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This Tool should be used in conjunction with the WORKBOOK - A tool to help organisations and services identify 

Priority Populations in Mental Health and Suicide Prevention. The Workbook provides space to record your 

thoughts as you work with your colleagues to identify priority populations. The glossary on page 14 provides 

definitions of key terms used in the tool and a range of resource pages provide further information on some of the 

relevant concepts.  

 

© 2023 Dr Matthew Fisher, Dr Toby Freeman, Dr Miriam van den Berg and Prof Fran Baum, Stretton Health 

Equity, Stretton Institute, University of Adelaide, Adelaide, South Australia, 5001. This research was funded by the 

National Mental Health Commission. 

This tool and the associated workbook may be reproduced with appropriate acknowledgement.
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Mental health and suicide are important public health issues that affect all populations. Mental health and wellbeing 

are strongly influenced by the social, economic, cultural, and environmental conditions in which people are born, 

grow, live, work and age. These are referred to as social determinants of mental health and suicide.  

Favourable conditions, such as freedom from racism and discrimination, decent employment and stable housing, can 

support wellbeing, protect against mental ill-health, and aid recovery from illness. However, exposure to adverse, 

stressful life conditions at different life stages increases risks of mental ill-health or suicidal distress. Mental health or 

s
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Step 1: Do we want to identify priority populations? 

Yes 

Consider: 

A priority population approach may 

involve: 
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STEP 3: Do we know how to identify priority populations? 

 Record your thoughts in the workbook 

 

Q.2 Do we understand how different 

groups in our community are 

affected by social, economic & 

cultural determinants of mental 

health and/or suicide? 

Do we know which groups are denied the same 

opportunities as others to protect & improve 

mental health and/or prevent suicide? 

Visit resource page 1:  

Community Engagement 

Visit resource page 2: 

Understanding social & cultural determinants of 

mental health & suicide 

NO: Work your way through the following 

questions: 

Q.1 Do we know our community, 

as a whole as well as the diverse 

groups within it? Have we engaged with 

our community? Have we listened to 

community voices? Do we understand the 

available mental health and/or suicide data* 

for our community? Do we understand the 

difference between risk groups and equity 

groups? 

* data may include quantitative and qualitative data, as well 

as stories and informal sources of information 

 

 

YES: If you already know how to id
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Q.4 Do we understand that people 

may belong to more than one priority
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STEP 4: Now that we have selected priority populations, are we ready to plan actions 

to reduce mental ill-health and suicide inequities? 

 Record your thoughts in the workbook 

 

Return to Step 3 Q. 1 If we have chosen Aboriginal 
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Q.8 Do we know how we can monitor 

and evaluate our work from a health 

equity perspective? If our resources are 

limited are there simple ways we can monitor our 

work? Do we need to partner with another 

organisation to help us with evaluation? Is our 

approach culturally safe, inclusive and respectful? 

 

Visit resource page 12: 

Working with Priority Populations 

 

Visit resource page 13: 

Monitoring & Evaluation 
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Implement your action and evaluation plan. 

 

 We know how to make our work more inclusive so as to help reduce mental ill-health and /or 

suicide inequities. 

 We know how to be accountable to the priority groups we have identified. 

 We value working in partnership with our community. 

 

 You may find Participation Action Research resources helpful.  

See the Participatory Action Research Toolkit for ideas. 

 

 

Q.9 Do we have the knowledge, skills 

and resources to progress our action 

and evaluation plan? 

 

 Visit resource page 14: 

Capacity Building Yes No 

https://eprints.icstudies.org.uk/id/eprint/293/1/LT-19-06-Participatory-Action-Research-Toolkit.pdf
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https://preventioncentre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Systems-Thinking-A4-Poster_Aug18.pdf
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-IER-CSDH-08.1
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/documents/social-determinants-of-health/hiap-ppt-module-2-part-2.pptx?sfvrsn=6097ae24_2
https://nest.greenant.net/index.php/s/6TKx6EfiC3KiC3F
https://www.mindaustralia.org.au/intersectionality-and-its-value-mental-health-care
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/9789289053266
https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/article/32/2/148/1610540
https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/article/32/2/148/1610540
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Mental Health A state of mental wellbeing that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realise 

their abilities, learn and work well, and contribute to their community. Read more. 

