
Always  
there.



 “I know there will be a day when you will need  

to be reminded that what you do matters.  

I hope you will read this and know that it does.  

You might think that you didn’t do much, but 

just knowing you were taking the time for me 

helped. When I felt alone, you were there.  

You made a huge difference.” 

– Anonymous service user who accessed support  
through Crisis Text Line powered by Kids Help Phone

“The day Kids Help Phone opened 
its first phone line in May of 
1989 was the day the landscape 
of youth mental health care in 
Canada changed forever. 

For 30 years, Kids Help Phone 
has been a lifeline, a beacon of 
hope and a shoulder to lean on 
for the nation’s young people. 
As we look back on our legacy 
of transformation and ahead to 
a future of bold innovation, we 
remain steadfastly committed, 
as we have for three decades, to 
simply always being there  
– when, where and how young 
people need us most.” 

 —Charles Brown 
Chair, Board of Directors 

Kids Help Phone 
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Always  
there.
30 Years of Kids Help Phone



The evening of April 6, 2018, fell clear and sunny over central 
Saskatchewan. Just before 5 p.m., on a lonely stretch of 

highway, a transport truck failed to yield at a stop sign and 
struck a bus carrying 29 people – including members of the 
Humboldt Broncos, a junior ice hockey team on its way to a 
playoff game. Sixteen people died. Most were members of the 
Humboldt Broncos; most were between the ages of 16 and 21. 

Grief poured out from every corner of the country. From coast 
to coast to coast, Canadians mourned with the families, friends 
and teammates of the 16 lives lost so suddenly, so senselessly. 
Hockey sticks appeared at doorways nationwide, symbolic of 
a country united in its sadness. The reality of the tragedy hit 
Canada’s youth the hardest, and the young people left behind – 
the friends, partners, loved ones, peers – were left to struggle. 

Two months earlier, Kids Help Phone – Canada’s first and 
only 24/7, bilingual counselling service for young people in 
need or crisis – had launched a small pilot project in Manitoba 
to test a new text-based service in response to the changing 
communication habits of young people, who increasingly prefer 
to reach out non-verbally. The new service, Crisis Text Line 
powered by Kids Help Phone, held the potential to dramatically 
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increase access to urgently-needed crisis and mental health 
support for young people in every part of the country – offering 
another crucial and rapid means of communication in addition 
to the phone lines, live chat and self-directed website sessions 
that were already reaching well over a million young people 
each year across the country. 

But on April 6, 2018, it was still just a small pilot project  
in Manitoba. 

The day after the accident, a member of Kids Help Phone’s 
National Youth Council sent a direct message to Katherine 
(Kathy) Hay, the organization’s president and CEO, via Twitter. 
It simply said: “Please open the texting up in Saskatchewan, we 
need help here.” 

The Kids Help Phone team mobilized, and by the end of that 
day the texting pilot was operational in both Saskatchewan and 
neighbouring Alberta. Texts immediately started flooding in 
from both youth and adults in desperate need of someone to 
help them manage their grief. 

They needed us. And, just as we have been every day for the 
past 30 years, we were there. 
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Kids Help Phone opened its first phone line on May 16, 1989. In 
its first year, the service received 45,000 calls from young people 
across Canada who had been searching for a listening ear. 

That groundbreaking moment in the history and future of 
mental health care for Canada’s youth was several years in 
the making, the realization of a bold dream shared by a group 
of Toronto businessmen who believed that the nation’s young 
people deserved better. 

Those businessmen – Peter Gorman, Bernie Davis, Bob Doty, 
Stephen Golick, Tom Turner, Moe Emer and Leon Emer – 
had heard talk of overseas telephone helplines that children 
could call to confidentially report abuse. Motivated by their 
passion for improving the lives of young people in Canada, 
and recognizing a major gap in accessible services focused on 
mental health and well-being, the group began investigating 
models of telephone-based helpline services around the world. 
From their research emerged the innovative idea of a unique 
telephone counselling service that kids could call at any time of 
day or night to access a professional counsellor. 
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Once their dream took shape, their commitment to making 
it a reality never wavered. Undeterred by the financial 
requirements of their vision, the group personally guaranteed 
a bank loan to get the service off the ground. They coordinated 
funding drives in Toronto malls, held annual dinners and 
worked tirelessly to raise awareness and support to give 
Canada’s young people a safe, trusted place to call for help, or 
just to talk. 

