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[Intro Music]

Rachael Lyon 0:08
Hi, and welcome to the Accidental Intellectual, a podcast where we talk to people working in health
related fields and get to know the human behind expert. Today you're hearing from me, Rachael Lyon,
and Bronwyn Lamond.

Bronwyn Lamond 0:20
In today's episode, we sat down with the incredible Asante Haughton, who told us a little bit about
himself, and what he does.

Asante Haughton 0:29
My name is Asante Haughton and I’m very happy to be here with you all today. I am a speaker, I am a
writer, a mental health advocate and I do a variety of different things with my life. My 9 – 5 is I am a
peer support worker, a manager, and a trainer, so what I do in my 9 – 5 is I train folks in peer support. I
am also the co-founder of a mental health advocacy organization called the Reach Out Response
Network. I write for an outfit called Inspire magazine as a contributing editor. I host a web show called
cypher which you can find at www.storiesforcaregivers.com. Yeah, and that's like the very like broad
scope of things. I do a lot of things I keep myself very involved in a lot of different areas, because I get
bored otherwise, so.

Bronwyn Lamond 1:30
We appreciate Asante being so generous and sharing his experiences with us.

Rachael Lyon 1:38
So without further ado, here's our conversation. We hope you enjoy as much as we did.

[Interlude Music]

Rachael Lyon 1:48
Hi, and welcome to the Accidental Intellectual we're so thrilled that you're here with us today.

Bronwyn Lamond 1:55
So this season we're asking our guests, some rapid fire questions just to get to know you better. We'll ask
you the question and you give us the first answer that comes to your mind. Okay, here we go, pen or
pencil.

Asante Haughton 2:10
Pen.

Rachael Lyon 2:11
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Cups in the cupboard - do they go right side up or upside down.

Asante Haughton 2:17
Upside down.

Rachael Lyon 2:18
Yeah same. [laugh]

Bronwyn Lamond 2:21
A lot of debate amongst the Pod Squad. Okay horror movie, or comedy movie.

Asante Haughton 2:24
Comedy, easily.

Rachael Lyon 2:27
A card game or a board game.

Asante Haughton 2:31
Card game.

Bronwyn Lamond 2:33
Text message or a call.

Asante Haughton 2:37
Call, always.

Bronwyn Lamond 2:38
I that’s one that’s changed probably for a lot of people during the, during covid as well. We want that
connection.

Asante Haughton 2:46
Definitely.

Rachael Lyon 2:47
Rain or the snow.

Asante Haughton 2:48
Rain, easily.

Bronwyn Lamond 2:52
Yeah. Okay, we already asked you one that’s similar but now puzzles or board games.

Asante Haughton 2:58
Board games. Puzzles are underrated though I will say that puzzles are underrated.

Bronwyn Lamond 3:04
Yeah I’ve gone into them lately too.

Rachael Lyon 3:09
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And the very last one, the mountains or the ocean.

Asante Haughton 3:12
Ocean. Ocean, yeah.

Bronwyn Lamond 3:20
Alright thank you so much, so wondering if you can just start by how do did you become involved in
mental health advocacy, and what does mental health advocacy mean to you.

Asante Haughton 3:32
I became involved in mental health advocacy, accidentally, it wasn't something that I set out to do with
my life at all, really. It was kind of a thing where I had my lived experience of mental health challenges
most acutely from age 13-14 ish to around age 20 to 23 years. And then I started to navigate my way to a
life that I wanted to live. And I had probably internalized a lot of stigma and shame around what my
experiences were. So, I kind of just didn't ever want to talk about it ever again. I didn't want to work in
the industry, for sure, you know, my degree is in psychology, but I was certainly in a position where I
didn't ever want to talk about my story or what happened or really become involved on that level, it was
kind of like well you know if I could one day become a therapist and sit in a room one on one with folks
and talk about their problems and not mine, that’d be the way to go. And well, when I graduated my
undergrad I wasn't ready to move on beyond that in terms of my education, for a variety of different
reasons, but I also didn't really have any skills really you know up until that point I was, You know, I'd
worked in a nightclub for five years. And then I did, you know, a few months that you know Future
Shop, which is like the Best Buy that we got up here in Canada. So, anyway, so I was doing that. And I
was like I want to sort of, kind of get involved in mental health service delivery in some kind of way, but
again no experience, no real skills, didn't have, you know a lot of credentials. So I started volunteering at
a mental health organization just like really just like answering the phone, pretty much like a secretary
position and every so often you get a person who just wants to tell you their story. So you're on the phone
with them and you listen and you support and you do what you can. At that organization, a few months
later, you know, there was a partnership made between them and one of the school boards here in
Toronto, and the partnership was essentially about, you know, helping high school students talk more
about mental health and to, you know destigmatize the conversation. The way in which they felt like this
would happen was to get young people who had a mental health story to get up on stage and tell their
mental health story, which was, you know, at that time of my life, something I certainly did not want to
do not just because of like internalized shame or whatever. I was also just a much more shy person, and
you know I wouldn't characterize myself as like an outgoing, talking kind of person at that stage in my
life. So they approached me about it, and in my head I was like no. But again, I just didn't even have
enough confidence in myself to say no so I'm like, I guess I'll do it. And so over the next few months I
kind of worked on this speech. And then I delivered the speech, and I thought it was gonna be an
absolute disaster, talking about like very vulnerable things like, how much I watched, Dr. Phil, [laugh]
you know, try to get some kind of support in my life, you know, that I was talking to hundreds of high
school students about this so I thought it was gonna be an absolute disaster. Turned out to be the
opposite. You know, they were really, really into it and there was of course, you know other community
stakeholders there and teachers and service workers and a variety of different people were in the room
that day. Everybody seemed to receive it well. That's kind of how it all started, you know, I just started
getting more and more requests for me to tell my story and that I said maybe I got something here so I
started to work on it and really crafted, and add different elements and, you know, I grew up, you know,
making a lot of music and being a rapper and that kind of things so I started, you know, adding those
elements into it and it sort of became a thing that I became known for, and then I leverage that into kind
of bulldozing myself into spaces where real conversations about how the system works. You know, I
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kind of found a way to needle my way into those spaces, very strategically but, you know, for me,
though, my whole intention was to change the game so to speak in terms of how mental health services
were being delivered in general, but also to folks who look like me you know being, you know I'm a
black guy who grew up in the projects. And so, when I was growing up I just didn't feel like there was
anything for me or like there was any space for me so I really wanted to be a person who could represent,
you know, not just the color of my skin but the story that I came with in these spaces so that maybe
things would change and doors would be open so more folks with my story and who look like me could
receive the benefit of mental health resources.

