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In 2026, the Mental Health Commission of Canada 
published a detailed action plan for improving interactions 
between people experiencing mental health challenges and 
the criminal justice and forensic mental health systems. 

That plan was many years in the making, informed by 
a range of research and engagement activities involving 
hundreds of voices, perspectives, and contributions. 

This guide was developed as a companion to help 
readers navigate the action plan and start thinking 
about how to implement its recommended actions. 

The full plan, Finding New Pathways: An Action Plan for 
Criminal Justice and Mental Health in Canada, is free to 
download at https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/justicenap/ 

Part 1 
Why an action 
plan is needed 
This action plan includes 68 recommendations  
for creating a more compassionate, responsive,  
and supportive criminal justice system. It priori-
tizes prevention, diversion, end-to-end supports,  
and continuity of care, and it calls for critical  
legislative and system-level reforms — both to  
improve existing systems and to develop viable  
alternatives, paving the way for meaningful and  
sustainable transformation. 

Introduction 
People experiencing mental health challenges  
and  mental illnesses are overrepresented in  
Canada’s criminal justice system, with those  
belonging to equity-deserving populations espe-
cially at risk3. Many factors contribute to this,  
ranging from social determinants and insufficient  
access to early-stage mental health  supports,  
to systemic biases and inequities in the criminal  
justice system. 

In 2020, 73% of men who were federally  
incarcerated4,5,6 and 79% of women who were  
federally incarcerated met the criteria for one  
or more mental illnesses.7,8 This mirrors the  
rates in provincial and territorial facilities9  
and is two to three times higher than in the  
general  population.10

Since the early days of  the COVID-19 pandemic,  
the incidence of mental health challenges among  
people 

p of the 
involved with the criminal justice sys-

tem in Canada has increased significantly.11 
The pandemic intensified inequities such as  
heightened infection risks, inadequate conditions,  
and loss of support systems — all of which had a  
negative effect on mental health and substance  
use health among justice-involved individuals.12 

As this action plan shows, incarceration can  
have harmful and even fatal consequences for  
people living with mental health challenges.  
This has sparked calls for more equitable,  
rights-based, and recovery-oriented processes. 
Incarceration also has a high economic price  
tag, with the average daily cost of incarcerat-
ing a single person exceeding the typical annual 
Canadian family income and significantly more  
expensive than community alternatives such as  
supervision through parole.13 Recent data esti-
mates the cost to incarcerate one person in the  
federal system lingers around $428 per day,  
or  $156,220  per  year.14 
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Part 1 
Why an action plan is needed 

The need for change 
Incarceration is not the only negative  
justice-related outcome faced by people living  
with mental health challenges. Before and after  
release, many encounter structural and systemic  
barriers to their health, well-being, and security  
such as a lack of access to their social supports,  
housing, employment, and necessary treat-
ments. These barriers interfere with recovery  
and increase the risk of reoffence, contributing  
in  many cases to a cycle of rapid recidivism. 

The current criminal justice system also places  
stress on those who work within it, which has an  
impact on their mental health. Generally, public  
safety personnel are almost 4.5 times more likely  
than the general population to show significant  
symptoms “consistent with one or more mental  
disorders including post-traumatic stress disorder,  
major depressive disorder, generalized anxiety  
disorder, social anxiety disorder, panic disorder,  
and alcohol abuse.”15 

This action plan was developed to propose ways 
of addressing these inequities and injustices and 
establish more supportive systems focused on 
recovery and rehabilitation, which contribute to 
public safety and consider the well-being of those 
who work in criminal justice and forensic men-
tal health. As the plan was being developed, the 
realities of crime and its impacts on people, and 
the importance of public safety to Canadians, were 
also kept in mind. One of the underlying prem-
ises of the plan is that greater support for mental 
health promotion and investment in mental health 
care strengthen public safety for the benefit of all. 

https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/justicenap/
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[The action plan] prioritizes 
prevention, diversion, end-to-end 
supports, and continuity of care, 
and it calls for critical legislative 
and system-level reforms — both 
to improve existing systems and 
to develop viable alternatives, 
paving the way for meaningful 
and sustainable transformation.

— Excerpt from the action plan

Why an action plan?
People experiencing mental health challenges and mental illnesses are  
overrepresented in Canada’s criminal justice system. More than 70%  
of federally incarcerated men and women have at least one mental  
health diagnosis. 