They reached out to their networks and found passionate 
partners and financial backers in Bell, Nestlé Canada, Parmalat 
Canada and BMO — Kids Help Phone’s four founding donors 
and, 30 years later, some of the service’s most dedicated 
ongoing supporters. From technology to advertisements on 
cereal boxes and candy bars, these four pioneering donors 
provided the crucial resources, visibility and funding needed 
to take Kids Help Phone from an idea to a service that would 
change mental health care in Canada forever. 

And on that May day in 1989, the phone lines opened to 
Canada’s youth. 

The calls have been nonstop ever since. 

“Bell is very proud to be a founding 
partner of Kids Help Phone. As Canada’s 

largest communications company, we 
are committed to helping kids, teens 
and young adults access vital mental 
health and counselling support when 

they need it, wherever they are. 

We look forward to continuing our 
longstanding partnership with  

Kids Help Phone to help improve the 
mental health of young people all 

around the country.”

– M A R Y  D E A C O N  
Chair, Bell Let’s Talk mental health initiative
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Over 30 years later, more than 40 million lives have been 
touched by Kids Help Phone. The service has not only become 
woven into the very fabric of our society as the only e-mental 
health solution available nationwide, 24/7 and in both official 
languages, it’s also played a crucial role in building the 
resilience of Canada’s young people. 

Young people: some as young as five, others as old as 28. And up 
to 15% of all sessions are with individuals who are even older, 
revealing a glaring gap in mental health services for Canadians. 

In 2018 alone, from coast to coast to coast, the nation’s youth 
reached out to Kids Help Phone 1.6 million times. That number 
grew even higher in 2019. And as we continue to evolve with 
the changing needs of Canada’s young people, it will grow 
even higher. In a country that’s home to 8.2 million youth — a 
quarter of the population — we are focused on continuing to 
find new ways of making sure that kids who need us can access 
us at any time of day or night and from wherever they are. 

The Kids Help Phone of today is a different place than it was 30 
years ago. Not only have we kept pace with a rapidly changing 
society, we’ve stayed ahead of the curve. We’re different 
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because young people require us to be, and because the world, 
too, is a different place than it was 30 years ago. 

Today, kids, teens and young adults reach out confidentially 
and anonymously via phone as well as through our online 
live chat service, our internationally-recognized website and 
through Crisis Text Line powered by Kids Help Phone, that 
lifeline of hope and support that saw a nation through a time of 
unimaginable grief in 2018. 

Crisis Text Line powered by Kids Help Phone was a game-
changer. And indeed, changing the game has been our goal 
since day one. With innovation in our DNA, we know we 
need to change even the way we change, and the speed at 
which we do so. Because in an age where 70% of youth prefer 
to reach out non-verbally and technology is ever-evolving, 
time lost is lives lost. 

“What we know,” says Kathy Hay, “is that the more new access 
points we create — the more ways we create for young people 
to reach us in the way they want to reach us — the more 
young lives we will impact and save, the more families will be 
supported and the more communities will be served, in every 
province and territory in Canada.” 

“The more new access points 
we create — the more ways we 

create for young people to reach 
us in the way they want to reach 

us — the more young lives we will 
impact and save, the more families 

will be supported and the more 
communities will be served,  

in every province and territory  
in Canada.”

– K A T H E R I N E  H A Y 
President & CEO, Kids Help Phone
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The first of its kind in Canada and the only neural network 
in the country for social good, Crisis Text Line powered by 
Kids Help Phone represents a tectonic shift from anonymous 
telephone or live chat counselling to crisis texting enhanced by 
artificial intelligence and machine learning. With the ability 
to triage texting conversations based on severity rather than 
chronology and a 93% accuracy rate by recognizing word 
patterns and phrases, the service is a gamified technology that 
allows its 1,500 volunteer Crisis Responders — overseen in real 
time by professional supervisors — to respond immediately 
from anywhere in Canada. 