Rachael Lyon 8:45
What a story, I mean it sounds like, even though you were so nervous about sharing your journey and
your mental health experience that you received so much positive feedback was there anything you were
surprised to hear, in terms of the feedback you got?

Asante Haughton 9:00
Yeah you know I was surprised that people, you know, what's really interesting is when I wrote the
speech I wrote it as like a very like serious thing. Like it was gonna be 30 minutes of like a serious
conversation. And people started laughing at different parts of my story and I didn't take that offensively
because, I mean, that's just not who I am I make fun of myself all the time, so , but when they started
laughing I was like, you know, I never really considered myself as like a funny person or like charismatic
or anything like that before. So this was new to me, you know, being someone who was super shy,
introverted and probably a lot of that was, you know, a result of my experiencing, you know, depression
and anxiety for such a long time, especially through my formative years, so I wasn't like out there, going
to like all the parties and stuff like that when I was in high school I mean I went to like three parties or
something like that you know I wasn't like out there. So, yeah, it was very surprising to hear these young
people kind of like, just like laugh with me, and you know, then there was this huge applause at the end.
My speech was right before the lunch hour for the event that I didn't get to eat lunch that day because so
many people came up to speak to me. After I finished my speech that I was there for literally an hour
until, you know, events resumed just talking to people and folks saying, you know, probably. Another
thing that really surprised me we're folks saying, things like, how long have you been doing this well,
you must be, you must been doing this for a long time. And I was like, this is literally my very first time
ever, delivering a speech of any kind, really. And they were like really oh my god like, it was so good
and you're a natural and all these things and I was like oh that's kind of cool because again, I was
growing up, I was not like a talker, I didn’t think I was entertaining, charismatic, interesting. Any of
these things. So, to have people conceptualize me in that way. That was really different for me I kind of
opened up a new side of myself that I hadn't yet met before.

Bronwyn Lamond 11:11
I like I really like how you worded that – a new side of myself that I hadn't yet met before. Oh yeah,
okay, sorry. I think what you're describing is imposter syndrome is often what's thrown around in
disguise, but I think it even goes a little bit deeper, as well because it's not, it's not just imposter
syndrome but also not knowing that these types of experiences were even an option as well or having
any exposure to someone else who was a role model in that way, too, so I, I guess it comes from multiple
different places but also I can see how powerful that would be for students and obviously it made an
impact even if it was a first very serious 30 minute long speech compared to what you do now.

Asante Haughton 12:03
Yeah and they didn’t receive it seriously I just wrote it that way. I didn't realize it was gonna be like
entertaining but it was. They laughed at my, you know, all the mishaps, in that original speech I talked
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about everything in my life growing up, including the times were like, I was like embarrassing and
rejected by women. I was trying to you know talk to growing up so that was really entertaining for folks
and again for me it's like, I laugh at that stuff because, you know, I think we all got to have those
awkward moments growing up or we do things that’s really embarrassing when you're 16 but you can
look back and you're like, it’s hilarious.

Rachael Lyon 12:43
It sounds like there was so many pieces of what you shared that resonated with people, especially if they
spent the next hour coming up to you and talking to you about it. Clearly, that there was pieces that you
know maybe they hadn't experienced or heard shared before that your story really brought to life for
them.

