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CANADIAN  INNOVATION
IN ACTION 

ACCESS Open Minds is changing
youth mental health care in Canada

by transforming and improving
services, generating new
knowledge, and forging

connections across the country.
 

This report highlights key
site activities, clinical approaches, 

 
and successes stories from the
ACCESS Open Minds team in

Chatham-Kent, Ontario.



We're a one-stop shop for the mental health
needs of youth. Whether they're looking for
housing, or education assistance, or mental
health assistance... we get them connected
with where they need to go in the community.
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About ACCESS Open Minds
Initiated in 2015, ACCESS Open Minds (ACCESS OM) is a pan-Canadian service
transformation and research project, jointly funded by the Canadian Institutes of
Health Research (CIHR) and the  Graham Boeckh Foundation under
CIHR's  Strategy for Patient-Oriented Research, as a result of Transformational
Research in Adolescent Mental Health (TRAM) grant competition.
 
The ACCESS OM network is made up of over  300 individuals including  youth,
family members and carers, service providers, researchers, and policymakers
from across Canada, all working together to transform youth mental health
services.
 
At the  14  ACCESS Open Minds service sites located across the country, youth
and their families and  carers are able to get rapid and  barrier-free  access to
mental health support based on their own goals and needs, where and when they
want it. By implementing a common research program and evaluation toolkit, all
ACCESS Open Minds sites provide evidence-based care, and are generating
evidence  that will inform policy makers and ultimately improve mental health
care across the country. 

We are located at 14 diverse sites across Canada...
Ulukhaktok, NT

 
Edmonton, AB

 
University of Alberta, AB

 
Sturgeon Lake First Nation, SK

Chatham-Kent, ON

Puvirnituq, QC
  

Cree Nation of Mistissini, QC
  

Dorval-Lachine-LaSalle, QC
  

Parc-Extension, QC
  

RIPAJ-Montréal, QC
  

Province of New Brunswick:
Elsipogtog First Nation

Péninsule Acadienne
(Caraquet), and 

 P.E.E.R SJ in Saint John
  

Eskasoni First Nation, NS



Early Identification: targeted activities
that support help-seeking as soon as
possible
Rapid Access: youth are offered a mental
health assessment within 72 hours of
seeking help 
Appropriate Care: if required youth are
offered a referral to additional services
within 30 days
Continuity of Care: seamless services
are provided to youth ages 11-25
Youth and Family Engagement: youth
and their families/carers are considered
partners in their own care and design of
services at sites  

How are services taking
shape?..

Generating
new knowledge and

evidence through
research

Creating a pan-
Canadian network

Transforming services,
making mental health

care systems into learning
health care systems

Involving youth and
families/carers

Project outcomes... we are:

Core values at ACCESS OM services



Background 
 and history

Chatham-Kent, Ontario

Until recently, youth in Chatham-Kent had trouble getting the mental health care they needed, despite the strong
links that existed between local health and community services. Although services were available, navigating the
systems of care was still complicated and difficult for youth and their families and carers, and visits to hospital
emergency departments by youth continued to increase.

Recognizing this reality, the Chatham-Kent Health Alliance
(CKHA) and the Canadian Mental Health Association Lambton-
Kent (CMHA-LK) formed an innovative partnership, including key
stakeholders from the community, aimed at transforming the way
that youth in their community would receive mental health
services.

  
Through a process of community mapping, more than 15
community partners came together to look at their old practices,
and to  decide  what could be improved. Despite best intentions,
the partners noted that they used to operate in silos most of the
time. Formerly complicated or truncated referral pathways, from
one agency to another, could be shortened and simplified by
working together — and in the proposed ACCESS OM Youth Hub,
working in the very same space! 

Through this collaboration towards  integrated services, ACCESS
Open Minds Chatham-Kent took form. With the combined
strength of these partners that had already been serving the youth
of Chatham-Kent, and with plans for a brand new, centrally-located
youth hub to serve as a  home to the ACCESS OM team, the local
project took shape.   A key component of success was that
all  stakeholders were willing to put their individual organizational
agendas and priorities aside, with the new  common focus on
creating transformational change, address the existing barriers to
care, and challenge the status quo in providing youth mental health
care in Chatham-Kent. This cooperation led to the creation of a one-
stop access point for youth and their families and carers to seek
support, whether the issue was minor or serious.

