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Information Sharing Framework – Abstract 

Title: An Information Sharing Framework: Supporting Mental Health Serving Organizations Working in 

Collaborative Approaches 

Background: 

It is estimated that 1 in 5 Canadians will suffer a mental health disorder in their lives. Mental Health 

supports have been an area of focus across many sectors, as the impacts of mental health include areas 

such as employability, education, suicide, domestic violence, homelessness, law enforcement and the 

criminal justice system. “In order to respond to the needs of youth and adults, mental health services in 
Alberta have developed across several settings (health, community, and education). While providing 

mental health supports in multiple settings is beneficial, the current structure presents a challenge to 

provide care in a timely, consistent, and coordinated way.”1 

 

The intent of the Information Sharing Framework is to enhance the degree of collaboration and 

integration among client-serving organizations providing mental health supports across all relevant 

sectors. Organizations work across a variety of areas: Health, Education, Law Enforcement, Children’s 
Services, Justice, supports for those impacted by Domestic Violence, and supports for the Homeless, 

amongst others. The organizations may hire staff, contract, and work with individuals who come from a 

variety of disciplines, including medical practitioners, nurses, social workers, psychologists and other 

allied health professionals, educators, teachers, police services, corrections, and probation. The 

organizations and those they work with may be subject to different privacy and other legislation, or in 

some cases, may not have any legislative oversight. The result is an environment that creates complexity 

when it comes to the sharing of personal and health information that is necessary to provide consistent, 

holistic care when more than one organization is involved. Good collaborative practice should allow for 

a more comprehensive case management approach, and should reduce the need for individuals to 

repeat their story, reducing the potential for re-traumatization in the process. Unfortunately, the 

complexity of the legislative environment is such that organizations are often unwilling or unaware of 

how to share the personal and health information necessary to provide holistic care. 

 

Developing the Framework: 

Development of the Framework commenced by engaging various organizations in the social and health 

service areas, to determine and confirm an understanding of the issues related to the sharing of 

information. These organizations included a wide representation from the public and private sectors, 

(government and non-government) including municipal, school boards, police services, health services, 

local community-based agencies, immigrant-serving agencies, and professional colleges. Individual 

conversations were held with the organization’s representatives along with several information sessions 
to ensure the development resonated with the issues the organizations were facing or had confirmed as 

relevant. 

 
1 “Lifeso, N., Parker, N., McInnes, S., Babins-Wagner, R., Scott, C., & Brown, K. (2020) “Understanding the Current 

Landscape of Emerging Adult Mental Health Services and Needs in Calgary and Surrounding Area”. Edmonton: 

PolicyWise for Children & Families. 
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The Framework was developed to address two areas: how the existing privacy landscape can address 

and support the sharing (collection, use and disclosure) of personal and health information; and the 

structural supports that organizations working in a collaborative or integrated manner would benefit 

from implementing.  

Elements of the Framework: 

The various components or elements of the Framework address these two areas.  

The Privacy Landscape: 

Privacy legislation in use in Alberta is not harmonized, and places different expectations on the 

organizations that are subject to it. While there are some similarities in the provisions contained within 

the legislation, and the underlying intent is the same, that is, to ensure that sensitive personal and 

health information of individuals is managed in a confidential and privacy enhancing manner, where 

those individuals are empowered to some degree in the control they have over access to and use of 

their information, there are as well sufficient differences to make the legislative environment complex. 

In addition, there are many organizations relied on to provide services to Albertans in the social and 

health sectors that are not subject to privacy legislation, that being those in the non-profit sector (unless 

they manage the information in the context of a commercial activity, and even then it is only the 

information that must be managed in accordance with the legislation).  

The Framework addresses this by guiding the collaborative partners through the following: 

• Clearly establishing the Purpose for working together with others in a collaborative or integrated 

manner. Identifying the purpose is critical to supporting the authority and rationale for the 

collection, use and disclosure of personal and health information, as the authority for access to 

information is predicated on its relationship to a defined use. A clear understanding of desired 

objectives or outcomes should also be contemplated in defining the Purpose.  

• Establishing the roles and responsibilities of the partners. The different roles of the various 

members will assist in identifying what information is required by whom, and for what purpose. 

• Understanding and applying the applicable legislation. The Framework includes a legislative matrix 

that outlines the provisions that are most likely to be applicable under the various legislations, 

dependent on the sectors the members come from. (E.g. public bodies under the Freedom of 

Information and Protection of Privacy Act, custodians under the Health Information Act, private 

sector organizations under the Personal Information Protection Act, and so forth.) A sample 

disclosure tool is also included that serves to establish what information can be disclosed by what 

organizations for what purpose. 

• As noted, there are non-profit organizations that are not subject to any privacy legislation, and 

therefore to no legislative oversight. To address this, and to assist these and other organizations 

who may require assistance in demonstrating their accountability, the Framework includes a 

Capacity Assessment Tool that can be used to identify what areas may require additional work by 

the organizations in the management of personal and health information. Also included is a sample 

Commitment Agreement that can be used to hold all members accountable to working in 

accordance with the agreed upon policies, practices and processes. 
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 Structural Supports: 

Beyond dealing with the complexity of non-harmonized privacy legislation, organizations often have 

different policies and practices, different understanding of terminology, different interpretation of 

legislation, different expectations in how results will be achieved, staff supported, and the evaluation 

and reporting of outcomes. These differences can also serve to inhibit working effectively in 

collaborative or integrated relationships, but if addressed, can lead to the development of trust 

relationships between the partnering member organizations. The Framework addresses these areas by 

guiding the collaborative partners through the following: 

• Ensuring that staff involved in the collaborative or integrated service understand and can 

explain to their clients the purpose for the collaboration, and the desired outcomes or 

objectives. 

• Identifying and implementing a governance structure that will provide oversight and decision-

making relative to the management of the personal and health information by all the partners.  

• Identifying and implementing whatever policy and practice changes or enhancements might be 

required, both by the collaborative partnership as a group, and where necessary, within the 

individual member organizations. 

• Clearly outlining how information required by the collaborative partners will be managed, 

including how it will be collected, accessed and disposed of, in such manner that it is secure at 

all times. This applies as well to any use of electronic information management systems or 

software, and to the determination of what forms and formats may be required. 

• Training all relevant staff and partners on all of these components and policies.  

• Identifying and implementing whatever evaluative processes may be required. This requires the 

membership to identify what will be measured, and what information is required in that 

measurement, whether at the individual or system level, and whether at an identifying or 

aggregate population-trend level; along with the need to outline the processes that will be put 

in place to support and adhere to those needs in a compliant manner. 

Intended Use of the Framework: 

The Framework was developed to support organizations who are or need to work more collaboratively 

as they support individuals and families dealing with their mental health concerns. The degree to which 

they collaborate can be measured to some degree along the Collaborative Continuum, which can also 

serve to guide what elements of the Framework they should utilize. A framework template was also 

developed to support collaborating organizations to customize the framework such that it better reflects 

and accurately identifies how they will work, and what information they will require and have authority 

to access and manage. 

Use of the Framework as broadly as possible will lead to consistent understanding and management of 

personal and health information, and of the necessary processes. It will through that support a more 

consistent application of privacy enhancing practices by organizations working in the sector, regardless 

of what legislation they may be subject to, if any.  


