic 
analysis and coding of the data, followed by group discussion and 
analysis with the larger mindyourmind CSC staff team.

77% of respondents were staff and  
23% were participants

82% completed the English survey and  
18% completed the French survey

Staff Participant

English French
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During their involvement in the program, participants have some-
times required support for their mental health. However, mental 
health issues are not always obvious or even present among a 
given cohort of youth, even if they are not uncommon across an 
organization’s overall programming (or in the general population). 
Statistics Canada has found that youth aged 15-24 are more likely 
to experience mental illness and/or substance use disorders than 
any other age group.¹

The most common mental health issues reported on the survey
 y Anxiety
 y Depression
 y Substance use/addiction
 y Suicidal ideation
 y Trauma/PTSD
 y Stress

 y ADHD
 y Disordered eating/poor body image
 y Grief

Unsurprisingly, anxiety and depression are the most common 
mental health issues reported on the survey. Mood and anxiety 
disorders are the most prevalent subgroup of mental disorders 
in Canada, affecting 6.7% of youth aged 15-19 and 9.9% of youth 
aged 20-29². The co-occurrence of depression and anxiety is a 
common pattern in other research - the 2012 Canadian Com-
munity Health Survey found that 52.6% of those with generalized 
anxiety disorder also met the criteria for depression¹. Furthermore, 
programs like these in the CSC can introduce participants to chal-
lenging new experiences and environments, which may bring out 
more stress and anxiety.

Similarly, youth aged 15-24 have been found to have higher rates 
of substance use disorders (11.9%) than any other age group¹, 
another common issue reported on the needs assessment survey.

Les personnes éloignées du marché du travail ou 
en situation de précarité semblent plus à risque 
mais nous avons eu des cas dans tous les groupes 
démographiques. 
 

People far from the labour market or in a precarious 
situation seem to be more at risk, but we have had cases 
in all demographic groups.

Many respondents rightly pointed out that mental illness is an issue 
that can affect people of all ages. However, the responses did also 
highlight certain groups that need more support: Indigenous youth, 
youth from low-income backgrounds, and LGBTQ2S+ youth.

“

Needs
How often have participants required support  

regarding mental health?
Staff responses           Participant responses

Never Seldom Sometimes Often
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Indigenous youth need to be better supported, listened to, and not 
tokenized - particularly those who are dealing with trauma back 
in their home communities. Participants with past trauma and 
fewer social supports are more vulnerable, which can be more 
pronounced in younger participants with less developed coping 
mechanisms. Different provinces, territories, communities, and 
individuals have varying needs, as noted by many of you working 
across Canada, so our mental health supports need to be tailored 
and responsive.

The [program] is deliberately designed to help young 
people challenge themselves. The group work...often 
is a team-working, collaborating eye-opener.

By design, the CSC youth engagement projects aim to introduce 
young people to new experiences where they can make connec-
tions with others and develop skills. Many are immersive experien-
ces that bring participants to project sites away from their homes; 
many more are designed to bring participants out of their comfort 
zones.

This is a double-edged sword. It is a strength of the programs, 
meant to stimulate connection, skill-building, and growth; how-
ever, many noted that the transition and change also created a 
great deal of stress and uncertainty. New experiences and work-
ing closely with new people were challenging. We don’t want to 
remove these aspects of the program, by any means, but we can 
build more flexibility into the program design and offer partici-
pants options for how much they want to participate when being 
pushed to step out of their comfort zones.

Respondents noted that downtime and evenings when there 
were no scheduled activities seemed to be a common time when 

participants either experienced more issues or chose to open up 
about them. These are times when they would have a chance to 
reflect, process the day’s events, and share their feelings.

Importantly, people also noted that it often wasn’t any activity in 
the CSC program per se that was challenging, but the commitment 
of being in a long, intensive program (fulfilling the 120 hours was a 
cited barrier) while juggling external stressors like school, exams, 
and trauma in their home communities.

Respondents rated the frontline staff very highly on their abilities 
to build trusted connections with participants - a sentiment that 
was echoed just as (if not more) emphatically by the participants 
themselves. However, they are less equipped to handle the mental 
health issues that arise at the periphery of their responsibilities. 
These are varied and individual challenges that can be tricky even 
for experienced mental health clinicians.