As more organizations came on board, the need for unity became clear — that despite what a service was called, or
what logo was on its referral form, youth and families and service providers alike agreed that it mattered less who did
what, and more that the  access to  services was quick and easy. By bringing everyone under the same banner
of  ACCESS Open Minds Chatham-Kent, there was a sense that everyone was a part of this new and
innovative solution; while organizational histories are important and honoured, all partnering agencies were making a
concerted commitment to mental health care system transformation.



Project timeline
Transformational Research in
Adolescent Mental Health (TRAM)
grant competition is held

  
Representatives from Chatham-Kent
participate in TRAM process, including
foundational members of the national
Family & Carers Council

ACCESS Open Minds is announced as
the successful TRAM network

  
Members of the Chatham-Kent site
team participate in the first ACCESS
OM network meeting in Montréal, QC

  
Local Chatham-Kent Youth Advisory
Council created

 
 

Chatham-Kent

2015

2016

Partnership Agreement signed
between Chatham-Kent and ACCESS
OM

 
ACCESS OM staff hired: ACCESS
OM Clinician/Clinical Coordinator,
Peer Navigators/Research Assistants,
Family Navigator

  
Grand opening of initial Youth Hub at
former YMCA

  
Chatham-Kent team and community
partners participate in ACCESS OM 
training  

  
Youth begin receiving ACCESS OM
services and data collection begins

2017

ACCESS OM Chatham-Kent team
relocates to the CMHA offices while the
new Youth Hub is designed and created 

  
ACCESS OM Chatham-Kent team
members present on the importance of
engaging youth as partners in mental
health system transformation at the
International Association for Youth
Mental Health conference in Dublin,
Ireland

 
Chatham-Kent site team makes an
application to be one of the Youth
Wellness Hubs Ontario (YWHO), a
network of integrated service hubs to
be funded under Ontario’s Ministry of
Health and Long Term Care

 
Site team expands the clinical services
available by growning the team,
introduces Single Session therapy

TRAM
Getting started

Boots on the ground

Sharing successes

Chatham-Kent is chosen as one of the
10 YWHO sites across Ontario

 
ACCESS OM Chatham-Kent continues
to expand programming and activities,
and providing clinical services to youth
in the community

 
The new ACCESS Open Minds Youth
Hub opens its doors, providing a long-
term home for the larger  ACCESS OM
team and services

2018

2014

Growing  momentum

Next steps...2019



ACCESS OM Youth Hub
 

Chatham-Kent

As the central  space for this transformation, the ACCESS Open Minds Youth Hub in Chatham-Kent is the

physical  heart of the local  project. From the beginning, community members, youth and families/carers, and

local service providers have participated in all conversations and planning regarding the Youth Hub, from identifying

different locations to going over  floor plans and architect's blueprints. A key component for the ACCESS Open

Minds Chatham-Kent team has been to have youth and family voices contribute to each aspect of the transformation.

 
In the initial stages of the project, the

Chatham-Kent team thrived  through

change and transition. An initial space was

identified at the former  YMCA on King

Street. This space served as the first home

to the ACCESS OM team, with a grand

opening and launch event taking place in

May 2016. As the first ACCESS OM site in

the network to officially open and hold a

launch event, this celebration was a great

showcase of change taking place. 

Facilities planning has been an important component of the establishment of ACCESS Open Minds in Chatham-Kent.

Finding sources for sustainable funding was a critical first step in committing to the Youth Hub. Through combining the

efforts of community parnters, the team worked to secure revenue for building space and operational expenses — an

essential step in the success of a transformational project such as this one.

In 2018, Chatham-Kent was also chosen as one of
10 sites in Ontario to implement the Ontario’s
Integrated Youth Services initiative (YWHO); similar
to ACCESS Open Minds, YWHO aims to bring the
right services to youth and their families at the right
time, in the right place. With the ACCESS OM
Chatham-Kent team already in place and the
permanent home at the   Youth Hub about to open,
the existing  partnership extended to include the
Ontario  Ministries of  Health and Long-Term Care,
along with the CAMH Foundation.