Asante Haughton 13:06
Yeah, you know, for me, my whole thing was just to be as real as possible. You know I, I had been given
a platform and I said, Well, I've attended a lot of speeches before and the ones that seem really over
rehearsed and delivered like a newscaster, you know telling you the six o'clock news I mean everyone
tunes out of that after five minutes right so I wanted to, you know, essentially when I was writing it, I
wrote it in the language that I speak in another language that I write it wasn't like an essay that I said out
loud it was more like, how would I actually say these things if I was talking to somebody. And that's how
I wrote it. And at the time I didn't even realize how vulnerable, I was being I was sort of just, I was
describing what actually happened. You know, I guess a lot of people don't do that and a lot of people
wear that mask when they get on stage but for me it was like this is what my life actually was. And my
conclusion wouldn't make any sense. If I didn't share what actually happened so it made sense for me to
share it even if I felt vulnerable delivering it but you know that's what I thought would work.

Rachael Lyon 14:24
Yeah, and when you talk about writing that speech sort of in - in your, like, talking like how you would
normally share and discuss information instead of like a really formal way I think that kind of reminds
me of the storytelling piece that you alluded to earlier and I think that you spoke about in a TED talk that
you did. Can you tell us a little bit about how you came to realize the power of storytelling and speak a
little bit more about like the rap and music piece that you were mentioning earlier as being such a
powerful way to communicate and share knowledge

Asante Haughton 15:01
You know, in your question I think is an answer to the question in the sense, you know, for me, I grew up
with stories I think songs, you know, good songs really tell a story. Regardless of the genre. And, you
know, overall, like, you know, one of the things that I really, really credit my mom for that she taught me
to read when I was three years old, so I started reading really early. And so I was just consuming
information, you know, ahead of the curve in terms of what other kids were doing, which kind of put me
at a great advantage and you know people really reinforced, Like, oh, look at Asante he's so young and
he can already read them, look how smart and special and all this stuff he is. So it's like, I realized that
when I pull out a book and I started reading it, everyone starts giving me positive attention. So, starting
to, right?, so I started to associate reading with positivity, so I just dove right into it from the very
beginning I was, I was always at the books in kindergarten during free time, I would, you know, I'd ask
to go to the library, like let's get some books and let's read some Paddington Bear [laugh] like that that's
kind of my whole thing, you know. So, stories were always a huge part of my life like in the video games
I played growing up a lot of them, you know the ones I was super into that there was like a story element
to it. I was into movies, from the time I was like seven like, like really like, not just like watching, like,
you know, the Little Mermaid or the Lion King or whatever I was like, digesting, like, really digesting
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and thinking about the film. So, you know, music, I have older brothers and they're introducing me to all
this music and helping it make sense for me and my mom was really into music and she played the oldies
and a lot of the songs were like the 60s and 70s were like, just describing like a regular thing you do in
life and crafting a story around it. So, just all around me I was surrounded by stories all the time. I think
because of that. It really made me want to dive in and engage but what's interesting is I hated writing
until grade six. Like, it was the thing I most disliked of anything that you could do in school. I hated
writing, probably because of the vulnerability of it, you know, it was really hard for me to get the
assignment in class, and then write the thing and then hand it in. And then you just don't know what's
gonna happen. Right? You don't know how it's gonna come back, you know, what mistakes are going to
be pointed out to you and at that time I really hated making mistakes and they would make me feel like
ashamed - I was like a perfectionist, right. So, there was always a thing that I dreaded. And then in grade
six, I got an assignment from my teacher, and the assignment was all of us in the class we had to write a
short story, you know, for it was I think we had to write four pages, and you know, double space would
actually kind of a lot when you're, you know like 11-12 years old. But anyway, you know, our teacher
challenged us. And so, I, you know I had a whole week to do the assignment, of course I left it to the last
minute. Scoping on the assignment on like Monday of one week and it was due the next Monday. I
started writing it on Sunday afternoon. I'm on my like little computer there you know do my thing I write
the story. It's pretty much finished. And then the computer crashes, I hadn't saved it.

Rachael Lyon 18:52
What a hard lesson to learn that early.

Asante Haughton 18:55
Right? So I'm like, God dammit. So then I started over, and you know they always say throw away your
first draft anyway so that's -  that happened unintentionally.

Rachael Lyon 19:08
Yeah, quite literally.