“
Frontline staff are excellent at building trusted connections  

with youth, but need more support to respond appropriately to 
mental health issues

Knowledge of 
mental health 

issues

Confidence in 
responding to 
participants 

experiencing a 
mental health 

crisis

Knowledge of 
appropriate 

mental health 
resources 
to which 

participant can 
be referred

Ability to 
build trusted 
connections 

with 
participants 

(staff ratings)

Ability to 
build trusted 
connections 

with 
participants 
(participant 

ratings)

Very low          Low          Medium          High          Very high
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Certains programmes sont conçus pour sortir de 
sa zone de confort avec une expérience de mobilité 
(hors de sa communauté). Quitter sa maison (souvent 
pour la première fois) génère des préoccupations qui 
parfois augmente le niveau de stress/anxiété. 
 

Some programs are designed to get out of your comfort 
zone (outside your community). Leaving home (often 
for the first time) generates concerns that sometimes 
increase the level of stress/anxiety.

Respondents rated the frontline staff’s knowledge of mental health 
issues somewhat positively (average rating of 3.6 on a scale from 
1 to 5), but were less positive about their confidence in respond-
ing to a mental health crisis (average 3.3), and even less positive 
about their knowledge of appropriate mental health resources for 
referral (average 3.1). Frontline staff at your organizations would 
benefit from more training and support to fill out their toolbox for 
responding to participants during mental health crises.

Summary of needs
 y The CSC youth demographic (aged 15-29) is more likely 

to experience mental health issues than other age groups, 
particularly anxiety, depression, and substance use disor-
ders.

 y Mental illness affects people of all ages; however, certain 
groups may require more support:

 � Indigenous youth;
 � Low-income youth;
 � LGBTQ2S+ youth;

 � Younger participants, as they may have less developed 
coping mechanisms.

 y The programs are designed to challenge participants to 
step out of their comfort zones, but the change and transi-
tions also create a great deal of stress and anxiety.

 y Downtime and evenings were a common time when partici-
pants either experienced more issues or chose to open up 
about them.

 y External stressors like school, exams, and trauma in their 
home communities were challenges, especially while ful-
filling an intensive CSC program at the same time.

 y Frontline staff want and need more training and support, 
especially on how to respond to participants’ mental health 
crises, and resources to which participants can be referred.

“
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Assets
As mentioned, the frontline staff are excellent at building trusted 
connections with the participants, fostering a program environ-
ment with appropriate support and structure. Please take some 
time to acknowledge your organization’s staff and volunteers who 
are doing this intangible work.

The participants also have a very strong sense of  
peer support and most of  them have built at least one 
deep connection to someone else in our cohort. They 
are wonderful at lifting each other up through social 
media; this includes offering support when someone 
posts about a difficulty, or celebrating one another’s 
successes.

Participants also have valuable connections with their friends 
and the relationships they build with peers in the programs. Many 
respondents highlighted this strong sense of community as an 
asset, as participants were encouraging and sympathetic to each 
others’ successes and challenges.

The trust built in the connections facilitated open communication. 
Respondents noted that participants were mostly open and willing 
to share their concerns and what they needed to feel comfortable. 
The youth had a strong understanding of themselves, and were 
good at indicating their needs and boundaries. They were gen-
erally adaptable, flexible, and willing to try new things; the act of 
signing up for a program like these in the CSC already indicated a 
willingness to try new things.

These positive connections that were fostered are also tremen-

dously important for reinforcing participants’ well-being on a daily 
basis, outside of crisis. Regular check-ins and empathetic listen-
ing were critical for supporting both participants and frontline 
staff, and should be done more. Providing flexibility and allowing 
participants to choose between options for engagement also 
helped make programming more accessible and less stressful. 
Several respondents admitted that they do not have any active 
practices towards promoting daily well-being; however, it is worth 
recognizing that many of the skills built through the programs are 
empowering and protective factors for mental health, such as: 
social skills, peer relations, attachment to the community, problem 
solving skills, cognitive and social development, and self-esteem³.

Many organizations already ask about mental health on the par-
ticipant application form, and many staff have received some form 
of mental health training, either on their own outside of the or-
ganization or provided in their current job. Mental Health First Aid 
and ASIST are the most common, though there are many others 
that may be more appropriate to the populations and situations 
most commonly encountered in your programs. The Boys and 
Girls Clubs of Canada in particular have a well-developed mental 
health curriculum and a diverse range of training materials that are 
offered to their staff.