Since launching the pilot and going national, Crisis Responders 
and supervisors have conducted more than 170,000 
conversations. And they are saving lives, with up to 10 active 
rescues taking place every single day. Every single day. 

Always there. 
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The reasons why young people reach out to Kids Help Phone are 
as numerous as they are. Mental health support, relationship 
issues, school challenges, bullying and suicide remain the 
top reasons why young people reach out. They may be an 
Indigenous youth with nowhere to turn, an LGBTQ2S+ young 
person who feels lost and alone or an inner-city student 
experiencing cyberbullying. These days, sex trafficking comes 
up more and more. 

No matter the reason, no matter the time, we are always there. 

Professional counsellors, texting supervisors and Crisis 
Responders never know what a call, chat or text will be about, 
or how quickly it will escalate. Many of the interactions are 
impossible to forget. 

There was the Inuk teen who called from a pay phone in 
Nunavut, said he was thinking about suicide and talked to a 
counsellor until the line went dead. He called back the next day, 
to say thank you. The counsellor’s words had helped him find 
his way to a hospital.

There was the high school student who was being bullied 
because of a facial difference, something she’d been born with. 

“Thank you for doing this job.  
I didn’t know what to do.  

I have a plan now.  
Which means I have a plan  

for today and tomorrow and  
the next day and the next day.  

That’s what I lost,  
but I have it back now.  

Thank you.”

– Anonymous service user who  
accessed support through Crisis Text Line 

powered by Kids Help Phone 
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At the end of the summer, she began to stress out about the idea 
of having to go back to school and deal with all the teasing. 

She called Kids Help Phone because she didn’t know what else 
to do, had nowhere else to turn. Her counsellor encouraged her 
to spend more time with the people who care about her and 
to let the school know she was being bullied. The conversation 
gave her the courage to go to the principal’s office along with 
her mom to report her experiences. She’s also made friends 
with the kids in her acting class who like her for who she is and 
not how she looks. She feels empowered knowing there are 
things she can do to stop the bullying and start enjoying life. 

There was the young woman who texted from her school 
bus. She had begun to have suicidal thoughts at night in her 
room. Most days the feeling was gone by morning, but on the 
school bus that day she started to cry and shake. Then she 
remembered having screen-grabbed a picture of the Kids 
Help Phone texting code. She texted, and started to describe 
her fears. Not knowing who was on the other end of the text 
actually helped: she could be brutally honest with a stranger, 
someone who cared.
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She keeps the text conversation on her phone to this day. It 
reminds her she can text back anytime, that someone’s always 
ready to listen at Kids Help Phone. 

And there was the young kid who called because no one at 
home had remembered his birthday. His counsellor sang Happy 
Birthday to him. He hung up less alone. 

We don’t know who they are, but we know we’ve been able to 
help them. 

As one anonymous young person told us, “You helped me to feel 
like it’s going to be okay, and that I can keep fighting and get 
through even the darkest times. You made me realize that it’s 
okay to cry. Thank you for believing in me, and for taking the 
time out of your night to chat with me.” 

Building resilience. Always listening. Always there. 

“I just want to say thank you to the 
three counsellors I have talked to 

online! I love your website and  
my self-esteem is rising by the 

second! You are the best website 
ever and I’m glad you have it!  

Thanks to you, I have a better life 
and I’m getting better! Thank you!”

– Anonymous service user who accessed  
support through Kids Help Phone’s  

online Live Chat service 
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And what about the people on the other end? 

Kids Help Phone is powered by a team of trained professional 
counsellors and supervisors and trained volunteer Crisis 
Responders who work from one of three centres across 
Canada — in Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver — or from 
home. The counsellors are the ones answering the phones 
or engaging in live online chats with young people reaching 
out from every corner of the country, while the 1,500 Crisis 
Responders are offering hope and support to those who prefer 
to be heard by text. 

In the centres, where counsellors – just like the volunteer Crisis 
Responders – are at the other end 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week, 365 days a year, the atmosphere can seem quiet. But it’s 
only because they’re listening.