Asante Haughton 19:09
Right. And so then I wrote it, handed it in whatever didn't think anything of it. Teacher came back the
next week, and it was like A++, blah blah blah. Like, it was such a big deal for the teacher, and she, like,
sat the whole class down, and in front of the whole class looked at me and said, is it okay if I read this to
the class? And I was like, in my head I was like no, but it put me in a tough position, we’re a part of the
whole class already like, did I really have a choice? Anyway, I don't know if I said yes verbally and
maybe I just like nodding my head or something. She goes into what she starts reading that I'm really
embarrassed because like, at that age I was reading like all these like fantasy novels and I nowadays like
yeah that's cool with kids and whatnot, wasn't cool back then. I had like, the girl who I had like the girl
who I like the biggest crush on was in the class and you like, like super like cool like the coolest girl in
school right? So I’m like oh my gosh, she’ll think a loser. [laugh] So anyways, my teacher reads the
story, and like everyone is enraptured by this, like, six, seven, whatever, that's a pretty long story I way
overshot the word limit, but that's how it came out, then everyone just started clapping when the teacher
was done you know like when you're in grade six, and I went to a school where like you know a lot of
the kids were a little rough around the edges. So like I wasn't expecting that kind of response, everyone's
like, congratulatory like oh my God, that was amazing. That was so good, all this stuff and not I was not
expecting that response at all. This was right before the lunch tree had started and my teacher had held
me back for a few moments, and she was like, you know, this is really good, and you have a gift with
writing. And nobody had ever said that to me before or really paid attention to anything I wrote before,
but that stayed with me and ever since I just started writing. So, you know, then you know as I got older,
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I started writing music and I got into that and I started to realize that, you know, if I'm writing a rap
verse, I, you know, I started to realize what made a rap verse, good, it wasn't just, oh you say a bunch of
clever things, in a cool way and like people like it sometimes, but the things that like really stayed with
people. What I realized was you had to have a strong opening, you needed to have a middle that, you
know, was interesting, and then a strong conclusion right? And in rap music you know you talked about
your 16 bars which is 16 lines, essentially, that you kind of say as you go to the verse. I started to break it
down and I said those first two lines have to be very powerful, and grab you immediately. And those last
two lines also need to be very powerful. Excuse me, and close the subject. So that, you know, again, just
storytelling right and I started writing my own stories and all this stuff. So my whole life was just stories
all the time, but I would say the one thing that really probably the most impact with me in terms of
wanting to tell my story, realizing the power of stories, I feel like I'm talking a lot. But anyway, I was in
grade 12 and I was really struggling, depression, anxiety, I was not doing well, and I was feeling really
alone and really isolated, you know, in my own head I was like, man, I don't know if there's a black
person, a black male on this planet who's going through the kind of things I’m going through, but
nobody was ever talking about it right so I felt very alone. And then, I was in the library at my school
and I saw this, this book. I think it was called Finding, it was called Finding Fish. And those the
autobiography of Antwone Fisher. And around that time, the movie for Antwone Fisher had just come
out starring Denzel Washington and I forget the other actor’s name when I was a huge Denzel fan. So, I
was like older, this is the book for the movie. So, you know, let me read it. I didn't even know it was
going to be about so I dove into it, it was an autobiography of someone who I found that could really
relate to, you know someone who experienced a lot growing up, a lot of abuse, I wouldn’t say I
experienced a lot of abuse but there wasn't like a lot of people around when I was growing up I was
alone a lot of the time. But anyway, you know, he was very poor. I was very poor. He grew up as like a
person who didn't have a lot of confidence in himself or you know maybe a little socially stunted
because of different things that were happening in his life and that's how I felt about myself at the time
and he said he was shy and awkward, and I felt like I was shy and awkward so I was really like. You
know, I felt like this person who I didn't know became like the template for, like, how my life could
potentially end up and I say that because, at the end of the story, you know, it ends with him meeting this
woman and settling down and getting married and essentially having a normal life. When I was a
teenager, one of the things I feared the most was that I would never have a normal life. I would always
kind of be this person that couldn't figure it out and not have a lot of connection in his life and not have
friends or romantic partners or those kinds of things. Here, I had a template or someone who had actually
gone to more than what I was going through, would had been able to achieve that, so that it gave me
hope and optimism that I could achieve that as well. At that moment, I kind of decided that if I ever, you
know, have the opportunity to tell my story that I'm going to. At first I wanted to tell my story through
music. That was like my original ambition, you know, that didn't work out. [laugh] But, you know other
platforms emerge that as we know it and here we are.

Bronwyn Lamond 25:37
It's striking me as the similarities between the talk that you gave to the high school students, and your
teacher reading your paper to the class like these external forces nudging you to share something that's
really special and really great. And then these really profound experiences that seem to have influenced
your life of so much praise for these, these gifts, whatever, like if it's a speech or writing and yeah I don't
know I'm just, I guess I'm just drawing similarities but it sounds like there was these really important
lessons that you were taught a couple of times about sharing what you know and sharing what you’re
good at so, I wonder, curiously, is that something that you find easier to do now or do you still find the
nudge to be helpful.