There are many reasons for this. People 
living with mental health challenges 
often lack access to social determin-
ants of health and well-being such as 
housing, employment, and food secur-
ity. Many people are not able to access 
mental health support early on, when 
care or treatment might help prevent 
their involvement with criminal jus-
tice altogether. There are also biases 
and inequities embedded in the justice 
system itself.

The tragic fact is that incarceration  
can have harmful and even fatal  
consequences for people living with  
mental health challenges.

Finding New Pathways: An Action Plan 
for Criminal Justice and Mental Health 
in Canada was developed to establish a 
more supportive, rehabilitation-focused 

justice system that prevents such 
tragic consequences. It pays particular 
attention to the needs and realities of 
First Nations, Inuit, and Metis Peoples; 
African, Caribbean, and Black com-
munities; 2SLGBTQ+ people; women; 
and others who experience especially 
high risks.

Rooting a deeper understanding of 
mental health throughout the justice 
system will improve conditions not only 
for justice-involved individuals but also 
for people who work in the system, 
victims of crime and their families, and 
society as a whole. Appropriate care, 
treatment, and support can reduce a 
person’s likelihood of repeat involvement 
with the justice system, contributing to 
greater public safety.

“
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A tale of two systems
Canada’s criminal justice system includes police 
and courts; federal, provincial, and territorial 
prisons and correctional facilities; and profession-
als responsible for overseeing individuals accused 
or convicted of crimes. Alongside that system 
is the forensic mental health system, which 
assesses the mental health of justice-involved 
individuals and provides treatment as required.

While ideally the two systems would work 
together, today they tend to lack integration and 
coordination, resulting in gaps and inefficiencies. 
By accounting for both criminal justice and for-
ensic mental health, the action plan aims to help 
close some of those gaps.

Focused on  
system change

Many factors that contribute to people’s justice 
involvement originate outside the system itself, 
such as access to safe, affordable housing, employ-
ment opportunities, education, and health care.  
The action plan, while recognizing these import-
ant factors, focuses specifically on recommending 
changes to the criminal justice and forensic mental 
health systems as they exist today.

As well, the action plan does not address the 
unique circumstances surrounding youth criminal 
justice, the broader civilian mental health system 
(except in a few specific cases), or substance use 
on its own. 

No single answer
While the need for change in Canada’s criminal 
justice and health systems is widely recognized, 
there are many different views on what should 
be done. This is partly because the criminal 
justice and forensic mental health systems are 
incredibly complex, and partly because different 
people have different visions of what the ultimate 
outcome of change could be. 

This action plan has been several years in the 
making, informed by numerous research reports 
and engagements with hundreds of individuals 
involved in or impacted by Canada’s criminal 
justice system.

Respecting a variety of perspectives, the action 
plan brings forward their concerns and aspirations 
for improved criminal justice and forensic mental 
health systems. It includes recommended actions 
for immediate changes to the system as well as 
longer-term actions that could be more deeply 
transformational. In all cases, the starting point 
is the current state of things.
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A core premise of [the] action 
plan is that wherever someone 
makes contact with the criminal 
justice or forensic mental health 
system they should receive the 
best possible treatment, care, 
services, and supports.

— Excerpt from the action plan

“
A principles-based approach
Finding New Pathways: An Action Plan for Criminal Justice and Mental Health  
in Canada aims to result in better integrated, better aligned criminal justice  
and forensic mental health systems that do the following:

• 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

divert people living with mental illnesses 
from the criminal justice system 
whenever possible

• support the mental health of people  
no matter where or how they come into 
contact with the criminal justice and/or 
forensic mental health systems 

• provide continuity of care and support 
for people after they are released from 
either system

• support the psychological health and 
safety of professionals who work within 
these two systems.