Primary, Secondary, 

Tertiary Prevention 

The three levels of prevention: Primary prevention—actions aimed at avoiding ill 

health; secondary prevention—actions aimed at early identification to improve the 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response
https://preventionunited.org.au/how-prevention-works/what-is-prevention/
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/F/2015/focus-on-priority-populations.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/112828/9789241506809_eng.pdf
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RESOURCE PAGES
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https://iap2.org.au/resources/spectrum/
https://www.lelan.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/ALEL-Literature-Review-Leaders-Summit.pdf
https://www.lelan.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/ALEL-Literature-Review-Leaders-Summit.pdf
https://aci.health.nsw.gov.au/projects/co-design/library-of-related-resources
https://www.tacsi.org.au/news-ideas/unpacking-codesign
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https://www.who.int/health-topics/social-determinants-of-health#tab=tab_1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/112828/9789241506809_eng.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/social-determinants-and-indigenous-health
https://humanrights.gov.au/about/news/speeches/social-determinants-and-health-indigenous-peoples-australia-human-rights-based
https://humanrights.gov.au/about/news/speeches/social-determinants-and-health-indigenous-peoples-australia-human-rights-based
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/globalassets/media/documents/aboriginal-health/working-together-second-edition/working-together-aboriginal-and-wellbeing-2014.pdf
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/globalassets/media/documents/aboriginal-health/working-together-second-edition/working-together-aboriginal-and-wellbeing-2014.pdf
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/who-does-it-affect/lesbian-gay-bi-trans-and-intersex-lgbti-people/factors-affecting-lgbti-people
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Resource page 3: Life course approach to mental health and suicide 
prevention 

 A life course approach recognises that the different stages of life (i.e. preconception, 

infancy, early years, childhood, youth, adulthood, older age) affect mental health and 

wellbeing, both in terms of intrinsic capacity (the internal attributes we are born with) 

and functional ability (what we are able to be or do) (see figure below, WHO). It 

recognises that at each stage of life, our functional ability is heavily influenced by social, 

cultural and other environmental factors, and that a wide range of protective and risk 

factors influence mental health and wellbeing. 

Creating healthy public policies that address the social determinants of metal health and 

suicide, creating environments that improve the conditions of daily life, and promoting 

social and cultural norms that are important for mental ill-

https://lifecoursecentre.org.au/about/the-life-course-approach/#:~:text=Life%20course%20theory%20is%20a,%2C%20adolescence%2C%20adulthood%20and%20parenthood.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-life-course-approach-to-prevention/health-matters-prevention-a-life-course-approach
https://apps.who.int/iris/rest/bitstreams/1353953/retrieve


https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2788585
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2788585
https://healthinnovationnetwork.com/system/ckeditor_assets/attachments/41/what_is_person-centred_care_and_why_is_it_important.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9836303/
https://blueknot.org.au/resources/building-a-trauma-informed-world/
https://blueknot.org.au/resources/building-a-trauma-informed-world/
https://www.nswmentalhealthcommission.com.au/content/strengths-model-implementation-community-mental-health-services
https://www.ncoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Codesign-principles.pdf
https://www.hcnsw.org.au/partners-projects-campaigns/intersectional-needs-explained/
https://www.lgbtiqhealth.org.au/fact_sheet_intersectionality_and_youth_mental_health
https://nccdh.ca/resources/entry/public-health-speaks-intersectionality-and-health-equity
https://nccdh.ca/resources/entry/public-health-speaks-intersectionality-and-health-equity
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/Projects/stigma-and-discrimination-reduction-strategy
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/Projects/stigma-and-discrimination-reduction-strategy
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/lived-experience/consumer-and-carers/safety-and-quality-engagement-guidelines/mental-health-safety-and-quality-engagement-guide/3-enabling-diverse-participation/section-3-content


https://preventionunited.org.au/
https://www.suicidepreventionaust.org/
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Evidence-review-prevention-of-mental-health-conditions-August-2020.pdf
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Evidence-review-prevention-of-mental-health-conditions-August-2020.pdf
https://www.nswmentalhealthcommission.com.au/content/strengths-model-implementation-community-mental-health-services
https://www.nswmentalhealthcommission.com.au/content/strengths-model-implementation-community-mental-health-services
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Resource page 6: Cultural Knowledge 

Cultural knowledge involves developing an understanding of the cultural 

characteristics, norms, beliefs, symbols and attitudes that are unique to priority 

population groups. Cultural knowledge involves gaining local insight into what is 

important to particular groups and how they interpret the world around them—

including how they understand mental health, wellbeing and suicidal distress. Cultural 

characteristics may be related to race or ethnicity, or other aspects of identity. 

An example of the value of developing cultural knowledge relates to Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander communities’ approaches to suicide prevention, which draw on 

aspects of local knowledge about social and emotional wellbeing. Comprehensive 

community engagement processes, focusing on self-determination and employing 

decolonising practices have been shown to be important for mental health initiatives. 

Read more about what mental health might mean to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities here.  

Cultural knowledge may also be relevant for groups defined by other aspects of 

identity. For example, Rural Alive and Well is a program that uses an outreach model 

to address early intervention suicide prevention in rural and remote communities. It is 

based on research findings, for example, that farmers are less likely to access mental 

health care, but are at greater risk of poor mental health. 

