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The Canadian Brain Research Strategy and its broad network of 
stakeholders recommends the following: 

 

Recommendation 1: That the Government of Canada make research on 
the brain and mental health a national priority with targeted investment in 
a Canadian Brain Research Initiative. 
  



 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

• Our brains define who we are, how we behave, what we strive for, and how we interact with 
each other and our environments. Because our brains are so integral to our capacities to live 
good lives, brain research has the promise to improve the lives of all Canadians. 

• More than 7.5 million Canadians reported living with a neurological or mental health 
disorder in 20191, and that number is growing rapidly since the COVID-19 pandemic and 
with aging demographics. Understanding the brain - in health, development, disease, and 
resilience - will be crucial to Canada’s success and well-being in the 21st century.  

• Canada is a world leader in many fields of neuroscience and mental health research, and 
Canadians already specialize in neuroscience more than any other research area and more 
than other countries2. We need to protect Canada’s competitive advantage with a national 
brain research initiative to ensure that we will continue to be a leading contributor to global 
efforts. 

• We are at a critical inflection point in making progress to understand the human brain. In 
order to reap the health, societal and economic benefits from technology and intellectual 
property that is arising from cutting-edge brain research across the country, Canada needs 
to establish our own national brain research initiative. 

• The Canadian Brain Research Strategy (CBRS) has united Canada’s neuroscience and mental 
health researchers, in coalition with Indigenous Knowledges Holders, people with lived 
experience of brain disorders, private and public science funders, and industry. Together, we 
have developed a clear and compelling vision for targeted investment in brain research to 
drive policy as well as social, health, and economic advancement for Canada and the 
world3,4,5,6. 

The coalition convened by the CBRS believes that the time for a Canadian Brain Research 
Initiative is now. We have the network, partnerships, vision, and strategic plan in place. 
Now we need the funding to catalyze this network into concerted, bold, and concrete 
action. 

  



 

WHY IS A CANADIAN BRAIN RESEARCH INITIATIVE SO IMPORTANT NOW TO 

TRANSFORM THE LIVES OF CANADIANS? 

Our brains are at the centre of everything we do and are - they store our memories, create our 
passions, produce our art and commerce, and shape and build our societies. Every Canadian 
deserves to have a healthy brain to help them realize their full potential, throughout their lives. 

The sad reality is that virtually every Canadian family has been impacted by a neurological 

disorder, brain injury, mental illness or addiction. Brain disorders (see Figure 1) are the 
leading cause of disability in Canada and worldwide. Even in the early stages of many brain 
disorders, cognition, emotional well-being, quality of life, day-to-day activities and the ability to 
work can be markedly affected. Since people with brain disorders tend to live longer than those 
with heart disease or cancer, the cumulative burden of living in less-than-ideal health has 
tremendous impacts on individuals, families and care partners, society, and the economy1,7,8.  

As of 2019, more than 7.5 million people – 1 in 5 Canadians – reported living with a brain 
disorder1. Persistent challenges in neurological disorders and mental health have only been 
worsened by COVID-19. Three-in-ten Canadians have been diagnosed with anxiety or 
depression since the onset of COVID-199. The prevalence of brain disorders is also expected to 
rise with Canada’s quickly aging population – between 2016 to 2021, the percentage of 
Canadians over the age of 65 rose from 16.9% to 19.0%10. At 67.5%, Canada has the largest and 
youngest working-age population in the G711, but working productivity is expected to be greatly 
impacted by the increasing need to care for aging parents with dementia and other disorders8. 
Increasingly, we are seeing the “sandwich” generation, where families face multiple challenges at 
once across generations. 

Unfortunately, for the vast majority of brain disorders, including mental illness, there are limited 
treatment options – or none at all. For many, there are no cures. Research is the hope.  
Because the only path to prevention, treatments and cures is to gain new knowledge, 

through research7,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22,23,24. Even a small delay in the onset of a brain disorder 
brought by having better prevention or treatments can make a large impact. More than 600,000 
people are currently living with dementia in Canada, with 350,000 unpaid care partners8. Giving 
Alzheimer’s disease patients just 5 more years to be free of dementia would reduce the number 
of caregiving hours by more than 800 million hours per year by 20508 – recovering the 
equivalent of more than 380,000 full-time jobs in lost productivity. 