• enact legislative and other system-level 
changes that are needed for reform and 
to implement the other recommendations 
of the action plan

To pursue those goals, every aspect of the action plan is guided by a set of complementary 
and interrelated principles — specifically, to be:

• Grounded in lived experience 

• Respectful of human and legal rights 

• Respectful and reflective of the individual 
and collective rights of Indigenous people 

• Anti-racist and anti-oppressive 

• Culturally appropriate, safe, 
and meaningful 

• Equitable 

• Access oriented 

• Informed by evidence-based practices 

• Holistic 

• Integrated

• Accountable and transparent 

• Collaborative and intersectoral

• Feasible and implementable 
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The action plan at a glance
The action plan has three strategic pillars:

1.1  Care, not criminalization All people in Canada should have access 
to health and mental health services and 
supports that help prevent their involve-
ment with the criminal justice system. 
People living with mental illnesses should 
be diverted from the criminal justice 
system whenever and wherever possible.

2.2  Care duringduring criminal 
justice involvement 

People who do become involved with 
the criminal justice and forensic mental 
health systems should have access to 
high-quality, evidence-based care and 
supports (health, mental health, sub-
stance use, and social supports) where 
and when they need them. Services 
should be trauma informed and culturally 
safe. Where evidence-based care is not 
available, evidence-informed care should 
be prioritized.

3.3 Care afterafter criminal 
justice involvement 

People leaving the criminal justice and 
forensic mental health systems who still 
require treatment deserve continuity of 
care after their release, along with access 
to seamless, integrated mental health, 
substance use, and social services in 
the community

Each pillar is associated with a set of  
junctures — points of contact between 
people and the criminal justice or forensic 
mental health systems. Different issues 
arise at each of these junctures. The  
plan’s 68 recommended actions  
address those issues.

Beyond the junctures, part 4 outlines 
recommendations for people otherwise 
impacted by the justice system, namely 
workers in the criminal justice and  
forensic mental health systems, victims 
and survivors of crime, and families 
and communities. 

The next two pages present a diagram that 
illustrates the structure of the Action Plan.
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Action Plan Structure  
at a glance

The following diagram provides a high-level structural overview of the action plan, 
illustrating its components up to the issue level. For the associated recommended 
actions, please refer to the full action plan.

1. Care, not criminalization 2. 
 

1 2

= Cross-cutting: all junctures

Issue 42: Workers in the criminal 
justice and mental health systems

Issue 43: Victims and survivors 
of crime

Issue 44: Families and communities

 

Recommendations 
for those otherwise 
impacted: workers, 
victims, and families

4
 

3

Issue 1:  Mental health knowledge and competencies in the criminal justice system

Juncture 1
Pre-contact

Issue 2: Social 
determinants and 
adverse childhood 
experiences

Juncture 2
Contact

Issue 3: Responder 
knowledge and skills

Issue 4: 
Community-based 
crisis response

Issue 5: Assessment 
and treatment at the 
moment of crisis

Juncture 3
Preliminary 
proceedings

Issue 6: Access to 
pre-trial screenings 
and programs

Issue 7: Pre-trial 
release conditions

Juncture 4
Court 
proceedings

Issue 8: Diversion 
and alternatives to 
criminal court

Issue 9: Diversion 
best practices

Issue 10: Interests 
of children

Issue 11: Fitness 
to stand trial

Issue 12:  
Gladue reports

Issue 13:  Information sharing

Issue 14: Training for 
professionals involved 
with conditional releases, 
parole, and community 
sentences

Issue 15: 
Service alignment

Issue 16: Compliance 
with release conditions

Issue 17: Use of 
temporary absences

Juncture 5
Community-based 
sentences and supervision

Issue 18: Health care in 
correctional systems

Issue 19: Inconsistent 
health care standards

Issue 20: Oversight 
and accountability

Issue 21: Access to primary 
mental health care

Issue 22: Access to 
intermediate mental 
health care

Issue 23: Access to 
intensive mental health care

Issue 24: Suicide 
and self-harm

Issue 25: Use of medication

Juncture 6
Institutional custody

(a) Health care

Issue 26: Mental health 
screening on intake

Issue 27: Physical environment

Issue 28: Consequences 
of confinement in 
correctional facilities

(b) Barriers

Issue 29: Community 
participation

Issue 30: Maintaining 
connections

Issue 31: Access to education 
and self-improvement

(c) Connection and rehabilitation

Issue 32: Forensic mental 
health capacity

Issue 33: Length of hospitalization

Issue 34: Recovery-oriented models 
of care

Juncture 7
Forensic mental health

Issue 35: Forensic Review Boards and 
cultural safety

Issue 36: Reflecting lived experience 
on forensic Review Boards

Issue 37: Patients’ social networks

Issue 38:  Discharge planning and transitions

Issue 39: Health care transitions

Issue 40: Access to transitional/supportive housing

Issue 41: Impact of a criminal record

Juncture 8
Community living and follow-up

Care during criminal 
justice involvement

Care after criminal 
justice involvement



Find where you fit
No single organization, institution, or group  
is expected to implement the action plan alone. 
Different actors have their own areas of oppor-
tunity and influence where they can begin to 
make change happen — in collaboration with 
partners to advance real system change.