ACCESS Open Minds Chatham-Kent 
 at 140 King Street West in Chatham, Ontario

A warm and welcoming reception area (counter to the
experience of talking to a receptionist in an enclosed area)
A plethora of individual and group seating areas, both in
the front area, along the corridor, and in enclosed rooms
Unique artwork commissioned by local artists

A streetscape design and five different themed
meeting rooms, furnished to make the space feel
more comfortable and less clinical
A large group room for community partners,
treatment planning teams, and stakeholder
advisory groups

Following a brief relocation to the CMHA offices in 2017, the permanent site opened its doors at 140 King Street West,

in the heart of Chatham, in 2018. The welcoming space was designed with support from the Youth Advisory Council,

and has a number of unique features for a youth mental health clinic, including:



ACCESS OM Youth Hub
 

Chatham-Kent

Peer  Navigator/Research Assistant (4 full-time): often the initial point of
contact for youth and families seeking help, with the goal of engaging
individuals seeking support, and potentially reducing the demand for
specialized services (e.g. psychiatric consultation). This individual also supports
youth in participating in the research and evaluation component of the ACCESS
OM project.

 

Mental health services on-site, including with the
ACCESS OM Clinician, Peer & Family Navigators,
and connections to other clinical services through
the CMHA/MHAP
Various groups in association with community
partners: social ("Fun Night"), youth DBT, Young
and Proud, trauma recovery and empowerment
for girls, Parents for Children's Mental Health
Homes 4 Youth programming
Events organized by the Youth Advisory Council  
Board, card, and video games
Movie & documentary screenings
Musical instruments
Access to computers/internet

 
...and so much more!
 

Activities that take place at the
ACCESS OM Youth Hub:

Staffing
ACCESS OM Clinician & Clinical Coordinator
(1  full-time): position held by individuals with
backgrounds in social work, nursing, and/or
occupational therapy; trained to conduct an
informative and engaging initial mental health
evaluation, and provides support in seeking
appropriate services, if needed

Family Navigator (2 part-time): a person with lived experience in supporting their own family member through a mental
health journey, this Navigator supports the families and carers of youth receiving services through the ACCESS OM
Youth Hub, as well as families and carers of young people who need support but are not receiving care.

  
Transitional Age Youth Case Manager (1 full-time): helps youth with treatment planning, goal setting and evaluation.
Provides education, life skills, symptom management, as well as crisis planning and linkage/referral to community
resources. Specialized in concurrent disorders

 
The ACCESS OM Youth Hub also hosts the  Early Intervention Psychosis team (whose  program has expanded to include
services for youth experiencing early onset mood and anxiety disorders), as well as the  KIDS Team Coordinator, the CK
Youth Housing team, and the Chatham-Kent Children’s Services Clinician.
 
Our team of psychiatrists are part of the interprofessional model and provide on-site and consultation via televideo.



Clinical approaches  Chatham-Kent

Who better to help navigate a system than someone who

has been there before? Such is the principle behind the

Peer Navigators on the ACCESS Open Minds Chatham-

Kent team. Key team members of the clinical team, a Peer

Navigator  is often the first point of contact for a  youth,

family member, or carer  seeking mental health support.

The Chatham-Kent team started with two Youth

Navigators and one Family Navigator, who meet with

youth and family members either at the Youth Hub or a

location of the client's choice. They are trained in Mental

Health First Aid, and receive training through the Ontario

Peer Development Initiative (OPDI) and   clinical

supervision from the extended CMHA team. These

individuals and their privileged position as Peer

Supporters can make taking  that first big step of asking

for help a little bit easier. 

 

Peer Navigator Alex Luby (centre) with Site Lead 
 Paula Reaume-Zimmer (right) and PhD student

Eugenia Canas presenting at the IAYMH 2017
conference

Integrating research and evaluation into clinical practice

Peer support central to improved care

A main component of the ACCESS Open Minds project is collecting information with youth

and families/carers  who receive services at the site.  Some of the information being

collected includes:

demographic information (who is accessing services?)

pathways to care (tracking trajectories of how youth access support)

satisfaction of services

symptoms and functioning of youth, both in point and over time

 

Site team members use a web-based data collection platform to gather this information,

which allow the clinical team members, research staff, and  managers/program

administrators to better understand the real-time needs of youth in Chatham-Kent, and

make informed decisions about program design and implementation going forward.