Cultural knowledge is sometimes incorporated into discussions about cultural 

competence and cultural safety. Cultural competence is about your ability to engage 

with people who come from different cultural backgrounds. Cultural safety involves a 

deeper understanding about how to move from knowing to action, with an emphasis 

on shifting power imbalances. This article is worth reading and includes definitions of 

the various terms: Definitions and Concepts of Related Terms: Why cultural safety 

rather than cultural competency is required to achieve health equity. 

Understanding cultural knowledge can help organisations and services improve many 

aspects of their work/service delivery for priority populations. Putting cultural 

knowledge into practice may involve: 

 Effective engagement with priority populations—being open to learning and 

practicing deep listening.  

 Relinquishing poorly informed assumptions and unconscious biases.  

 Reflecting on current practices and shifting these in the direction of power-

sharing, self-determination and enabling local ownership. 

 Building organisational capacity to offer culturally safe practices and services. 

 

Useful links and resources 

 Conversations Matter: Supporting Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) 

communities to talk about suicide. 

 Mental Health Commission of NSW: Aboriginal Communities 

 NSW Health: How can I support a LGBTIQA+ person with a mental health condition? 

 Women’s Health Victoria: Towards a gendered understanding of women’s experiences of 

mental health and the mental health system. 

See also: Community Engagement, Understanding Social & Cultural Determinants of Mental 

Health & Suicide, Capacity Building 

https://cspm.csyw.qld.gov.au/practice-kits/mental-health/working-with-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander/seeing-and-understanding/what-mental-health-means-to-aboriginal-and-torres
https://www.rawtas.com.au/
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-016-3664-y#:~:text=All%20farmers%20were%20less%20likely,)%20than%20non%2Dfarm%20workers.
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-016-3664-y#:~:text=All%20farmers%20were%20less%20likely,)%20than%20non%2Dfarm%20workers.
https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12939-019-1082-3/tables/1
https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12939-019-1082-3/tables/1
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/archived/spiritofthings/elder-invites-australians-to-embrace-tradition-of-deep-listening/7699476
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9836303/
https://conversationsmatter.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/CM_Fact_sheet_Supporting_CALD_communities_to_talk_about_suicide_Final.pdf
https://conversationsmatter.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/CM_Fact_sheet_Supporting_CALD_communities_to_talk_about_suicide_Final.pdf
https://www.nswmentalhealthcommission.com.au/content/aboriginal-communities
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/mentalhealth/psychosocial/strategies/Pages/diversity-lgbtiqa.aspx
https://whv.org.au/resources/whv-publications/towards-gendered-understanding-womens-experiences-mental-health-and
https://whv.org.au/resources/whv-publications/towards-gendered-understanding-womens-experiences-mental-health-and
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https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/getmedia/0209d27b-1873-4245-b6e5-49e770084b81/Fifth-National-Mental-Health-and-Suicide-Prevention-Plan
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/getmedia/0209d27b-1873-4245-b6e5-49e770084b81/Fifth-National-Mental-Health-and-Suicide-Prevention-Plan
https://www.facs.nsw.gov.au/reforms/homelessness
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/mhsewb-framework_0.pdf
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/mhsewb-framework_0.pdf
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/mhsewb-framework_0.pdf
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/about-us/position-statements-and-policy-submissions
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/public+content/sa+health+internet/about+us/about+sa+health/health+in+all+policies/health+in+all+policies
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/E/2012/eight-steps-policy-development.pdf
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/HPJA-2007-3---Parham.pdf
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/HPJA-2007-3---Parham.pdf
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/about/who-we-are/lived-experience/
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/michael-reich/wp-content/uploads/sites/480/2012/10/Politics_of_reform.pdf
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https://phidu.torrens.edu.au/social-health-atlases/graphs/monitoring-inequality-in-australia
https://phidu.torrens.edu.au/social-health-atlases/graphs/monitoring-inequality-in-australia
https://phidu.torrens.edu.au/social-health-atlases/graphs/monitoring-inequality-in-australia
https://www.indigenousmhspc.gov.au/publications/overview
https://www.lgbtiqhealth.org.au/beyond_urgent_national_lgbtiq_mhsp_strategy
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Resource page 9: Partnerships 