Asante Haughton 26:30
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Nowadays, I would say, you know, confidence is an interesting thing, confidence can only come from
external validation, which sucks, because, you know confidence is such, it lives internally, but you need
some level of external validation to develop it whether that validation is, you made more money or that
validation is, you know the person you're trying to date likes you or whatever it is, you know, does, or
the teacher praises you, you know, that's kind of, you know that feedback. Really, I wouldn't call it
validation but feedback is kind of what tells us hey, maybe I am good at this thing I should keep going.
You know, it's like, even with sports like I grew up playing sports, you know dabbling I wasn't like super
serious. Then I got to grade 12 grade and you know, grade 11 I would say I had a bad sports year. I'd like
lost all of you know, you go through like that awkward phase where your body's changing, you lose all
your coordination. So that happened to me in grade 11 And then I came back and grade 12 everyone
thought I was like, a terrible basketball player, because that was like, the thing at my school, in my mind
I'm like, I don't want to be that guy. With that reputation in my school or my neighborhood I wanted to
change that but I really didn't think it was possible. But I, you know, we had one of our coaches on the
team was a guy who played pro basketball overseas in Spain. And, you know, he came back to,
essentially, rehab an injury and torn his ACL. And, you know, here's this guy, you know, six foot five,
muscular, super athletic, and also just like a really cool guy, and he kind of took me under his wing and
said, You know what, your issue is not that you're not good your issue is that you don't have confidence.
So, we would be in practice. You know, he would just give me the ball. And, you know, I tried to do
something and I would fail. And then they give me the ball again. And then I tried, I failed again and
give me the ball again to say do it again, they just kept doing that until I started succeeding. And then,
essentially proving to myself that I actually had ability to do this. And then I became the best basketball
player in the school by the end of the year. Right? So, you know, and so, confidence and feedback is such
an interesting thing and it's really important. So, you know, if, if no one ever, especially when you're a
kid and no one ever tells you that you're good at something, you may not know that you're good at
something, and he may abandon it and you're never, you may never engage with that part of yourself that
could have really, you know, made something happen or at least just have fun with it or derive some
meaning from it, whatever. You don't need to go out every professional athlete or entertainer or whatever
it is, maybe you just want to paint cause you like painting, you know, but maybe don't get into painting,
if no one ever says hey you know you're pretty good at this. Right, so that feedback certainly meant a lot
to me especially, you know, growing up without a lot of people around me. I didn't really get a lot of
feedback outside of, you know, I got good grades but outside of that, like I had no identity really until I
got older and people started giving me feedback about things that I didn't know I was good at or had a
gift for or wouldn't ever be meaningful for me but those folks helped in so many ways for me to really
build the different parts of me.

Bronwyn Lamond 30:21
I think it's an important lesson for those of us adults who are around kids, to, to have those positive that
positive feedback. I think a lot of the time we're focused on getting kids to do what we want, rather than
who the kid is and what they're really good at and that seems to be incredibly important.

Asante Haughton 30:45
That resonates a lot because, you know I have so many good things to say about my upbringing. One of
the things that I'm not sure if I would call it a criticism, but everybody around me really seemed to focus
on one aspect of myself, which was I was good in school. And, which, you know, that made me feel
really good until I was like 11 or 12 and I didn't really care after that, I mean I wanted to be good in
school, only because beyond that point because I knew that it would take me out of poverty, eventually,
if I could leverage it, and I hated poverty, it was like terrible. So that's why I wanted to keep getting good
grades but I didn't really get any validation from it personally, I’d get 90s and whatever. I’d just like
throw the report card away I didn’t care. You know, but it really sucked that no one else saw any other
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parts of me. No, nobody. I was, I was spending so much time, you know, writing rap music, writing
rhymes and you know, rehearsing them and trying to get better. I was doing this at home and I'm sure my
family members heard me but no one ever said hey, show us what you’re writing, you know, that kind of
thing or that sounds good or whatever or no one ever cared about the fact that, you know I was you know
into sports, you know, I wanted to you know find an outlet, a place to play, but no one ever really
facilitated that. It was kind of like, oh, what are your grades, how are you doing. It wasn’t, well you
know I heard about this basketball camp over here this baseball camp over here and may you want to get
involved, it was none of that it was only just like a very, like, for me, I existed through a very narrow
lens for everyone in my life. I wish that I had more people seeing creative side of me the artistic side of
me. I like to draw, another thing growing up with drawing. You know I played baseball, I wanted to
make music even from a young age I tried to sing, I was terrible at it [laugh], but you know I wanted to
like learn an instrument or whatever it was, but nobody invested any time into these other parts of myself
it was just he’s good at school so that's all people ever paid attention to. Even like the performative part
of me like no one ever was like oh, this guy likes performing, he likes to, cause I was a kid who like
attention, but no one ever like validated that it was actually seen as like - I received a lot of criticism for
being, you know, a kid who wanted to be onstage and have all you know spotlight on me and that kind of
thing so I like really shrunk into a shell, but sorry Rachel I interrupted.

Rachael Lyon 33:28
No, no, I love what you're saying. I think it's such a, such a good point, and it was just reminding me I
think of some resiliency research that's been done in kids, and I think what you're speaking to is sort of
what they found that when kids have in the face of adversity, just one adult like it doesn't have to be a
parent, it can be anyone who like fully wholeheartedly supports them and believes in them, and sees
them for all of the aspects that they love and they and they like to do it makes such a difference in sort of
their outcomes and their trajectories and where they end up and then just having that one person that sort
of validates all of you and believes in all of you makes such a difference and it sounds like, even though
you had bits of that. So that came like a bit later than it would have been ideal for the kid who was, you
know, in elementary school and just wanted to draw and be appreciated for the talents and interests that
you had.

