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Families and Mental Health in Canada
Mental health and mental illnesses are key measures of wellbeing, and they have an impact not only on individuals and families, but
also in workplaces and communities across Canada. The World Health Organization defines mental health as “a state of wellbeing
in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and
fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community.”1
According to the Public Health Agency of Canada, mental illnesses are “characterized by alterations in thinking, mood or behaviour
associated with significant distress and impaired functioning,” and include mood disorders (e.g. major depression, bipolar disorder),
anxiety disorders, schizophrenia, personality disorders, eating disorders, problem gambling and substance dependency.2
It is important to note that mental health and mental disorders/illnesses are not opposite ends of a continuum, and that people
living with mental illnesses can also achieve high levels of wellbeing at the same time.3

7 in 10 Proportion of Canadians aged 12 and older who

27% Proportion of youth reporting an Aboriginal identity

rated their mental health as “excellent” or “very good” in
2016 (70.9%). Youth aged 12 to 17 had the highest share
reporting excellent/very good mental health (77.4%), and
Canadians aged 18 to 34 had the lowest share (69.8%). Men
had a higher share reporting excellent/very good mental
health among all age groups.4

aged 18 to 25 who reported in 2012 having had suicidal thoughts
at some point in their lives (vs. 15% among nonAboriginal
youth). Within this group, 27% of Inuit, 17% of offreserve First
Nations and 16% of Métis reported having such thoughts.9 Off
reserve First Nations youth with a personal/familial history of
residential school attendance were nearly twice as likely to
have had suicidal thoughts as those who did not.10

1 in 5

Estimated proportion of Canadians living with a
mental illness each year.5 By 2041, an estimated 8.9 million
people across the country (21%) could be living with a
mental illness.6

38% Proportion of Canadians who reported in 2012 that
they have an immediate or extended family member with a
mental health problem.7 More than 1 in 5 (22%) Canadians had
more than one family member with a mental health problem.8
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1 in 7 Proportion of Canadians aged 12 and older who
reported in 2015 having consulted with a health professional
about their emotional or mental health (13.9%). Women were
nearly twice as likely as men to report having consulted a
professional (17.9% and 9.8%, respectively); this pattern held
true for all age groups including youth aged 12 to 17 (13.8% of
girls vs 8.8% of boys) and seniors (10.0% of senior women
and 5.4% of senior men).11
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8.4% Proportion of Canadians who reported in 2016

7 in 10 Among Canadians who reported in 2012 that their

having a mood disorder. Women were nearly twice as
likely as men to report having a mood disorder (10.9%
and 5.8%, respectively). This pattern held true for all age
groups including youth aged 12 to 17 (6.1% of girls vs. 3.2%
of boys) and seniors (7.7% of senior women and 4.5% of
senior men).12, 13

lives were affected by a family member’s mental health problem,
the proportion who reported they provided care to this family
member (71%).17

68% Proportion of Canadians who have been affected
by a family member’s mental health who say they are not
embarrassed by this problem.18

1 in 10 Proportion of Canadian youth aged 15 to
24 who reported in 2012 that they have experienced
depression in their lifetime (11%), 7% of whom experienced
it in the past year. More than 6 in 10 (61%) had talked to
a professional about their symptoms, and another 61%
consulted an informal source such as friends (48% of those
with depression who consulted an informal source) and
family (33%).14

4 in 10 Proportion of Canadians who report having
“seriously contemplated” suicide (38.2%) who later reached a
state of complete mental health.15 Those who reported having
someone they could confide in were 7 times more likely to
achieve complete mental health.16

Research shows that mental illness usually results
from an interaction of physical factors (e.g. genetic makeup,
physical trauma, substance abuse), environmental factors
(e.g. psychological trauma such as war or sexual abuse) and
social factors (e.g. place of residence, presence of support
networks, work environment).19
Families who provide care to relatives with mental health
conditions serve a variety of diverse care roles, including (but
not limited to) assisting with crisis intervention, system navigation
and daily living; advocating on behalf of an ill relative; monitoring
symptoms and adherence to treatment plans; and maintaining
records of previous treatments, medications and hospitalizations.20
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