Across the CSC, there is still a need for more deliberate policies 
and practices for staff training and mental health screening to bet-
ter support participant needs. The Recommendations section will 
outline some promising practices from across the CSC coalition 
organizations that can help you adapt your own program applica-
tion and training to be more inclusive, supportive, and effective.

“
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They are resilient. They keep coming back to 
[the program], they keep trying to improve and 
understand themselves and their situation, they 
keep reaching out to others. They recognize that our 
[program] is a place for support and they do their 
best to use that support. 

Summary of assets
 y Frontline staff are excellent at building trusted connections 

with participants.
 y Participants have a strong sense of community and con-

nection with each other.
 y Participants are generally open to communicating their 

concerns, needs, and boundaries, with a strong under-
standing of themselves.

 y Youth are resilient, adaptable, and willing to try new things.
 y Regular check-ins and empathetic listening are critical for 

supporting both participants and frontline staff.
 y The CSC programs inherently empower and reinforce some 

skills and protective factors for mental health, such as:
 � Cognitive and social development;
 � Peer relations;
 � Attachment to the community;
 � Problem solving skills;
 � Self-esteem.

 y Many staff have received some form of mental health 
training, though this still needs to be more widespread and 
coordinated.

“
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Current Practices Across the 
Coalition
As described in the previous section, regular check-ins are invalu-
able for supporting youth participants and frontline staff. Keep do-
ing this, while continuing to take a more active approach to asking 
about mental health - beyond just “we are here if you want to talk”. 
The check-ins are opportunities to remind participants and staff to 
prioritize their own self care needs and to explore alternative pro-
gramming options if they need other ways to engage comfortably. 
Many programs do make accommodations and provide choices 
for participants; continue to examine where you can build flexibil-
ity into your program activities, particularly in the specific aspects 
you identified to be more challenging and demanding.

Some respondents expressed concern at their organization’s lack 
of clear practices and procedures for handling a mental health 
crisis, but many others had an empathetic and responsive way 
they have handled crises in the past, even if they are not formal-
ized policies. Common first steps included private conversations 
and non-judgemental listening, followed by referring (or deferring) 
to an external crisis resource or support agency. Whether delib-
erate or not, these are key components of the Mental Health First 
Aid ALGEE framework for crisis response. Where staff could use 
more assistance is in further training to reinforce and ingrain these 
practices, and increased awareness and access to local resources 
to which they can readily refer participants.

Similarly, some staff expressed concern at the lack of formal 
procedures to support frontline staff who respond to participants’ 
mental health needs. A common method is via staff debrief and 
meetings, but it is not always consistent or sufficient. Regular 

check-ins would be helpful, along with training to enhance staff 
abilities and by providing caregiver resources, like Suicide is  
Different and The Columbia Protocol. 

One good suggestion that came up repeatedly was to work with 
the youth to develop a safety plan or crisis protocol that is based 
on their needs, culture, and taps in to their existing trusted rela-
tionships. This is an activity that can be part of your participant 
orientation, combined with a revised application form that can 
more effectively identify participants’ mental health needs.

Some needs are systemic issues that are beyond the scope of 
what we can address, such as the availability of mental health 
services in rural/remote communities, wait times and the access-
ibility of services in general, and negative life events outside of the 
program. However, as one respondent pointed out, despite broad-
er contextual forces and variable stressors and triggers beyond 
our control, the impacts can be dampened by a trauma-informed 
approach.

Any activity can trigger mental health struggles - 
being trauma informed helps mitigate issues.

This means that staff are trained to be compassionate, aware, 
and actively taking steps to minimize harm. They understand that 
youth come to the program with personal histories, and any un-
expected or withdrawn behaviours may be a reaction to stressors 
and past trauma. Instead of responding with judgement, staff are 
considerate of these hidden factors and take care to communi-
cate clearly, ask for permission, and present flexible options. The 
following section will provide some tips and examples for how to 
be more sensitive to trauma.

“

https://www.suicideisdifferent.org/
https://www.suicideisdifferent.org/
http://cssrs.columbia.edu/the-columbia-scale-c-ssrs/cssrs-for-communities-and-healthcare/#filter=.general-use.english
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Recommendations
Firstly, thank you; we deeply appreciate your feedback. Upon 
reading through all of the responses, it was clear that everyone is 
doing the best they can with what is available. In fact, it was easy 
to see that many are going above and beyond for the young people 
they work with and support. Many of you are doing all of the “right” 
things, and broader issues are preventing the frontline players 
from having what they truly need. Please know that we see and 
hear you. Continue to ask for and access training and professional 
development opportunities. When it comes to mental illness and 
mental health, it is important to take care of yourself first. Priori-
tizing your own mental health will allow you to better assess what 
you need.