The middle of the night is when Kids Help Phone comes alive; 
it’s when kids prefer to reach out, because that’s when they’re 
alone with their thoughts. And they know the counsellors at 
Kids Help Phone will be there. Always there. 
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In the middle of the night, the lights in the centres are dimmed, 
and the few figures walking the floor are counsellors on their 
headsets. Some counsellors are pacers, striding up and down 
the hallways while they talk on the phone. Others circle. They 
start at their desks, move to the windows to look out while they 
concentrate, then return to their desks. Repeat.

The only sounds are the occasional murmurs of counsellors 
as they listen, and the faint click of keyboards from those 
who are engaging in live chat sessions with young people 
who are struggling. 

The texts and chats and calls pick up at nine and peak between 
midnight and four in the morning. Fridays tend to be busier 
than weekdays, but nothing’s entirely predictable. Some holidays 
are wild — especially Thanksgiving and Christmas — while 
others are just busy. Older kids talk more than young ones and 
frequently discuss their mental health. Kids under 10 are much 
more likely to talk about violence and abuse, reaching out to ask 
to be kept safe. Young people in rural areas often discuss their 
isolation, sexual orientation and sometimes suicide.

“I called Kids Help Phone  
[because] I just wanted to be heard.  

The counsellor made me feel wanted, 
she made me feel that how and what  

I was feeling was valid.  
I continued to call Kids Help Phone 
once a week and it helped so much.  
I was able to get my life on track. 

Thank you, you gave me the 
possibility to see and have a  

brighter future!”
– Anonymous service user who accessed support 

through Kids Help Phone’s phone service 
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Kids Help Phone is on the frontline, speaking to ever-growing 
numbers of young people and saving countless lives. Without 
us, where would the youth of Canada go at 2 a.m.? An 
emergency room? On the street alone? Or worse? 

Without Kids Help Phone, their brave calls for help might go 
unseen, unheard or worst of all, unanswered. It’s a full-blown 
crisis, and time lost means lives lost. So we’re always there.
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In 1989, the year Kids Help Phone opened its first phone line, 
not a single household in North America had the Internet and 
only two per cent of the population owned a cell phone. 

Technology has changed rapidly over the past three decades — 
and kids have changed even faster. As a 30-year-old e-mental 
health service with an imperative to meet the changing needs of 
Canada’s youth, so has Kids Help Phone. 

Staying ahead of the curve to anticipate and respond to those 
changing needs has been the job of every leader since inception, 
from the first board chair and CEO to the current leadership. 
With demand for service far exceeding capacity — the need is 
that great — Kids Help Phone has been committed to innovating 
since day one to achieve greater reach and greater impact. 

“The reasons why kids are calling and texting today are much 
heavier and more complex compared to 30 years ago, and the 
stakes are higher,” says Alisa Simon, Senior Vice President, 
Service Innovation and Chief Youth Officer at Kids Help Phone. 
In Canada today, over three million young people between the 
ages of 12 and 19 are at risk of developing depression. 

“I don’t know where to start  
but by saying thanks.  

Thank you for all that you do.  
For being open 24/7;  

for having a job where you don’t 
know the end result;  

for keeping secrets – hard secrets;  
for helping kids through some of the 

toughest times and  
for never giving up on kids when,  

sometimes, no one else  
believes in them.”

– Anonymous service user who accessed support 
through Kids Help Phone’s phone service 
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One in five struggle with their mental health, yet only one in 
six are receiving the care they need. And Canada has the third 
highest youth suicide rate in the industrialized world. 

The youth suicide rate in Canada has doubled in four years. For 
Kids Help Phone, that means that calls related to suicide have 
increased by over 100 per cent in five years. On an average day, 
Kids Help Phone conducts between five and 10 active rescues — 
in which police or medical personnel have to be notified 
— out of 1,500 daily calls, chats and texts. We were the first 
organization to flag rising suicide rates as an emerging trend 
three years ago, and we were among the first to recognize 
cyberbullying as an issue with significant consequences for 
youth mental health. 

