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Introduction

These tools and toolkits are hosted by Healthy Campus Alberta, a provincial community
of practice committed to cultivating caring campus communities in Alberta. Originally
developed by Alberta Campus Mental Health Innovation (an initiative carried out by
the Alberta Students Executive Council), the tools and toolkits are learning-focused,
living documents that serve to support our community of practice. 

About the Tools and Toolkits

healthycampusalberta.ca

About Framing Holistic Mental Health Strategies 

Individual services, programs, and organizations 
Regional hubs;
Funders and government.

Learning about the student experience and ways to center the student experience in
mental health strategies;
Offering helpful tools to be used in everyday practice by staff,and faculty.

The Framing Holistic Mental Health Strategies tool provides the definition,
terminology and assumptions used in developing this toolkit. Later sections provide
information on the underlying mechanisms that are associated with positive mental
health.
Who could use this tool?

What purposes could this tool serve?

This toolkit is an introduction to systemic and comprehensive approaches to a mentally
healthy campus and community strategy. It has been developed to support the policy-
mandated collaboration of the Alberta post-secondary student mental health strategy .
Achieving the intended outcomes of this strategy requires post-secondary institutions,
student leaders, healthcare organizations and community support agencies to work
closely together to align services and supports, and navigate student transitions. This
requires common understanding of terms and diverse worldviews, shared frameworks,
and tools. This toolkit can be used to support purposeful, theory-based approaches for
designing and implementing health promoting and health-enabling environments
strategies.

About the Holistic Mental Health Strategies Toolkit
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Why Common Mindsets?
Part of being purposeful is being clear about what is meant by key elements in a strategy. It
is also important when engaged in a collaborative endeavour. Because no single
professional, sector or organization can create a comprehensive strategy for students’
positive mental health and health-enabling environments, it is important for participants to
be watchful that they all either mean the same thing by a word or term they all use, or are
clear about key differences in meaning. It is especially important in this work of improving
student mental health, since many of the underlying concepts are an evolution from the
traditional focus on mental illness, disorders and addictions to an integrated approach that
embraces both these and positive mental health.

The Common Mindset
Each person’s mental health journey is personal and unique. The infinite variability of
students’ possible journeys has many causes. In addition, there are a myriad of terms,
definitions, personal and professional worldviews, services and sectors that aim to support
students in both building their positive mental health and in diagnosing, treating or
recovering from mental illness, disorders and additions. However, they all have different
messages, so it becomes overwhelming for a student to recognize which are more
relevant to them and at a particular time and circumstance, as well as those designing and
delivering programs and services.

Some may find it difficult to believe it’s possible to design and deliver comprehensive
strategies that support this infinite variability, but this toolkit supports the task of doing just
that. It starts by developing a common frame for student positive mental health and health-
enabling environments that encompasses the myriad of terms, definitions and worldviews,
while honouring the key essence of each. This enables the myriad of views to be woven
into a whole person perspective, more representative of a student’s perspective,
as illustrated by the image of a multi-strand cable. The collaborative student mental health
strategy is based on collaboration to help do that weaving.

Establishing a Common Mindset



Common Definitions
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the subjective or internal feelings of the person;
a resource for achieving one’s goals in life, i.e., capabilities, positive functioning or other
such terms;
the importance of the person’s environments (e.g. peace, social justice, equity etc.);
only a function of a person’s internal states;
an aspiration that health can be more than ‘good enough’ and that mental health
includes achieving one’s potential.

Why Common Definitions?
When one wants to be purposeful, theory-and evidence-based about health promoting
strategies, it is important to be clear what the desired outcome involves. Only in this way
can one then be clear about the causal web of factors and actions that will lead to the
desired outcome, as well as identify relevant and reliable leading and lagging indicators of
progress.

Continuously increasing knowledge, from basic research in many fields as well as from
clinical and practice-based evidence, makes it hard to keep up with terminology
refinement. In actively developing fields, good collaboration depends more
on understanding each other’s terminology than on having a common term.

Positive Mental Health
The toolkit is based on a framework that embraces variability in definitions for mental
health. According to many definitions, positive mental health can refer to:

1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

Background Reading

Overview of "Mental Health"
Framing Mentally Healthy Campuses
Student Journey Map

The Student Led Initiatives Toolkit 

The Alberta Post-Secondary Mental Health and Addiction Framework.
The First Nations Mental Health Continuum Framework.
The Mental Health Strategy for Canada.