We at mindyourmind have some ideas for resources that could 
be helpful for your programs. We would love your input into these 
ideas and how best they can be implemented. In the meantime, we 
have written three sets of recommendations - for frontline staff, 
management, and Employment and Social Development Canada 
- based on the findings of the needs assessment survey to guide 

you in steering your program activities towards more supportive 
and positive outcomes for your participants and staff.

Recommendations for frontline staff
General tips

 y You are great at building trusting relationships with your 
youth participants! Keep it up!

 y Crisis lines are not only for individuals in crisis. You can 
call a crisis line to get help about a situation you are 
currently dealing with or have previously dealt with. These 
resources exist for support, both for your participants and 
for yourself.

 � Crisis Services Canada has a list of local distress 
centres and crisis organizations for each province and 
territory across Canada.

 y Be aware of your own self care needs. Compassion fa-
tigue and burnout are very real, so talk to your supervisor if 
you’re feeling overwhelmed.

 y Here are some resources to support suicide/mental health 
caregivers:

 � Suicide is Different
 � The Columbia Protocol, for various community and 

healthcare settings

Before the program
 y Try to connect with the participants through Skype/Zoom/

phone, etc. This is an opportunity to discuss accommoda-
tions (mental health, physical health, spiritual needs, etc.).

 y If youth are connected with a counsellor at home, work 
with the youth to figure out how to continue while they’re 
away. Maybe they can call/Skype their counsellor, or their 

https://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/looking-for-local-resources-support/
https://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/looking-for-local-resources-support/
https://www.suicideisdifferent.org/
http://cssrs.columbia.edu/the-columbia-scale-c-ssrs/cssrs-for-communities-and-healthcare/#filter=.general-use.english
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counsellor can connect them with another one in the new 
project community.

 y Work with participants to build a safety plan, either on their 
phone or hard copy.

 y Our Be Safe app is a mobile app that includes a safety plan 
saved on a phone, and the website has PDF safety plan 
templates in English, French, and Arabic.

 y Create a welcome kit with self care items, e.g., a journal, 
coping tips, info about the community.

 y Example coping tips for mood and anxiety disorders are: 
exercise and physical activity, good sleep habits, educating 
oneself about the disorder, and reflection/meditation.4

 y Familiarize yourself with local resources.
 y Remind participants that the project can be challenging 

because they are getting out of their comfort zones, and 
encourage them to reach out for support if they need help.

 y Make sure the youth have a list of resources and phone/
computer access to contact them.

During the program
 y Continue to check in regularly with youth to see how they 

are doing.
 y Your check-ins and reminders may feel repetitive, but this 

is part of the process and allows the youth to digest what 
you are saying. Even if you feel like you are saying the 
same thing over and over again, you are planting seeds of 
reassurance and making a difference.

 y Be trauma-informed and cognizant that youth with trauma 
may react adversely to activities.

 � Be sensitive to these hidden factors and refrain from 
responding with judgement;

 � Minimize harm by clearly communicating activities and 
offering alternative options;

 � Try not to use physical contact (even a tap on the 
shoulder) without permission;

 � Present youth with choices: e.g., instead of saying 
“We’re going to do an activity now, so link arms with 
a partner”, ask “Are you okay to do this activity with a 
partner?”

 y Provide tangible assistance (e.g., phone/computer access, 
transportation) for youth to seek help and services.

After the program
 y Work with participants to set goals around what they want 

to do once the program is over, and explore ways to pursue 
these next steps in the final stages of their involvement.

 y Ensure there is closure for the youth in a manner that 
makes sense for your program. Acknowledge the project 
conclusion, and how they can remain connected if they 
wish. Regardless of the length of involvement, youth can 
hold a strong attachment to the work they did and people 
they worked with. They became involved because they are 
passionate about the project, so it may be difficult for them 
to see it end.

 y Debrief with the participants and evaluate to identify what 
helped and what got in the way.

