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Abstract

Objectives
To review the evidence on mental health promotion from determinants of health 

approaches, and to highlight strategies for policy and practice that will strengthen 

mental health among populations.

Design
The evidence on interventions to promote mental health and wellbeing was reviewed  

for effective practice developments.

Setting
The resource was compiled for VicHealth and the Victorian Department of Human 

Services in 2005 to support the VicHealth Framework for the Promotion of Mental 

Health and Wellbeing and the Department of Human Services Common Planning 

Framework for Health Promotion.

Results
Finding evidence of what works in mental health promotion is a vast undertaking 

because such a range of evidence can be considered. Given the relative recency of 

mental health promotion as a field of endeavour, the extent of programs with strong 

evidence is perhaps surprising. Many emergent programs would benefit from a 

strengthening of research design to enable the measurement of more robust outcomes. 

More established mental health promotion areas can be adapted or replicated locally, 

either integrated into existing programs or run as stand-alone programs. There is much 

scope for health promotion practitioners to include mental health promotion outcomes 

in a range of programs, and to develop skills and knowledge in thinking about the 

mental health benefits of programs in many sectors and settings. 

Conclusions
Ensuring communities and populations have the opportunity for good mental health 

and wellbeing requires work across individual, community, organisational and 

societal and levels. Mental health promotion is certainly about predicting the possible 

effects of government policy in promoting or demoting mental health, as well as the 

ability of government to provide leadership for public and private sector activity. At 

individual, community and organisational levels, the evidence reviewed in this resource 

demonstrates that there is much that policy makers and program staff can do to actively 

promote mental health. 
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How to use this resource
This resource assembles an overview of national and international evidence on  
the promotion of mental health and wellbeing. Evidence on each topic is 
presented as follows:

• a short intervention description

• the population groups and settings studied

• an assessment of the promotion’s effectiveness as it is known

• a discussion of implementation issues

• additional comments (for some topics).

 New learnings and promising practices are included as an extra field. They are 

included to account for new information that has accumulated through efforts to 

build up knowledge about what works in mental health promotion but that might 

not have been evaluated to the level of criteria for this resource. 

• Case studies are located in each section.

Interventions reviewed in this resource
Interventions to increase social connectedness

1. Community building and regeneration programs p. 28

2. School-based programs for mental health and wellbeing p. 31

3. Structured opportunities for participation p. 33

4. Workplace mental health promotion p. 34

5. Social support p. 36

6. Volunteering p. 40

7. Community arts programs p. 40

8. Physical activity p. 45

9. Media campaigns for mental health promotion p. 47

Margin notes throughout the resource are 
designed to provide easy access to key 
terms and links to supporting documents 
and websites.
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Interventions to address violence and discrimination

1. Community-wide interventions p. 54 

2. Community education campaigns p. 57

3. Programs developed for at-risk populations p. 58

4. Programs for young people p. 61

5. Programs for at-risk men p. 62

6. Legislative and sentencing reform p. 63

7. School-based bullying programs p. 64

8. Workplace bullying p. 65

9. Discrimination prevention p. 66

Interventions to increase economic participation

1. Adult literacy programs p. 73

2. Child care programs p. 77

3. Youth employment programs  p. 79

4. Adult work programs  p. 80

5. Housing programs p. 83

Many of these interventions have convincing evidence, while others, on the evidence 

available, are only promising at this stage. This resource considers existing evidence, 

but not the many gaps in the evidence base for successful interventions to enhance 

mental health and wellbeing. 

The VicHealth Framework for the Promotion of Mental Health and Wellbeing is 

reproduced here for ready reference. Explanations of framework concepts are provided 

through the resource.



• reflect awareness of 

• value civic engagement 

mental health and 
wellbeing issues

Intermediate outcomes

Individual

Projects and programs 
that facilitate:

• involvement in community 
and group activities

• access to supportive 
relationships

• self-esteem and 
self efficacy

• access to education 
and employment

• self determination 
and control

• mental health literacy

Organisational

Organisations which are: 

• inclusive, responsive, safe, 
supportive and sustainable 

• working in partnerships 
across sectors

• implementing evidence
informed approaches to 
their work

Community

Environments which:

• are inclusive, responsive, 
safe, supportive and 
sustainable 

• are cohesive

Societal

A society with:

• integrated, sustained 
and supportive policy and 
programs

• strong legislative platforms 
for mental health and 
wellbeing

• appropriate resource 
allocation

• responsive and inclusive 
governance structures

Key social and economic determinants of mental health and themes for action

Social inclusion

• Supportive relationships

• Involvement in community 
and group activities

• Civic engagement

Freedom from discrimination 
and violence

• Valuing of diversity

• Physical security 

• Self determination & control 
of one’s life

Access to economic resources

• Work

• Education

• Housing

• Money

Population groups and action areas

Health promotion action

• Research, monitoring and evaluation

• Direct participation programs

• Organisational development 
(including workforce development)

• Community strengthening

• Communication and marketing

• Advocacy

• Legislative and policy reform

Settings for action

HOUSING

TRANSPORT

COMMUNITY 
SERVICES

CORPORATE

EDUCATION

PUBLIC

WORKPLACE

ARTS

SPORT AND 
RECREATION

LOCAL GOVT

HEALTH

JUSTICE
ACADEMIC

Long-term benefits

• increased sense of 
belonging

• improved physical health

• less stress, anxiety and 
depression

• less substance misuse

• enhanced skill levels

• resources and activities 
integrated across 
organisations, sectors 
and settings

• community valuing of 
diversity and actively 
disowning discrimination

• less violence and crime

• improved productivity 

• reduced social and health 
inequalities

• improved quality of life 
and life expectancy

Population groups

• Children

• Young people

• Women & men

• Older people

• Indigenous communities

• Culturally diverse communities

• Rural communities

Figure 1: VicHealth 2005 Framework for the Promotion of Mental Health and Wellbeing
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