At the same time, it is important to be mindful 
that all the recommended actions are ultimately 
needed to bring about the transformative vision 
of the action plan. Some recommended actions, 
taken on their own, may not fully reflect  
the broader needs, complexities, and goals 

involved. The action plan was designed to 
support collaboration and coordination, breaking 
down siloes and combining isolated efforts into 
harmonized actions.

That said, what is most important is to start 
somewhere. Choose a pillar where you are likely 
to have a role, then consider which junctures 
are most relevant to you. Review the associated 
issues and recommended actions to see where 
your role may be most direct or have the greatest 
potential for impact.

To see this example in the National Action Plan, please refer to page 8.

Example 1

Juncture Issues Recommended Actions

Juncture 4:
Court proceedings

Issue 10: Interests
of children

Recommended action 14

Implement guidelines that require consideration
of children’s best interests in sentencing
decisions involving parents, with expanded
support programs for children and families
impacted by incarceration.

Issue 11: Fitness
to stand trial

Recommended action 15

Create consistent criteria for fitness to stand
trial (FST) assessments across jurisdictions.

Recommended action 16

Allow forensic psychologists to perform
fitness to stand trial (FST) and not criminally
responsible (NCR) assessments.

Issue 12:
Gladue reports

Recommended action 17

Improve access to, resourcing of, and
mandatory justice professional training for
the creation and use of Gladue reports.

Pillar 2 Care during criminal justice involvement

Juncture Issues Recommended Actions

Cross-cutting –
all junctures

Issue 13:
Information sharing

Recommended action 18

Establish clear, privacy-compliant
processes for sharing information among both
community-based and institutional health-care
providers and correctional staff, aligned with
the broader goal of improved continuity of care.

Juncture 5:
Community-
based sentences
and supervision

Issue 14: Training for
professionals Involved
with conditional
releases, parole, and
community sentences

Recommended action 19

Implement targeted mental health training
for conditional release decision makers, parole
board members, and community supervision
personnel to effectively identify and respond to
symptoms of mental illnesses and refer clients
to appropriate services.

2

Part 2
Navigating the action plan
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Pillar 1 Care, not criminalization

Juncture Issues Recommended Actions

Cross-cutting – 
all junctures

Issue 1: Mental 
health knowledge 
and competencies  
in the criminal  
justice system

Recommended action 1

Develop and implement cross-sector 
training for legal, judicial, and mental health 
professionals on mental health, cultural safety, 
and diversion options.

Juncture 1:  
Pre-contact

Issue 2: Social 
determinants and 
adverse childhood 
experiences

Recommended action 2

Expand access to trauma-informed early 
interventions that address systemic inequities 
by improving mental health care, education, 
housing' financial security' and social supports.

Juncture 2:  
Contact

Issue 3: Responder 
knowledge and skills

Recommended action 3

Provide comprehensive and ongoing mental 
health and substance use education and skills 
development for police' first responders' and 
public safety communicators.

Issue 4: Community-
based crisis response

Recommended action 4

Create and scale up specialized mental 
health crisis intervention teams to respond 
to mental health and substance use crises 
in the community.

Issue 5: Assessment 
and treatment at the 
moment of crisis

Recommended action 5

Establish specialized crisis response centres 
in collaboration with community-based mental 
health and social service agencies — with “no 
refusal” policies that ensure individuals in need 
of care are not turned away.

1
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IDENTIFY AN ISSUE
Within the juncture, 
assess which issue 
“speaks” most to your 
areas of influence, 
concerns, and skills. 
Here, anyone with 
potential to advocate 
for or implement 
pre-trial screenings 
and program pathways 
may be interested.

CHOOSE AN ACTION 
Drill down into the 
recommended actions 
to determine where 
specifically you have 
a real opportunity to 
advance changes that 
could improve people’s 
overall experience 
and care. 