Partnerships are central for improving mental health and preventing suicide among priority 

https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/VH_Partnerships-Analysis-Tool_web.pdf
https://culturaldiversityhealth.org.au/
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/VH_Partnerships-Analysis-Tool_web.pdf
https://www.wellways.org/our-services/doorway
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/32/6/923/4677254
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/mentalhealth/resources/Publications/sec3-4-nswcom-mh-strat-07-12.pdf
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/VH_Partnerships-Analysis-Tool_web.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article-abstract/33/1/4/2555416
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article-abstract/33/1/4/2555416


https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/mhsewb-framework_0.pdf
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/mhsewb-framework_0.pdf
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/mhsewb-framework_0.pdf
https://www.gayaadhuwi.org.au/our-story/
https://www.naccho.org.au/
https://www.naccho.org.au/
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/globalassets/media/documents/aboriginal-health/working-together-second-edition/working-together-aboriginal-and-wellbeing-2014.pdf
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/globalassets/media/documents/aboriginal-health/working-together-second-edition/working-together-aboriginal-and-wellbeing-2014.pdf
https://www.indigenousmhspc.gov.au/topics/sewb#aboutthistopic
https://www.indigenousmhspc.gov.au/topics/sewb#aboutthistopic
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/health-strategies/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-cultural-safety
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Resource page 11: Health Equity Planning 

There are different approaches to setting goals or objectives for health equity to 

consider. 

Targeted strategies. Instead of addressing the needs of the community in general, 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/F/2015/focus-on-priority-populations.pdf
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/WHO-EURO-2023-7022-46788-68195
https://www.healthscotland.com/uploads/documents/24296-ProportionateUniversalismBriefing.pdf
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/research/Publications/developing-program-logic.pdf
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https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/lgbtihealth/pages/661/attachments/original/1585381216/going-upstream-online-o-lgbti-mental-health-promotion-framework.pdf?1585381216
https://www.orygen.org.au/About/Service-Development/Youth-Enhanced-Services-National-Programs/Primary-Health-Network-resources/Youth-mental-health-service-models-and-approaches/Youth-mental-health-service-models-and-approaches?ext=
https://www.orygen.org.au/About/Service-Development/Youth-Enhanced-Services-National-Programs/Primary-Health-Network-resources/Youth-mental-health-service-models-and-approaches/Youth-mental-health-service-models-and-approaches?ext=
https://mhaustralia.org/publication/co-design-mental-health-policy
https://conversationsmatter.org.au/priority-populations/
https://conversationsmatter.org.au/priority-populations/
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/F/2015/focus-on-priority-populations.pdf
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Resource page 13: Monitoring and Evaluation 

Monitoring and evaluation should be factored into all programs and aspects of service 

delivery on an ongoing basis. Monitoring involves keeping track of day-to-day activities to 

https://eprints.icstudies.org.uk/id/eprint/293/1/LT-19-06-Participatory-Action-Research-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.intrac.org/wpcms/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Most-significant-change.pdf
https://www.betterevaluation.org/sites/default/files/GOAL_ArtBasedEvaluation.pdf
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/practice-and-service-quality/measuring-outcomes-in-mental-health-services
https://www.healthpathwayscommunity.org/Research_Hub/Evaluation-Framework/Evaluation-Resources
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/research/Pages/program-evaluation.aspx#:~:text=%E2%80%8BProgram%20evaluation%20is%20the,its%20effectiveness%2C%20efficiency%20and%20appropriateness.
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Mental_Health_Mapping_Tool.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/272659
https://www.betterevaluation.org/


https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/21/4/340/688495?login=true
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/21/4/340/688495?login=true
https://www.qmhc.qld.gov.au/awareness-promotion/mental-health-wellbeing/capacity-building
https://iseralaska.org/static/akpfs/IndicatorsForCapacityBuilding.pdf
https://iseralaska.org/static/akpfs/IndicatorsForCapacityBuilding.pdf
https://link.springer.com/epdf/10.1186/s12889-018-5591-6?author_access_token=5Wf5lBIM7_tmUTQnFW-8Fm_BpE1tBhCbnbw3BuzI2ROTxZOvh4RD3OtIb9GNe6Nw-jUShsGCK-bF0bFiCkv5kSvsjja4Ufv9sy3XA0jwIy48LaSabf-poF-jOmgWMT6tCNmkKT6TiaQJ_d3wEPTaWQ==
https://link.springer.com/epdf/10.1186/s12889-018-5591-6?author_access_token=5Wf5lBIM7_tmUTQnFW-8Fm_BpE1tBhCbnbw3BuzI2ROTxZOvh4RD3OtIb9GNe6Nw-jUShsGCK-bF0bFiCkv5kSvsjja4Ufv9sy3XA0jwIy48LaSabf-poF-jOmgWMT6tCNmkKT6TiaQJ_d3wEPTaWQ==
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Capacity_Building_FactSheet.pdf
https://www.lowitja.org.au/content/Document/Lowitja-Publishing/deficit-discourse-strengths-based.pdf
https://www.lowitja.org.au/content/Document/Lowitja-Publishing/deficit-discourse-strengths-based.pdf

