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About the issue
The mental health and substance use health (MHSUH) impacts of COVID-19 and 
the overdose crisis have increased the gap between what the population needs and 
what the service system can provide. Now more than ever, Canada needs a MHSUH 
workforce strategy to coordinate planning across jurisdictions, provider types, 
and public and private sectors.

To identify planning trends in different countries, we conducted 
a rapid environmental scan of workforce strategies and reforms 
published between 2012 and 2023, identifying 311 policy documents 
and 39 academic papers in the United Kingdom (U.K.), Australia, 
New Zealand, Italy, Germany, the United States, and Canada. 
The scan will inform Policy Options for a Pan‑Canadian 
MHSUH Workforce Strategy, a Canadian Institutes of Health 
Research‑funded project. 

Why it’s important for Canada
Increased MHSUH concerns during the pandemic:

1 in 3 Canadians 
reported moderate-to-severe 

mental health concerns,

1 in 4 who used  
alcohol or cannabis reported 

problematic use.

Decreased MHSUH workforce capacity overall 
during the pandemic (43% decreased, 33% increased, 24% no change).

No significant MHSUH workforce plans 
and strategies, unlike the U.K., Australia, New Zealand, and the U.S.

https://capsa.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/CAPSA-Substance-Use-Health-EN-1.pdf
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/mental-health-and-substance-use-during-covid-19-regional-spotlight-and-key-factors/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/mental-health-and-substance-use-during-covid-19-regional-spotlight-and-key-factors/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/mental-health-and-substance-use-during-covid-19-regional-spotlight-and-key-factors/
https://human-resources-health.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12960-023-00797-6
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Stepping forward to 202021 - The mental health workforce plan for england.pdf
https://www.mhc.wa.gov.au/media/3423/workforce-strategic-framework-final-04-08-20.pdf
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/mental-health-and-addiction-workforce-action-plan-2017-2021
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/05/18/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-announces-new-actions-to-tackle-nations-mental-health-crisis/


Highlights of international MHSUH 
workforce initiatives
The U.K. has a flexible statutory model (Right‑Touch Regulation) that supports quality 
assurance across the full range of MHSUH providers and allows for self-governance.

New Zealand’s Ministry of Health funds Te Pou, a national MHSUH workforce 
development centre that helps providers to access grants and specialized training.

Victoria, Australia, has a Jobs That Matter hub that makes it easier for people to enter 
the MHSUH workforce.

In the U.S.: 

•	 The federal government is investing 
$700 million to strengthen MHSUH 
(called “behavioral health”) workforce 
capacity in underserved areas.

•	 Up-to-date MHSUH workforce forecasts 
are available through dashboards. 

•	 A federally funded network includes 
a dedicated MHSUH health workforce 
research centre.

•	 39 states reimburse MHSUH peer 
support services through Medicaid.

Key MHSUH workforce priorities 
from international strategies

•	 Increasing recruitment and ensuring 
retention, including the setting of MHSUH 
workforce targets

•	 Strengthening education, training, and 
professional development for MHSUH 
providers across all career stages

•	 Diversifying the MHSUH workforce 
by developing new roles (e.g., peer 
support workers, personal well-being 
professionals) and supporting their 
integration into the sector

•	 Addressing gaps in MHSUH workforce 
representation and cultural competence 

•	 Fostering collaboration and integration 
between mental health, substance use 
health, primary care, and other sectors 

•	 Improving MHSUH workforce data 
collection to enable effective planning, 
especially for unregulated occupations 

•	 Protecting the safety and well-being of 
the MHSUH workforce

•	 Enhancing digital infrastructure and 
ensuring that MHSUH workers are 
trained to provide virtual care

https://www.professionalstandards.org.uk/what-we-do/improving-regulation/right-touch-regulation#:~:text=Right%2Dtouch%20regulation%20means%20understanding,which%20we%20added%20'agility'.
https://www.tepou.co.nz/
https://www.vic.gov.au/jobsthatmatter
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/02/07/fact-sheet-in-state-of-the-union-president-biden-to-outline-vision-to-advance-progress-on-unity-agenda-in-year-ahead/
https://data.hrsa.gov/topics/health-workforce/workforce-projections
https://www.behavioralhealthworkforce.org/
https://www.behavioralhealthworkforce.org/
https://behavioralhealthworkforce.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/BHWRC-Peer-Workforce-Full-Report.pdf


Emerging MHSUH workforce policy 
opportunities in Canada
As Canada builds on the lessons learned internationally to address gaps 
in workforce planning, several policy opportunities can be considered: 

1	 Fully include the MHSUH workforce in 
implementing new tailored federal health transfers, 
including broader health workforce reforms and 
family health services.

2	 Prioritize closing MHSUH workforce data gaps 
through new Health Workforce Canada data.

3	 Leverage the GST/HST elimination to accelerate 
the regulation of psychotherapists/counselling 
therapists  across the country, as part of a range 
of flexible regulatory approaches.

4	 Prioritize the workforce when developing 
new national standards for MHSUH services.

https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/news-releases/2023/02/07/working-together-improve-health-care-canadians
https://healthworkforce.ca/
https://www.budget.canada.ca/fes-eea/2023/report-rapport/chap2-en.html#a15
https://www.budget.canada.ca/fes-eea/2023/report-rapport/chap2-en.html#a15
https://www.scc.ca/en/flagships/mental-health-and-substance-use