3

4

PICK A PILLAR
If you have a role in 
what happens before 
or just after a person 
comes into contact 
with the justice system, 
you may want to start 
by looking at what 
falls under Pillar 1.

1

ZOOM IN ON 
A JUNCTURE
See where your role 
applies most directly. 
For example, if you’re 
a policy maker, lawyer, 
judge, or mental 
health practitioner, 
you may have a part 
to play in preliminary 
proceedings.

2
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Pillar 1 Care, not criminalization

Juncture Issues Recommended Actions

Cross-cutting – 
all junctures

Issue 1: Mental 
health knowledge 
and competencies  
in the criminal  
justice system

Recommended action 1

Develop and implement cross-sector 
training for legal, judicial, and mental health 
professionals on mental health, cultural safety, 
and diversion options.

Juncture 1:  
Pre-contact

Issue 2: Social 
determinants and 
adverse childhood 
experiences

Recommended action 2

Expand access to trauma-informed early 
interventions that address systemic inequities 
by improving mental health care, education, 
housing' financial security' and social supports.

Juncture 2:  
Contact

Issue 3: Responder 
knowledge and skills

Recommended action 3

Provide comprehensive and ongoing mental 
health and substance use education and skills 
development for police' first responders' and 
public safety communicators.

Issue 4: Community-
based crisis response

Recommended action 4

Create and scale up specialized mental 
health crisis intervention teams to respond 
to mental health and substance use crises 
in the community.

Issue 5: Assessment 
and treatment at the 
moment of crisis

Recommended action 5

Establish specialized crisis response centres 
in collaboration with community-based mental 
health and social service agencies — with “no 
refusal” policies that ensure individuals in need 
of care are not turned away.

1

IDENTIFY AN ISSUE
Within the juncture, 
assess which issue 
“speaks” most to your 
areas of influence, 
concerns, and skills. 
Here, anyone with 
potential to advocate 
for or implement 
pre-trial screenings 
and program pathways 
may be interested.

CHOOSE AN ACTION 
Drill down into the 
recommended actions 
to determine where 
specifically you have 
a real opportunity to 
advance changes that 
could improve people’s 
overall experience 
and care. 

3

4

PICK A PILLAR
If you have a role in 
what happens before 
or just after a person 
comes into contact 
with the justice system, 
you may want to start 
by looking at what 
falls under Pillar 1.

1

ZOOM IN ON 
A JUNCTURE
See where your role 
applies most directly. 
For example, if you’re 
a policy maker, lawyer, 
judge, or mental 
health practitioner, 
you may have a part 
to play in preliminary 
proceedings.

2
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Example 2

Juncture Issues Recommended Actions

Juncture 4:
Court proceedings

Issue 10: Interests
of children

Recommended action 14

Implement guidelines that require consideration
of children’s best interests in sentencing
decisions involving parents, with expanded
support programs for children and families
impacted by incarceration.

Issue 11: Fitness
to stand trial

Recommended action 15

Create consistent criteria for fitness to stand
trial (FST) assessments across jurisdictions.

Recommended action 16

Allow forensic psychologists to perform
fitness to stand trial (FST) and not criminally
responsible (NCR) assessments.

Issue 12:
Gladue reports

Recommended action 17

Improve access to, resourcing of, and
mandatory justice professional training for
the creation and use of Gladue reports.

Pillar 2 Care during criminal justice involvement

Juncture Issues Recommended Actions

Cross-cutting –
all junctures

Issue 13:
Information sharing

Recommended action 18

Establish clear, privacy-compliant
processes for sharing information among both
community-based and institutional health-care
providers and correctional staff, aligned with
the broader goal of improved continuity of care.

Juncture 5:
Community-
based sentences
and supervision

Issue 14: Training for
professionals Involved
with conditional
releases, parole, and
community sentences

Recommended action 19

Implement targeted mental health training
for conditional release decision makers, parole
board members, and community supervision
personnel to effectively identify and respond to
symptoms of mental illnesses and refer clients
to appropriate services.