Understanding the brain - in health, development, disease, and resilience - will be critical 
to Canada’s success and well-being in the 21st century. 



 

WHY IS A CANADIAN BRAIN RESEARCH INITIATIVE CRITICAL FOR BRAIN SCIENCE? 

The human brain is the most complex biological system in the known universe, but we are 
verging on a new era of brain science. Canadian neuroscientists and mental health 
researchers rank in the top five in the world and are on the threshold of making a major 

leap - a moonshot - in understanding the brain2,25. Canadians scientists pioneered the 
research and development of artificial neural networks that became one of the corner stones of 
artificial intelligence (AI) and now, AI and machine learning have the potential to radically 
change what is even possible in brain research. Advances in our understanding of the brain will 
inform increasingly better AI models in a virtuous cycle of mutual reinforcement. 

Data on the brain is also accumulating faster than at any time in history and through this, we 
now realize that many neurological diseases have related underlying causes. Uncovering new 
knowledge about the brain allows us to better understand how to fix it when things go awry. 
Discoveries in one brain condition can benefit other conditions in preventative measures and 
the development of new treatment approaches7,13,24. With more data, we can recognize that 
brain disorders are not discrete conditions, and that mental health challenges co-occur 
frequently across brain disorders and other maladies7,13,24. 

The complexity of the human brain and associated disorders necessitates far-reaching collective 
efforts that span countries and political boundaries. Large-scale national and pan-national 
efforts that can provide targeted and sustained support are the new model that is needed 

to advance our understanding of the human brain (Table 1). The EU launched their decade-
long Human Brain Project26 in 2013, followed shortly by similar programs such as the US BRAIN 
initiative27, Japan Brain/MINDS Program28, China Brain Project29, Korea Brain Initiative30. Many 
other nations currently have brain research initiatives under development, including the 
Australia Brain Alliance31, Neurocenter Finland32, Brain Research New Zealand33, the Latin 
America Brain Initiative (LATBrain)34 and the Brain Research Africa Initiative35. 

Canada is a world leader in many fields in neuroscience and mental health research and 
needs to be able to keep up with, connect to, and draw on these international efforts. 
National research initiatives in other fields have been successfully launched by our Government, 
such as the Pan-Canadian AI Strategy which saw AI centres across Canada evolve into a 
coordinated and flourishing ecosystem36. Another recent approach, announced in Budget 2021, 
is the allocation of $360 million to launch a National Quantum Strategy to grow the quantum 
ecosystem and establish Canada as a global leader. A Canadian Brain Research Initiative fits well 
into the brain science and larger research ecosystem that already exists within Canada, centred 
around large-scale collaboration to address complex problems.  



 

HOW IS A CANADIAN BRAIN RESEARCH INITIATIVE AN OPPORTUNITY FOR CANADA 

TO LEAD? 

Canada is ready to lead a paradigm shift in the scale and scope of collaborative brain research 
so that we can tackle the enormous societal challenge and urgent need to understand the 
human brain. A Canadian Brain Research Initiative will enable Canada to develop and train 
a world-class transdisciplinary brain science workforce and scale up the excellence in 
brain research that extends from our smallest research centres to the largest hubs. 

For a tiny percentage of the current economic cost of brain disorders, we can implement a 
national brain research strategy to reap the societal and economic benefits arising from cutting-
edge brain research across the country and improve the lifelong wellbeing of our citizens, 
families and communities. Better health outcomes for brain disorders will translate into tens of 
billions of dollars in savings for the Canadian economy per year in recovering direct medical 
health care costs, social care costs, income support, loss of productivity, private insurance claims, 
and public disability payments1,7,8,37,38.  