Asante Haughton 34:28
Yeah and that was tough because you know I can't criticize my mom for that because you know she was
busy like working and going to school and doing these things at the same time, while also having like
side gigs like she didn't have the time because you’re trying to feed three growing boys like she had a
huge job. You know between me and my older brothers, you know, none of us had our fathers around,
like, super involved in our lives. So there wasn't that either and you know, we were, you know, recently
immigrated from Jamaica, so we didn't have a lot of family here either, so there was no real, like,
community support for us, especially as my mom was going through all this stuff in silence as well. So
she didn't have the bandwidth or the time to be able to pay attention to all of those things. There literally,
just wasn’t time. I don't blame her for it. You know, you wonder how many kids are in the same
circumstance where, you know they have so many parts of themselves that are not being accessed or
amplified because circumstances have gotten in the way of that being possible.

Rachael Lyon 35:40
Absolutely. And we, I guess, we wanted to hear a little bit more about the development of the Reach Out
Response Network. And your role at Stella’s Place because I think these are both really valuable and
cool ways that you've taken your experiences and everything you have to offer and have kind of turned it
back into, you know, how can I actually make this better for my community. We would love to hear more
about those two things.
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Asante Haughton 36:08
Yeah. With the Reach Out Response Network so me and my co founder was also named Rachel, anyway
we met working at Stella's Place. We identified this problem of that when someone calls 911 to get help
for a mental health, I don’t know what you want to call it, distress, crisis, whatever you want to call it
that a lot of folks were not receiving the help that they would have desired you know, and sometimes,
you know they would go the other way and people were getting hurt or harmed or even died. So you
know, we saw this as a big problem as folks who were engaged with police as first responders in our own
personal lives, but also as professionals as well we had seen things go wrong, so much and also I live in
a part of Toronto that is like the epicenter of all the social ills. You know there’s a lot of homelessness,
and a lot of substance use, and things of that nature. And I live in and around this area as part of the city
since I was like, 13 years old so I've just grown up with this lens of seeing people mistreated, not getting
support, being stigmatized and all of these things so there was always that internal motivation from me to
want to help people, and you know, Rachel really honed it on this one specific thing and said, what if this
was different. And then I said yeah, what if this was different, and Rachel, kind of you know presented
some ideas and she you know what I thought were really brilliant ideas, but I, hopefully she’s not mad
when she hears this but, I’m not she had like the that much confidence in that being possible, and I said
to her, well this is brilliant like you have to do this. At first I was like, I wasn’t even conceptualizing
myself as being a part of all this, and Rachel said, will you do it with me? And I said yeah for sure, if this
gains some momentum and it starts going places, I will try my best with the limited amount of time that I
have, cause I’ve been a busy person for the past several years. You know original went out started doing
some research, and connecting with folks and really learning about what an alternative response to
mental health crisis might look like, and you know was having a lot of these conversations, and you
know Rachel and I were like meeting up for lunches and dinners and all these things and just talking
about this issue a lot. You know I had a lot of connections and I was talking to some of my connections
in the city about, you know, our idea and there wasn't that much support at the time, people weren't even
responding to emails, you know, that kind of thing. Well, you know, fast forward a little while later and
you know George Floyd was murdered. And then up here in Toronto, there were several high profile
cases of black folks, Indigenous folks and some other people of colour who died when police showed up
for a mental health checks. That all happened in a very short space of time, so not only do we have the
Black Lives Matter protests happening often and conversations around police brutality, but we also have
conversations around what happens when police show up to address a mental health crisis or distress, so
you're in a huge window of opportunity you know, for us. Rachel and I are both big opportunists, like,
jumped right, jumped right in. I wouldn’t even say it started slowly things just started happening really
fast. We wrote an opinion piece for a newspaper called The Toronto Star, then after that we like, kinda
happened in and around the same time, we incorporated a non-profit that, you know helps that, you know
Rachel’s dad is like a business guy and so he like helped us go through the paperwork and figure out all
that stuff. You know, I had a pretty decent following on social media so I started leveraging my social
media to start you know, a movement really, you know, other folks who had similar experiences with,
you know, police showing up for a mental health distress and crisis and nothing good happening. And
then, you know, figuring out a way to have their voices not just amplified on social media but get to
politician, so we created this email tool, where, you know, essentially, it's almost like these change.org
kind of petition things, where the message is already written, you have the opportunity to add to it,
change it if you like but if you don’t essentially press send, sign your name, and then it goes to your
locally elected official, so we set that up. And again, leveraged a lot of different platforms and channels
get visibility, there. You know we built an email list. All of a sudden, you know, the media started calling
us. And around that time too you know, it was really interesting when George Floyd was murdered,
obviously I was very angry about it. And I just started tweeting stuff. I didn't realize how powerful social
media was, but George Floyd was murdered, I had sent some tweets over that weekend by the next week
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I was doing like three TV news spots in Toronto talking about race and mental health. They follow me
on Twitter, really strange. [laugh] So anyway, so I was already developing like this visibility in the
media. And then, like, three weeks later, a month later Rachel and I got all the stuff we just talked about
and because I already had some level of visibility and Rachel added something that was super visible as
well, you know, doing a deputation at a televised city council meeting, I think it was, you know, people
started reaching out to her and started reaching out to me and all of a sudden, like, we just had all this
media following. And that gave us a lot of credibility and politicians started to want to talk to us and then
we started reaching out to politicians and then everything just kind of grew from there and, you know,
the City of Toronto, you know, wanted to contract with us to help them figure out this problem. And
that's - that's kind of how it all started. And all that happened in like two months. So it happened really
fast. And then, you know, we've been kind of running the race ever since. What was the other part of that
question, Stella’s place was it?
That was the other part of that question Stella's place was it.