2
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Juncture Issues Recommended Actions

Juncture 6(a): 
Institutional  
custody —  
Health care

Issue 21: Access 
to primary mental 
health care

Recommended action 27

Strengthen primary care in correctional facilities 
so interventions are least restrictive, least 
intensive, least intrusive, and equivalent to the 
care available in the wider community, as the 
first step in a progression to intermediate and 
acute care when needed.

Issue 22: Access to 
intermediate mental 
health care

Recommended action 28

Expand the availability of intermediate mental 
health care services for all people who are 
incarcerated in Canada, at all levels, both 
within corrections and in collaboration with 
community service providers.

Issue 23: Access 
to intensive mental 
health care

Recommended action 29

Ensure timely transfer of individuals in custody 
to appropriate intensive mental health services 
on the basis of their individual needs.

Issue 24: Suicide 
and self-harm

Recommended action 30

Refer individuals at risk of suicide or self-harm 
to a mental health professional for assessment 
and timely access to services.

Recommended action 31

Monitor individuals at risk of suicide or 
self-harm according to their level of risk and 
provide them with appropriate services in a 
timely manner.

Recommended action 32

House individuals at risk of suicide or self-harm 
in safe environments that maximize interaction 
with health-care professionals and other service 
providers and minimize isolation.

Issue 25: Use 
of medication

Recommended action 33

Use recovery-oriented, patient-centred, 
non-pharmacological mental health interventions 
whenever possible and appropriate, according 
to individual needs.

Part 2
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IDENTIFY AN ISSUE
If your interest is 
mainly in primary 
mental health care, 
dig deeper into 
issue 21. 

CHOOSE AN ACTION 
If you’re involved in 
either mental health 
care or corrections, you 
may be able to advance 
implementation of 
recommended action 27.  

3

4

PICK A PILLAR
If you have a role 
in criminal justice or 
forensic mental health 
once a person is 
involved with the 
system or incarcerated, 
you may want to 
explore Pillar 2.

1

ZOOM IN ON 
A JUNCTURE
If your specific area 
of concern relates to 
the availability and 
quality of health-care 
services to people in 
custody, investigate 
Juncture 6(a). 

2

Tracing pathways from the junctures to issues 
and recommended actions should reveal oppor-
tunities for everyone involved in criminal justice 
and forensic mental health — from judges 

and lawyers to psychologists, psychiatrists, 
government policy makers, health officials, 
people involved with the justice system,  
peer supporters, and more.
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Pillar 2 Care during criminal justice involvement

eJunctur Issues sRecommended Action

2

Juncture 6(a): 
Institutional  
custody —  
Health care

Issue 21: Access 
 primary mto ental 

health care

Recommended action 27

rengthen primary care in cSt orrectional facilities 
so interventions are least restrictive, least 
intensive, least intrusive, and equivalent to the 
care available in the wider community, as the 
first step in a progression to intermediate and 
acute care when needed.

Issue 22: Access to 
intermediate mental 
health care

Recommended action 28

Expand the availability of intermediate mental 
health care services for all people who are 
incarcerated in Canada, at all levels, both 
within corrections and in collaboration with 
community service providers.

Issue 23: Access 
to intensive mental 
health care

Recommended action 29

Ensure timely transfer of individuals in custody 
to appropriate intensive mental health services 
on the basis of their individual needs.

Issue 24: Suicide 
and self-harm

Recommended action 30

Refer individuals at risk of suicide or self-harm 
to a mental health professional for assessment 
and timely access to services.

Recommended action 31

Monitor individuals at risk of suicide or 
self-harm according to their level of risk and 
provide them with appropriate services in a 
timely manner.

Recommended action 32

House individuals at risk of suicide or self-harm 
in safe environments that maximize interaction 
with health-care professionals and other service 
providers and minimize isolation.

Issue 25: Use 
of medication

Recommended action 33

Use recovery-oriented, patient-centred, 
non-pharmacological mental health interventions 
whenever possible and appropriate, according 
to individual needs.

IDENTIFY AN ISSUE
If your interest is 
mainly in primary 
mental health care, 
dig deeper into 
issue 21. 

CHOOSE AN ACTION 
If you’re involved in 
either mental health 
care or corrections, you 
may be able to advance 
implementation of 
recommended action 27.  

3

4

PICK A PILLAR
If you have a role 
in criminal justice or 
forensic mental health 
once a person is 
involved with the 
system or incarcerated, 
you may want to 
explore Pillar 2.