The growing suicide epidemic is even more severe for 
Indigenous youth. Rates of suicide among First Nations youth 
living on reserve are estimated to be five to seven times higher 
than the national average, while suicide rates among Inuit 
youth range anywhere from five to 25 times higher. In Iqaluit, 
the largest city in Nunavut, there is one psychologist in private 
practice, and emergency medical services are overwhelmed. 
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To address the unique and severe mental health care access 
issues facing Canada’s Indigenous youth, Kids Help Phone’s 
Indigenous Advisory Council has developed the groundbreaking 
Finding Hope: Kids Help Phone’s Action Plan for Supporting First 
Nations, Inuit and Métis Young People, our response to the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s Calls to Action. 

The action plan brings a glimmer of hope to a population whose 
youth are suffering an acute mental health crisis. For them, 
and for all of Canada’s kids, Kids Help Phone is often their only 
lifeline. “Sometimes Kids Help Phone is the only option a young 
person has for mental health support, and certainly at 2 a.m. 
that is the case,” says Kathy. “If it weren’t for Kids Help Phone, 
who would be there? I shudder to think how silent 2 a.m. in 
Canada would be without Kids Help Phone.” 

Always there. 
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For Kids Help Phone, steady state is not an option. Building on 
three decades of constant transformation — meeting the ever 
changing needs of Canada’s youth — we have now developed 
a path forward that will inform and guide our next evolution 
through to 2030 and beyond. The Innovation Imperative will 
enable the realization of a stepped care model that will ensure 
young people are able to access Kids Help Phone’s services in 
the way that best meets their needs. 

If in 2019 we reached well over 1.6 million young people, 
by 2025 we envision that number reaching four million. 
By 2030, our goal is to make sure that all 8.2 million young 
people in Canada can access support through Kids Help Phone 
if they need to. With specific and ambitious goals focused 
on increasing access for the country’s most vulnerable and 
at-risk youth — Indigenous, LGBTQ2S+, rural or otherwise 
underrepresented — by 2030, every single young person will 
have somewhere to turn. Every single young person. 
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In the coming year, Kids Help Phone will launch yet another 
new access point — the Navigation Technology Program 
(chatbots). This revolutionary new service will be there to 
support kids the moment they connect to us, so they are not 
waiting and they are not searching. 

We’re always working on the next innovation, and the next one 
after that. Right now, we’re working with our partners to bring 
to Canada a multimodal technology that will support phone, 
chat and text options on one single platform, bringing the most 
cutting-edge technology to all of our services and allowing 
young people to easily move between them. It will be another 
first in Canada and globally, a model that youth mental health 
practitioners and innovators around the world will look to as an 
example of what’s possible. 

These innovations will shape the youth mental health care 
system across Canada and abroad for decades to come. 
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For all these changes, Kids Help Phone’s mission hasn’t changed 
in 30 years: it’s still a confidential e-mental health service for 
young people, no matter how they reach us. It’s still an ongoing 
relationship of trust. 

“What I know intimately of a young person who may be 
struggling with a tough situation,” says Kathy Hay, “is that 
sometimes they feel they have absolutely no control. And 
one thing completely within their control is Kids Help Phone. 
And that in itself is an amazing form of empowerment that’s 
unequalled anywhere.”

Kids Help Phone, Kathy says, “enables a young person to be an 
active participant and leader in their own mental health.” Kids 
Help Phone is there to guide young people in their journeys. 
“If we guide, support and nurture young people in how to 
deal with their own mental health, and help prevent the 
development of unmanageable problems, it’s going to change 
the future of that generation.”
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Young people continue to reach out nonstop to Kids Help Phone 
in unpredictable and challenging ways. “We don’t define how 
young people interact with us,” Kathy says. “They define it.” But 
one thing is certain. However quickly the mental health needs 
of Canada’s youth evolve in years to come, Kids Help Phone will 
evolve right alongside them, as it always has. 

Always there. 
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Kids Help Phone

“Kids Help Phone is on an 
innovation trajectory, just as we 
always have been. But today, the 
trajectory is steep and life-saving. 

As the only 24/7 bilingual, national 
mental health service in the 
country, we will never waiver from 
our commitment to increasing 
access and evolving our services 
in response to the changing needs 
of young people – with young 
people driving the very ways in 
which we change. 

We will always be there. Always.” 

— Katherine Hay 
— President & CEO, Kids Help Phone 