Rachael Lyon 43:26
Yeah, or do you want to quickly just tell us what the Reach Out Response network looks like right now
now that we’re up and running?

Asante Haughton 43:32
So yeah, the Reach Out Response Network, you know, our vision when we first came together was to
change how mental health crisis was responded to, to essentially, you know, police were the default, first
responders to a mental health crisis or distress. We were - have been advocating for a non police
alternative. So to have mental health workers, crisis workers being the first responders. The City of
Toronto, the City Councilors did a vote, they voted yes to that, so that is now happening, there are also
some pilots that are going to start in 2022 with the full rollout across the city plan for 2025. So.

Rachael Lyon 44:23
That’s great.

Bronwyn Lamond 44:25
Actionable change that's really happening in the moment, that's fantastic.

Asante Haughton 44:30
We did it, like it’s so surreal, like I don't even still to this day doesn't feel like I was a part of changing
something fundamental in our society. But that's what people are telling me and so.

Bronwyn Lamond 44:43
Thank you so much for sharing that, we’ll, we'll be sure to link the Reach Out Response Network on all
of our social media and everything like that because I think it's, it's really important that people know
about this and know that there is an alternative to police, being the one showing up as well so we really
appreciate that. And as we wrap up, we tend to like to ask our guests, if they have any pieces of advice or
actionable steps that our listeners can take, we say that usually we think a lot of our listeners are graduate
students and because we are we, we tend to be curious and that way too, and maybe a little bit selfish and
asking some of these questions but what’s some advice or actual steps people can take.

Asante Haughton 45:30
So, I’m a person that likes to really make things as uncomplicated as possible. And I think a lot of life
boils down to. We all want to see certain results in our lives, like you know whether it's, you know, we
want to get a PhD or we want to travel across the world or whatever it is, you know or we want to
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change the system like we all want some - something, we're moving towards something right?A lot of us
are always trying to find solutions, how do we do it, is it possible, how does it work, etc etc etc. I'm a big
believer in, you know, observing what's out there and seeing what works and what doesn't. Based on
what we have observed and what evidence tells us whether those things are you know in a study or just
our own personal experience. And then simply to just keep doing the things that work and do more of
those things, and to not do the things that don't work, and to do less of those things. And then the results
will happen naturally. I think it's that simple, do the things that work, don’t do the things that don’t. And
that was probably, that’s advice that came from, you know, playing basketball growing up where the
coach was like, hey if you're on a team and someone on here to just hit two or three shots consecutively.
Keep passing them the ball until they miss, and then if they miss a couple times then okay go to a
different strategy, that strategy is not working anymore. Or if you’re the player who you know defender
can’t guard a particular move that you’re doing, don’t’ mix it up just keep doing that same move until
that defender adjusts to it. So anyway, just take this, anyone who knows me know that I inject sports
analogies into every part of my life. But I think in life it's just observe what's around you, and, you know,
pay attention to what's going on inside of you, or what's around you know and see what works, and do
that, and things that don’t work don't do that. Another, another piece of advice I have is that, you know,
oftentimes we want to become a self that is more ideal than the person that we are now, right. Remember,
like how do we become that person who is that person, how does that happen. Again, I think it's pretty
simple. It's like, if I'm a regular person, and I want to be a professional dancer. I want to go out and look
at the top 10 most successful professional dancers, and I’m gonna get into what are their habits, what are
they doing every day. How are they approaching this endeavor, and then just do those things, Eventually,
you'll become the professional dancer yourself, because someone has already written a template for you.
If you look at those 10 professional dancers and find the things that they all have in common. Of course
there’s gonna be differences but they're going to be things that they have in common just hold into those
things and do those things that, you know, I think that I have on my whiteboard, in my house is this
quote that says “Champions make championship decisions.” What that means for me is that, you know,
again another sports analogy, you don't win the championship on the court or the field or the ice or
whatever, you win the championship with your habits. And those habits get you the results that manifest
themselves in the game. So if you want to be the professional dancer, even if you don't have a template
of the, you know, 10 most successful dancers in the world, imagine what a successful dancer would do
every single day and just do the things that the person you want to be with. And eventually you'll get
there. This is my TED talk [laugh].