Single Session Therapy
 Peer support

Tele-mental health services

A coordinated access provides all team members the opportunity to

expedite services to either psychiatry or allied health care providers

Other innovative practices in Chatham-Kent



Impacts so far... Chatham-Kent

Over 911 youth have accessed services at ACCESS Open Minds Chatham-Kent

Age distribution of youth accessing services
Youth living in rural areas accessing
support doubled from the initial year of
ACCESS OM C-K (2016-17) from 42 to
83 youth in 2018-19, down  slightly from
90 in 2017-18.
 
(As we do not have full addresses and
postal codes for all clients, this is likely an
undercount of rural clients, though the
trend is promising.)

Increase in youth from rural areas seeking help

Participating organizations are
identifying ongoing opportunities to
leverage existing funds to invest in the
local ACCESS OM project, contributing
towards the sustainability of the Youth
Hub as an important resource for youth
and families in the community .

  
Community champions — including
Chatham-Kent Children's Services, the
Youth Diversion Officer, and the Mental
Health and Addictions Nurse in the
school sectors introduce ACCESS OM as
a local resource for youth seeking help,
and often accompany youth to their first
visit. The service providers who work
more closely together have said that they
find that working alongside their peers
helps to increase collaboration and
improve knowledge transfer between
their various programs and services.

In 2015-16 – CMHA-LK (Chatham Site) serviced
663 youth across all services in the Chatham
region. This increased to 1,117 youth   in 2018-
19, an increase of 68%.
In the first year of ACCESS OM, 167 youth were
served, and in the most recent year available
(2018-19), that number climbed to 378, an
increase of 126%. 
A dramatic increase in the number of under-16
clients served on the Chatham site: 11 in 2015-
16 to 93 in 2018-19, an increase of 745%

Increase from pre-ACCESS Open Minds



Feedback from youth and families

Changing the status quo

Chatham-Kent's Peer Navigators and research team
continue to collect data with youth and families
accessing services at ACCESS Open Minds.  Data
collection is scheduled to wrap up in September 2020,
and the project results will be published in 2021.

Data collection is ongoing

Chatham-Kent

Improve outreach to rural community
  

Embrace technology and social media
opportunities to establish a robust virtual space
to initiate contact and to maintain engagement

Become a provincial champion as Ontario’s
Integrated Youth Services initiative is rolled out

Expanding hours of operation to include 
 evening and weekend times

Next steps

“[ACCESS] is an excellent bridge to help an individual get by when they’re in need of support.
10/10.”

“I was going through a really rough time, and although my doctor's office provided counselling
services, there was a 6 month waitlist! They suggested I look into ACCESS Open Minds and a
friend of mine spoke highly of the services. I was warmly welcomed during my first visit and
since then I’ve experienced a comforting amount of support and encouragement.”

“…I must say we were encountering numerous obstacles when trying to get things done. Well,
with all of the help and guidance…we now have answers and continue to move forward with
things in regards to our relative...So with this being said we would like to thank the Centre and
both women for their guidance during this confusing time.”

- Grandma & Aunt

- Youth

- Youth



ACCESS Open Minds
Chatham-Kent partners:
Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA)
 
Chatham-Kent Children’s Services (CKCS)
 
Chatham-Kent Community Health Centre (CHC)
 
Chatham-Kent Health Alliance (CKHA)
 
Chatham-Kent Police Service
 
Chatham-Kent Public Health Unit
 
Chatham-Kent Victim Services
 
Erie St. Clair Local Health Integrated Network,
Mental Health & Addictions Nurses
 
Primary Health Care Providers (PHCP)
 
Family Service Kent (FSK)
 
Lambton-Kent District School Board
 
Make Children Better Now (MCBN)
 
Mental Health Network (Hope House)
 
Municipality of Chatham-Kent Homes 4 Youth
Program
 
Restorative Justice Chatham-Kent
 
St. Clair Catholic District School Board
 
Western Area Youth Services (WAYS)



FOR MORE
INFORMATION:

ACCESS Open Minds 
 

Chatham-Kent
140 King Street West

Chatham, Ontario
N7M 1E3

 
Phone: (519) 437-6329

 
Fax: (519) 351-4882

www.accessopenminds.ca

@accessck

@ACCESS Open 
 Minds CK

@accessopenmindsck

info@accessopenmindsck.ca


