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Building the social prescribing student movement in Canada
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Introduction

Social prescribing is defined as “a means
for trusted individuals in clinical and com-
munity settings to identify that a person
has nonmedical, health-related social needs
and to subsequently connect them to non-
clinical supports and services within the
community by co-producing a social pre-
scription—a nonmedical prescription, to
improve health and well-being and to
strengthen community connections.”!*?
Globally, there is growing interest in social
prescribing as a holistic approach to health
and well-being, with almost 30 countries
involved in the social prescribing move-
ment.? In Canada, great strides are being
made in social prescribing research, policy
and practice, with all of this work being
supported by the Canadian Institute for
Social Prescribing.?

Alongside the rapid expansion of the
social prescribing movement around the
world, a global network of student cham-
pions has emerged to build the social pre-
scribing student movement. In the United
Kingdom (UK), where the social prescrib-
ing movement began, students have been
heavily involved right from the start. In
2017, the UK National Social Prescribing
Student Champion Scheme was estab-
lished by Dr. Bogdan Chiva Giurca—a
medical student at the time—to enable
students to get involved in learning about,
teaching and promoting social prescrib-
ing.* Since then, more than 350 student
champions have engaged with over 20 000
learners across the UK.®

Over the past few years, the social pre-
scribing student movement has expanded
to several other countries, including

Australia, Japan, Portugal, Singapore and
the United States (US).° In 2021, these stu-
dent groups came together to develop the
Social Prescribing International Student
Movement Framework, which served as a
call to action and a guidebook for student
champions across the globe.® This frame-
work caught the attention of students in
Canada who shared a passion for social
prescribing and a desire to bring the social
prescribing student movement to this
country, which led to the establishment of
the Canadian Social Prescribing Student
Collective.

In this commentary, we outline the impor-
tance of building the social prescribing
student movement in Canada, give an
overview of the Canadian Social Prescribing
Student Collective, provide examples of
ways in which students are contributing
to social prescribing efforts across the
nation, and put out a call to action to
advance the social prescribing student
movement in this country.

The importance of building
the social prescribing student
movement in Canada

Throughout history, students have been a
driving force behind social movements.” A
recent example of this is the critical role
that student activists have played in shap-
ing the Black Lives Matter movement.® It
follows that the social prescribing move-
ment stands to benefit from the power of
students to foster social change. Looking
at the Canadian context, anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that students are eager to
support the movement, and members of
the social prescribing community agree
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Highlights

e A global network of student cham-
pions has emerged to build the
social prescribing student move-
ment, with student groups in seven
countries, including Canada.

e The Canadian Social Prescribing
Student Collective was established
in 2022.

® Much progress has been made in
building the social prescribing stu-
dent movement in Canada, but
there is a lot of work to be done,
which calls for action by students,
staff in health care and community
organizations, and faculty and admin-
istration at postsecondary institutions.

e Collective efforts to build the social
prescribing student movement in
this country will not only shape
the wider social prescribing move-
ment, but also the future of our
health system.
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that student involvement in the move-
ment is fundamental to its success.

But this is not only about the impact of
students on the movement—this is also
about the impact of the movement on stu-
dents. This is about empowering today’s
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learners, who will become tomorrow’s
leaders. With evidence to suggest that up
to 50% of primary care visits are for non-
medical issues,” we must move beyond
the biomedical model by shifting care
upstream to address the nonmedical fac-
tors that determine 80% to 90% of health
and well-being.’®? The case for this shift
has never been clearer given the perfect
storm of a pandemic,” an aging global
population' and an estimated global
shortage of 18 million health workers
(20% of the global workforce) by 2030.'
In the wise words of Hamaad Khan, a
medical student and social prescribing
champion in the UK, “We must ask our-
selves, where is the health in our health
system, and where is the care in our
health care?”!® We are at a crisis point, but
there is hope for the future; by instilling
the values of social prescribing in our stu-
dents, we will empower them to create
health in our health system and deliver
care in our health care. This is what we
hope to achieve by building the social pre-
scribing student movement in Canada.

The Canadian Social Prescribing
Student Collective

The Canadian Social Prescribing Student
Collective was launched in March 2022.
Our mission is to build the social prescrib-
ing student movement across Canada. We
are guided by our four values: (1) collabo-
rate, (2) educate, (3) advocate and (4) inno-
vate. We have over 350 members, who
represent more than 35 postsecondary
institutions in British Columbia, Alberta,
Saskatchewan, Ontario, Quebec, New
Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward
Island and Newfoundland and Labrador.
Our members include undergraduate stu-
dents, graduate students and college stu-
dents, with representation from a variety
of different programs (i.e. health sciences,
kinesiology, medicine, nursing, pharmacy,
psychology, public health, social work,
etc.).

In addition to our members, we have over
20 academic and community partners. As
an online community, we communicate
with our members and partners through
email, newsletter, Slack, and Zoom meet-
ings, and we engage with the wider social
prescribing community through our web-
page, our social media accounts, webi-
nars, presentations and conference sessions.
We are affiliated with the Canadian
Institute for Social Prescribing, which
ensures alignment between the social
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prescribing student movement and the
wider social prescribing movement in
Canada.