1

ZOOM IN ON 
A JUNCTURE
If your specific area 
of concern relates to 
the availability and 
quality of health-care 
services to people in 
custody, investigate 
Juncture 6(a). 

2

Tracing pathways from the junctures to issues 
and recommended actions should reveal oppor-
tunities for everyone involved in criminal justice 
and forensic mental health — from judges 

and lawyers to psychologists, psychiatrists, 
government policy makers, health officials, 
people involved with the justice system,  
peer supporters, and more.
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Consider 
interdependencies

While the divisions of junctures, issues, and 
recommended actions are meant to make the 
action plan navigable and clear, many issues 
and recommended actions overlap or depend on 
others. For example, if progress is made around 
Pillar 1 to prevent justice involvement, there 
may be reduced need to improve certain cap-
acities and services within correctional facilities 
as highlighted in Pillar 2.

In choosing recommended actions to start 
implementing, identify any interdependencies 
that might affect progress or require involvement 
from specific groups or interest holders. Those 
that are relevant to you and your partners will 
likely reveal themselves naturally as you read 
the action plan.

The action plan also calls out a number of issues 
that are cross-cutting, meaning they apply to 
more than one juncture within a single pillar. 
These cross-cutting issues also naturally come 
with interdependencies of their own.

Cross-cutting 
considerations 

In addition to cross-cutting issues, the action 
plan also includes cross-cutting considerations — 
even higher-level themes that occur throughout 
the plan, not limited to any one pillar or juncture. 
These are:

• 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social determinants and justice involvement

• Access to care and support

• Lack of standardized practices and training 

• Needs of priority populations

• Stigma and discrimination

• Poor information sharing

• System-related trauma

• Workforce considerations

• Victims and survivors of crime
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How to read the recommended actions
All 68 recommended actions in the plan follow the same structure for easy use.

Recommended 
Action 4

Create and scale up specialized mental health 
crisis intervention teams to respond to mental 
health and substance use crises in the community.

What’s needed to succeed

New models  
and tools

• prioritized use of mental health professionals as first
responders to connect individuals to community services, 
either independently or in collaboration with law enforcement 
when appropriate - with clearly defined roles for police and 
mental health professionals.

Funding and 
investment

• Investment in community-based alternatives to police 
responses for mental health and substance use crises — 
reallocating provincial, territorial, and municipal funds 
to community-based organizations.

Training and 
awareness

• Training police in de-escalation, anti-racism, 
and anti-discrimination.

Clear pathways • Clear pathways to mental health facilities and wraparound 
community services, with a “no refusal” policy.

Equitable and  
safe approaches

• Collaboration with Indigenous Elders, community leaders, 
communities, and others to develop culturally specific 
mental health crisis intervention teams that address 
community needs.
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Real-world practices 
and resources

• Alternate Neighbourhood Crisis Response (ANCHOR)
(Ottawa, Ontario): Non-police community-based 
response teams for residents experiencing mental health 
and/or substance use crises.

• Crisis Assistance Helping out on the Streets 
(CAHOOTS) (Eugene, Oregon, U.S.): Two-person teams 
consisting of a crisis worker and medic respond to 911 and 
non-emergency calls involving people in behavioural health 
crisis. Units deliver voluntary crisis intervention, coun-
selling, mediation, information, and referral services as 
well as basic emergency medical care and other services. 
Police are engaged if a crime is in progress or a situation 
is life-threatening.

• Client-specific Intervention Team; Delta Police 
Department and Tsawwassen First Nation Community:
pairing of a police officer and an Indigenous counsellor to 
support individuals experiencing substance use issues.

• Crisis Intervention Team (CIT) Model (international):
program staffed by officers with 40 hours of special 
training in mental health and de-escalation.

Issue 5: Assessment
and treatment at the
moment of crisis

Following initial contact with police or a crisis
response team, people experiencing challenges
related to a mental health concern or substance
use need timely assessments and access to
immediate stabilization and short-term treat-
ment that includes providing medication and
therapeutic interventions as well as planning and
coordinating care. Whenever possible, individuals
should co-determine their treatment plan.