Definitions and Frames

https://www.healthycampusalberta.ca/toolkit/student-led-toolkit/
https://www.healthycampusalberta.ca/toolkit/student-led-toolkit/
https://healthycampusalberta.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Mental-Health-Framework_Final-Feb-4.pdf
https://thunderbirdpf.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/24-14-1273-FN-Mental-Wellness-Framework-EN05_low.pdf
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/sites/default/files/MHStrategy_Strategy_ENG_0_1.pdf


Foundational Assumptions
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Positive mental health has many strands, including biological and other physical facets,
cognitive, emotional, psychological, creative, social and relational, spiritual, as well as
the individual’s interaction with their environment.
Positive mental health is a journey: a dynamic and ongoing process.
Positive mental health is a spectrum. Though different people will define flourishing or
thriving from their own perspective, achieving these will require developmental or
transformational shifts.

The following seven assumptions are core to this toolkit’s approaches to designing health-
promoting and health-enabling environments strategies to help develop positive mental
health and mentally healthy campuses. The Background Reading section offers additional
resources that expand upon these assumptions. 

People define positive mental health for themselves.
A person has agency to make choices. That includes their definition about what positive
mental health means for them, at different times and in different circumstances as well as
the strategies that are likely to achieve their priorities and goals. This contrasts with that of
mental illness and disorders, which are defined from a professional perspective.

Positive mental health is unique to the individual. 
The toolkit addresses the seeming paradox of a person experiencing strategies for their
personal and unique perspective with the parallel need to have organizations that can plan
and organize consistent and reliable services in an efficient and effective way. The
individual aspect of positive mental health arise from several reasons:

Embracing this variability means that health-promoting and health-enabling environment
strategies are most effective and comprehensive when they engage multiple disciplines
and multiple sectors and incorporate multiple worldviews.

Positive mental health and mental illness exist
together.
Positive mental health and illness are related, but do
not develop along the same trajectory, so to be
health promoting, a strategy requires more than
treating illness and managing stress. Recovery
oriented services are those that combine the
maintenance of mental illness treatment plans with
supporting the person to develop positive mental
health strategies, to be able to be more in charge of
the quality of their life.



Foundational Assumptions
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A person is an ecology.
Many fields are focused on individuals, and the primacy of the individual is a characteristic
of western society, so it is not surprising that the focus of many health or illness-oriented
strategies is on the individual. Some professional fields assume a more interactive
relationship between a person and their environment (community social work, structural
psychology, human ecology, architecture are some examples). Advances in neuroscience
are helping to increase our understanding of how deeply the interaction with one’s
environment influences development of brain pathways and mental health. Accepting that
positive mental health includes interacting within and with one’s environments means
paying attention to the characteristics of students’ various environments.

Everyone has mental health.
The pursuit of positive mental health is relevant for anyone – with or without a mental
illness, disorder or addiction. Integrated health promotion and health-enabling
environments strategies must be relevant to all students, their families, and the faculty
and staff of mentally healthy campuses and communities. This means incorporating
strategies appropriately for people needing treatment and support for illness, disorders
and addictions (which will also need to be trauma-informed services) , as well as recovery-
oriented services that support people treated for mental illnesses to regain their quality of
life. Health promoting strategies are important for all, and need to be designed
appropriately for the variation among people.

Positive mental health exists beyond people.
Organizations, communities, settings or places of different kinds (campuses, workplaces,
homes etc.) can also be more or less healthy. Mentally healthy campuses are important not
only as health-enabling environments for the benefits to the people who work and study,
but also to the organization’s effectiveness at achieving its vision and mission.

Focus on intent, not activity.
The conventional approach of different professional groups prescribing different activities
leads to multiple, sometimes conflicting, prescriptive advice. For example this might be one
or another of: go to the gym, eat well, practice mindfulness each day, spend time in nature,
etc. Without having a way to determine relevance of the range of prescriptions to their
particular situation and priorities, a student may reject all information. Focusing on a
student’s experience includes helping students to sort information coming from different
sources for relevance to their situation and experience.

View the rest of the Holistic
Mental Health Strategies Toolkit

https://www.healthycampusalberta.ca/toolkit/tools-for-holistic-mental-health-strategies/