Rachael Lyon 49:50
We're so privileged to come to it, yeah.

Bronwyn Lamond 49:54
Your second one actually, so we're gonna have to link to your first one. [laugh]

Asante Haughton 49:57
Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.

Bronwyn Lamond 50:00
Thank you much for being with us today. I think that, I've been furiously taking notes of things to [laugh]
remember from our conversation and I know we really appreciate you being here and as another
opportunity to share another story. So we're really grateful that we were able to listen to it.

Asante Haughton 50:29
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Thank you. I appreciate it, you know, coming from like grad students I was expecting much more like
academically, tinged conversation where I like, I like what happened.

Rachael Lyon 50:33
Oh really?

Asante Haughton 50:34
Yeah, yeah, you know that’s my stereotype that’s my bad but I very much enjoyed our conversations, to
thank you for making the time and the space.

Rachael Lyon 50:45
Thank you.

[Interlude]

Bronwyn Lamond 50:53
That was such a great interview with Asante I'm so glad that we got to talk to him. I don't know how you
felt after it but it felt like it was a bit of a different vibe for lack of a better word than some, some of our
other guests.

Rachael Lyon 51:09
Yeah, I thought it was funny, he told us, I think after the interview that he, he was expecting something
different from graduate students.

Bronwyn Lamond 51:20
Oh yeah, maybe that we were be a little bit more research oriented, or yeah. Yeah, I think that's funny,
like we've had that experience before to that, I don't know I guess, I don't know, I never really think
about anything in particular when I hear the term grad student, other than maybe stress but for others it
must be different.

Rachael Lyon 51:40
Right, high degrees of stress yeah.

Bronwyn Lamond 51:43
But I think what struck me during the interview was how important it was in his life to have his interests
fostered by others. And the importance of being seen and what's interesting to you and what you value
being seen.

Rachael Lyon 52:21
Yeah, it's, it's interesting, I think, and we see this a lot in ourselves, and in the people that we work with,
that there is these extrinsic like sort of like societal values and those tend to be the ones that people pay a
lot of attention to academic achievement and stuff like that. And sometimes it's harder to praise and
focus on the more creative or the things that are maybe less valued culturally or as a society.

Bronwyn Lamond 52:54
Yeah and I think that's so important to bring up because we talked about his, his interest in music
specifically rap and how he brought in that area to the world of mental health, and advocacy. And I think
that's so creative and also not something that everyone would necessarily think to do.
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Rachael Lyon 53:17
Yeah, it's kind of like the “do what works,” as he was talking about so music, specifically rap is like a
strength of his is something he's passionate about he's really good at and he was able to sort of bring that
into an area where it's not typically used as a medium for knowledge translation or program development
and he was able to really use it to bolster another area that he was interested in. Yeah,

Bronwyn Lamond 53:44
It really reminded me of the interview that we recently did with Dr. Allison Crawford because she talked
about bringing arts into medicine. And I don't know that she talks so much about music, though I'm sure
it's part of what she talks about the HeART lab but I was struck by those similarities. And I don't think
it’s, I don’t think it’s a coincidence that they're both in the realm of mental health.

Rachael Lyon 54:12
Yeah. I think in science and in medicine, it tries really hard to be empirical and hard and fast and maybe
we need a bit more of that creative “fast and loose” energy to really innovate and come up with things
that can help people.

Bronwyn Lamond 54:31
Yeah. And speaking of that. One example is the Reach Out Response Network that Asante talked about.
Which, I mean I'm sure by the time this episode comes out, they'll have been even more developed with
developments with it but it sounded like he and a colleague, really took these strengths that they had and
thought creatively about a problem going on which was you know, a lot of issues with police violence
when responding to mental health calls, and trying to find a solution for that.

Rachael Lyon 55:03
It sounds like such an amazing program and I'm really excited to hear how, how the implementation goes
and sort of how it grows in years to come because I think it's going to be such an important service that's
provided to the community.

Bronwyn Lamond 55:16
Absolutely. And I mean we'll link all that information down in the show notes and we hope that we plan
to follow along as it gets developed and hope that our listeners do as well.

Rachael Lyon 55:29
This was an amazing interview, and we hope you enjoyed as much as we did.

Bronwyn Lamond 55:33
Thank you.

[Outro Theme Music]

Lee Propp 56:07
You’ve been listening to the Accidental Intellectual. Our podcast is produced by Holly Boyne, Manon
Feasson, Lauren Goldberg, Bronwyn Lamond, Rachael Lyon, Harrison McNaughton, Stephanie Morris,
Lee Propp, and Ariana Simone. Our theme music is by Alexandra Willett and our branding by Maxwell
McNaughton. You can check us out on Twitter @accidental_pod and on Instagram
@accidentalintellectual. Our website is www.accidentalintellectual.com. We’ll be back next time with
more stories from the humans behind the experts.
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