This kind of early intervention combined with
streamlined hand-offs to community-based
services (such as Toronto’s Gerstein Crisis
Centre) and community care pathways can
contribute to diversion from the criminal justice
system and minimize the need for later stage
legal mechanisms such as mental health courts
(MHCs). But these require that robust treatments
be available in the community, with smooth ways
of transitioning people into and out of hospital
when needed.

Unfortunately, several factors pose obstacles
to timely assessment and treatment at the crisis
response stage: inconsistent crisis response
approaches and regulations across Canada,
a lack of integrated crisis response centres to
bring together mental health treatment and
social supports, and uneven availability of
community services.
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To support thinking about what 
implementation looks like, most 
recommended actions give 
real-world practices and resources 
as references. These are by no 
means comprehensive or complete 
listings but are meant to show how 
other groups or jurisdictions have 
taken similar steps or laid the 
foundation for further action.

Every recommended action requires 
certain conditions or enablers. These 
are listed under “What’s needed to 
succeed” and grouped categorically 
(e.g., “new models and tools”). 
These categories repeat throughout 
the plan, so someone interested 
in seeing all the places where 
funding is required can easily 
scan for them.

Each recommended action is 
numbered and starts with a 
concise statement of the change 
being called for.
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Thinking about 
implementation
Implementing recommended actions from the plan may be straightforward  
or complex depending on what’s recommended, the success factors required,  
regulatory or legal considerations, the need for consultation and consensus,  
and other issues. While it is beyond the scope of this guide to provide detailed 
implementation road maps for all 68 recommended actions, below is a simple 
framework to start the process.

Four building blocks
As the diagram below shows, thinking about implementation follows a four-part cycle: 

Opportunity 

What?

Now what?

So what?

What could 
be different 
or better?

Effort
Next best 
steps and 
timeline

What needs 
to change and 
what will it take?

Equity
What are 
the equity 
considerations?

Impact

What will 
happen if 
change is 
successful?
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1. 

 

 

 

Get clear on the opportunity — what can 
be changed?

2. Begin to think through the effort involved — 
what will it take to make the change happen?

3. Consider who will be affected by the  
change — how can equity be achieved?

4. Think about the potential impact of  
that change — what will be different  
if implementation succeeds?

This process should result in a clear 
identification of the best next steps 
and a sense of the timing required to 
implement them.

Question prompts
In each case, as the graphic shows, a few  
questions can kickstart the thinking process:

Opportunity
• 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Does this recommended action support system 
change or mainly target local improvements?

• To what extent is the system ready to 
implement this recommended action based on 
current capacity, leadership, and momentum?

• Are there existing pilot projects, programs, 
policies, or service models to build on, and 
can lessons from those be applied to scale 
this recommended action?

Effort
• What human, financial, technological, and 

infrastructural resources are needed to  
implement this recommended action?

• Who needs to be involved and is there clarity 
and alignment about roles, leadership, and 
values? What coalitions or collaborations  
are needed to advance implementation?

• Are legislative or policy changes required  
or are significant governance shifts  
needed to support implementation?

• What is the estimated timeline for 
implementation: short, medium,  
or long term?

Equity
• How will implementation of this recommended 

action reduce disparities and promote 
inclusion for the priority populations named 
in the action plan, especially those with 
intersecting identities?

Impact
• What is the potential short-, medium-, and 

long-term impact of this recommended action 
on public safety, health, and other outcomes?
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Change is needed urgently and must proceed swiftly but can 
do so only with the cooperation and mutual participation of 
parties at all levels... [including] individuals involved with 
the criminal justice system, their families and loved ones, 
victims and survivors of crime, and other people with lived 
and living experience.

— Excerpts from the action plan

What’s next
Publishing Finding New Pathways: An Action Plan for Criminal Justice and Mental 
Health in Canada was an important step forward in gathering together and setting 
down in practical terms the actions needed to make the criminal justice and  
forensic mental health systems better for people. But it was just one step. 

Putting the recommended actions into 
action will be a years-long, collective 
process requiring effort from governments 
at all levels, correctional authorities, foren-
sic mental health providers, criminal justice 
professionals, community organizations, 
and many others.

For its part, the Mental Health Commission 
of Canada continues to explore opportunities 
and partnerships to strengthen collab-
oration and drive collective momentum 
for implementation.

For more information about the action 
plan, associated resources, or ways to  
get involved, please contact:  
justice@mentalhealthcommission.ca
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