Our efforts to build the social prescribing
student movement span local, national
and international levels. Locally, we have
chapters at postsecondary institutions.
Nationally, we convene through general
meetings, as well as through five working
groups with specific focus areas: (1) research,
(2) policy, (3) practice, (4) knowledge trans-
lation and (5) medicine. Internationally,
we represent Canada on the Global Social
Prescribing Student Council, which brings
together the leaders of social prescribing
student groups around the world to
advance the global social prescribing stu-
dent movement.

We recently conducted a member experi-
ence survey, which revealed that students
are benefiting from being involved in our
group. When asked about their participa-
tion, 82.3% of our members agreed that
this group has improved their knowledge
of social prescribing, and 88.2% agreed
that this group has helped them to con-
nect with other students who are inter-
ested in social prescribing. Looking to the
future, we hope to expand our efforts,
grow our membership, develop a better
understanding of the effectiveness of our
efforts, and contribute to the social pre-
scribing evidence base by examining rele-
vant areas that have yet to be explored,
such as what motivates students to
become involved in the social prescribing
student movement.

Student contributions to social
prescribing efforts in Canada

Students first became involved in social
prescribing efforts in Canada several years
before the launch of the Canadian Social
Prescribing Student Collective. For exam-
ple, Canada’s first social prescribing pilot
(2018-2020) benefited from the support of
practicum students.'” We note that social
prescribing programs have been harness-
ing the potential of students to act as con-
nectors for more than a decade.’® In
British Columbia, Basics for Health
Society was established in 2012 as a way
for health care and community organiza-
tions to address patients’ social needs
through the use of trained student volun-
teers, who connect patients to commu-
nity resources.’® In Ontario, the NORTH
(Navigating Ottawa Resources To Improve
Health) Clinic, run by medical and law

students at the University of Ottawa, was
founded in 2018." Patients with social
needs are referred from health care set-
tings to the NORTH Clinic, where trained
student volunteers connect the patients to
community resources. These programs
not only serve to address patients’ social
needs and improve health equity for under-
served communities, but also to enrich
the educational experiences of students
through experiential learning opportunities.

Since the launch of the Canadian Social
Prescribing Student Collective, several
student-led initiatives have emerged as a
direct result of the student community
that has been cultivated. Locally, our
Brock University Chapter is collaborating
with student health services to implement
social prescribing on campus. Elsewhere
in Ontario, our University of Toronto Chapter
hosted the first social prescribing student
conference in the country. Nationally, our
research working group is conducting a
scoping review on social prescribing and
students,” and our policy working group
recently developed a policy brief to advo-
cate for the importance of social prescrib-
ing in supporting student mental health
on campus.

Apart from the work that is happening
through the Canadian Social Prescribing
Student Collective, students are contribut-
ing to social prescribing research, policy
and practice through various academic
pursuits, including thesis work, practi-
cums, traineeships, internships, research
assistantships and co-op placements.

For example, practicum students in Ontario
at the University of Guelph are working
with the social prescribing program at
Guelph Community Health Centre; train-
ees in Quebec at McGill University are
supporting efforts to implement social
prescribing in primary care clinics; and
students across the country are supporting
the work that is happening at the Canadian
Institute for Social Prescribing through
internships and research assistantships.

Additionally, students are supporting the
social prescribing movement through paid
and unpaid roles that are distinct from,
but complementary to, their academic
activities. For example, students are coor-
dinating social prescribing programs at
organizations such as Fraser Health in
British Columbia and the Vanier Social
Pediatric Hub in Ontario, and students
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across the country are volunteering for
programs such as the Canadian Red Cross
Friendly Calls Program and the Student-
Senior Isolation Prevention Partnership to
fulfill social prescriptions for people who
are feeling socially isolated and lonely.

All of these experiences allow students to
apply what they have learned in the class-
room about health promotion, upstream
thinking and the power of community.

A call to action

While it is important to celebrate the prog-
ress that has been made in building the
social prescribing student movement thus
far, there is a lot of work to be done. This
is a call to action for students, staff in
health care and community organizations,
and faculty and administration at postsec-
ondary institutions to support the advance-
ment of the social prescribing student
movement in Canada.

1. We call on students to join the
Canadian Social Prescribing Student
Collective and to support social prescrib-
ing research, policy and practice through
academic (i.e. thesis work, practicums,
traineeships, internships, research assis-
tantships, co-op placements, etc.) and
nonacademic avenues (i.e. paid and
unpaid roles).

You can sign up here: www.socialprescribing
.ca/student-collective.

2. We call on staff in health care and
community organizations and faculty
and administration at postsecondary insti-
tutions to connect with us and to
increase the level and type of student
involvement in social prescribing efforts
(e.g. connector role, program development,
program evaluation, research) through
academic and nonacademic avenues.

Whether you simply wish to receive our
newsletter, or want to explore opportuni-
ties for student engagement, you can sign
up here: www.socialprescribing.ca/student
-collective.

3. We call on faculty and administration
at postsecondary institutions to comple-
ment our efforts to educate students
about social prescribing by integrating
this concept into the curriculum for health
professional programs (i.e. medicine,
nursing, occupational therapy, pharmacy,
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physiotherapy, social work, etc.) through
a combination of didactic teaching and
experiential learning opportunities.

Experiences in other countries reveal that
student-led efforts to educate peers about
social prescribing need to be supple-
mented with formal education through a
combination of didactic teaching and
experiential learning opportunities.*2-2°

Together, these actions will help to build
the social prescribing student movement,
which will not only shape the wider social
prescribing movement, but also the future
of our health system.
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