Recommendations for management
 y Staff have identified that increased training opportunities 

would be helpful for them. Here are three examples, but 
there are many options out there. Consult with staff to 
determine what training would best suit your needs.

https://besafeapp.ca/
https://besafeapp.ca/files/BeSafe-CrisisPlan-English.pdf
https://besafeapp.ca/files/BeSafe-CrisisPlan-French.pdf
https://besafeapp.ca/files/BeSafe-CrisisPlan-Arabic.pdf
https://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/looking-for-local-resources-support/
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 � Mental Health First Aid: a two day training course, simi-
lar to Standard First Aid/CPR, giving you the knowledge 
and the skills to assist someone developing a mental 
health problem, experiencing the worsening of an exist-
ing problem, or in a mental health crisis.

 � Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training (ASIST): a 
two day interactive workshop in suicide first aid, teach-
ing participants to recognize when someone may have 
thoughts of suicide and work with them to create a 
plan that will support their immediate safety.

 � safeTALK: This 3.5 hour workshop alerts one to warn-
ing signs indicating risk of suicide. The workshop 
emphasizes the importance of recognizing the signs, 
communicating with the person at risk and getting help 
or resources for the person at risk.

 y Review your application form and how you ask about par-
ticipants’ mental health needs in an informative and sensi-
tive way. Here are some promising practices from around 
the coalition:

 � “We ask about whether you identify as a person with a 

physical or mental disability in our initial application. 
Later on, before trips, we ask about more detail regard-
ing mental health and any mental health supports folks 
want or need.”

 � “We have participants fill in an ‘about you’ section 
where they can provide us with identifiers that resonate 
with them. We also have another section that is a ‘get-
ting to know you’ section and we...ask what they feel 
we should know about them.”

 � “We ask if there is anything we should be aware of 
and needs the participants might have to thrive in the 
space.”

 y Your programs may be challenging for some. Work with 
youth and staff to identify challenging areas and explore 
alternatives so everyone can participate in a way that they 
are comfortable.

 y Build in more flexibility in your program activities.
 � To meet participants where they are and accommodate 

their needs.
 � To give staff more breaks, to alleviate overworking 

them and burning them out.
 y Ensure that staff have adequate paid leave and encourage 

them to use it to take care of themselves.
 y Consider building or leveraging your participants’ existing 

networks and relationships: at home, at school, and in their 
community. Identify if they are seeing a service provider, or 
need to be connected with one in the project community. 
These relationships could reveal considerations to which 
staff should be alerted, and present more avenues of sup-
port for the youth.

 y Consider using social media networks to strengthen connec-
tions between participant-staff and participant-participant.

https://www.mhfa.ca/
https://www.livingworks.net/asist
https://www.livingworks.net/safetalk
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 y During your program orientation, mindyourmind can call in 
and do a presentation on the online tools we have, give an 
overview of a safety plan, and guide you through making 
one with youth.

 y Schedule more regular check-ins with staff, particularly 
debriefs with staff after they have responded to a mental 
health crisis. It could be helpful to have clinical support 
available to attend these staff debrief sessions.

 y If resources allow, employ a qualified counsellor to better 
support staff and youth.

 y Evaluate your processes to better understand the program 
experiences of your youth and staff.

Recommendations for Employment and Social 
Development Canada

 y Provide funding for organizations to send their staff to 
receive mental health training.

 y The proposed financial incentives can help minimize 
barriers to participation, demonstrate to youth participants 
that we value their time and abilities, and in particular, 
alleviate some financial stress on youth from low-income 
backgrounds.

 y The CSC mental health supports should be tailored and 
responsive to the distinct needs of different regions, com-
munities, and individuals.

 y Consider establishing a dedicated mental health support 
line for the CSC program.

 y Provide funding for organizations to hire mental health 
specialists or counsellors to support their youth and staff.
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Mental Health Help Lines
Crisis Services Canada 
1-833-456-4566 or text START to 45645

Kids Help Phone  
1-800-668-6868 or text CONNECT to 686868

Indigenous youth: Hope for Wellness 
1-855-242-3310

LGBTQ2S+ youth: LGBT YouthLine  
1-800-268-9688 or text 647-694-4275

Muslim youth: Naseeha  
1-866-NASEEHA (1-866-627-3342) or text 1-866-627-3342

https://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/
https://kidshelpphone.ca/
https://www.hopeforwellness.ca/
https://www.youthline.ca/
https://naseeha.org/
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