A country’s future prosperity is also determined by the talented and skilled individuals who hold 
jobs that are key for innovation and technological progress, and ultimately contribute to 
stronger economic growth. Years of underfunding research39 imperil our global leadership in 
brain science. In a similar manner as the Pan-Canadian AI Strategy, national-level resources to 
coordinate the brain research ecosystem will position Canada internationally to better 
develop, attract, and retain Highly Qualified Personnel. This will in turn create a critical 
mass of talent for a spectrum of Canadian academic, industry, and other sectors to 

succeed. Canadians already specialize in neuroscience more than any other research area and 
more than other countries2 and a Canadian Brain Research Initiative will ensure the success of 
the next generation of young scientists. 

Brain research is inherently a transdisciplinary effort, and a coordinated national effort to 
understand the brain will fuel innovations that can be applied to understanding other 
complex systems, expand the boundaries of technology, and drive the development of 

new tools to benefit science and society. Brain research can also inform new programs that 
can improve the quality of education, and lead to a more skilled and productive workforce. A 
brain research initiative for Canada is also an investment in human capital – as brain science can 
help to improve our understanding of how to optimize human potential, it can lead to the 
development of new methods to improve brain health, prevent brain disorders, and promote 
healthy aging. 



 

THE VISION FOR A CANADIAN BRAIN RESEARCH INITIATIVE 

 

Tackling the enormous societal challenge and urgent need to understand the human brain 
requires a united, diverse, and cross-Canada coalition across all sectors of the brain 
research ecosystem.  

CBRS leadership is comprised of the Directors of more than 30 neuroscience and mental health 
institutes and programs across the country, along with representatives of early career 
researchers, Indigenous Knowledges Holders, and patients and caregivers40. Our coalition also 
brings together more than 25 organizations funding brain research, including federal and 
provincial granting agencies, non-profits, health charities, and private foundations. 
Organizations supporting knowledge mobilization, health and community services are on board 
with the understanding that treatments can only come from new knowledge on the brain, and 
will ensure that new knowledge and treatments will be rendered into meaningful solutions that 
are available to all Canadians. We have consulted with and continue to deepen our relationship 
with industry and entrepreneurs who play a crucial role in translating the benefits of research 
into economic growth by developing practical applications and commercial products and 
services.  



 

The collective national vision for brain science and societal impact represents a deep, informed 
perspective to leverage Canada’s unique strengths in brain research. Our coalition has aligned 
on six near-term priorities and ways to strategically scale up successful models of open, 
collaborative, transdisciplinary and ethical brain research41. This includes building: 

 Talent: Designing novel training programs that link across institutions and previously 
disparate disciplines to break silos and train new generations of scientists and highly 
qualified personnel with the ability to tackle the unique complexities of brain science 

 Research: Supporting new and existing pan-Canadian resources with stable, predictable 
funding that will provide coordinated, collaborative, open-science infrastructure to 
accelerate discoveries and give an unprecedented competitive edge to Canadian brain 
researchers as we connect with and draw on international efforts 

 Ecosystem: Creating platforms for cross-sector convergence of different fields of 
science and non-academic stakeholders to solve previously unsolvable problems in brain 
science and bridge translation, commercialization and adoption to ensure that Canadian 
ideas and knowledge are mobilized here at home 

 

The coalition convened by the CBRS believes that the time for a Canadian Brain 
Research Initiative is now. We have the network, partnerships, vision, and 

strategic plan in place. Now we need the funding to catalyze this network into 
concerted, bold, and concrete action. 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Some example brain disorders.  



 

Country Research Program Timeline Funding 

United 
States 

Brain Research through 
Advancing Innovative 
Neurotechnologies (BRAIN) 
Initiative  

2014-2026 more than $5 billion 
USD 

European 
Union 

Human Brain Project 2013-2023 $880 million USD 

Japan Brain Mapping by Integrated 
Neurotechnologies for Disease 
Studies (Brain/MINDS) Program 

2014-2024 $365 million USD 

China China Brain Project 2016-2031 2021-2026: $746 
million USD 

Korea Korean Brain Initiative 2016-2026 Unknown 

Canada Pan-Canadian AI Strategy 2017-2021, 
2021 

$466 million CAD 

Canada Quantum Computing Strategy 2021 $360 million CAD 
 

Table 1. National and pan-national research programs. 
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