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Impacts of Colonization and Colonialism
• Dehumanization of Indigenous peoples
• Assimilation agendas imposed by governments 

and churches
• Subordination of Indigenous ways  of knowing 

and being 
• Legislative control (e.g. Indian Act)

- Residential schools
- Reserve system
- Dislocation
- Extremely limited access to often substandard 
health care services 

• Acute traumatization to the health and social 
fabric of Indigenous peoples.



• Intergenerational affects of trauma
• Disruption of family and community structures 
• Higher rates of depression, anxiety, suicide, drug use and 

abuse amongst Indigenous peoples compared to non-
Indigenous peoples  
• Determinants of health play a role -- Indigenous peoples 

remain poorest and most socially disadvantaged in Canada
• Indigenous children more likely to live in lone parent 

household and larger families 
• Many Indigenous peoples experience lower levels of 

education, employment and income resulting in greater risk of 
food insecurity, especially in northern and remote 
communities
• Indigenous children and families are more likely to live in 

crowded and substandard  housing conditions
• Indigenous children generally bear a greater burden of illness 

compared to other Canadians

Impacts  on Children and Families 



Determinants of Health and Indigenous Peoples

• Early life 

• Education 

• Employment and working 

conditions 

• Gender 

• Food security 

• Health care services 

• Housing 

• Income and its distribution 

• Social safety net 

• Social exclusion 

• Unemployment and 

employment security
(PHAC)

Indigenous specific 
Determinants of Health
• Colonization 

• Residential schools 

• Colonialism and multiple forms of 

discrimination 

e.g. racism including 

micro-aggressions

• Self-determination

• Language and culture

• Indigeneity

• Geography

• Spirituality



Contemporary Challenges 

• Culturally safe mental health services 
• Long term funding
• Access to services 
• Trained Indigenous mental health workers
• Continuity and specialized services
• Stigma and discrimination



Protective Factors
• Cultural identity and community self-

determination 
• Identity, pride and values 
• Integration of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous knowledges
• Land based activities – culture, family 

camps …
• Positive role models and mentorship 

opportunities
• Safe places
• Family connectedness and importance of 

extended family



Attributes of Successful Mental Health Promotion 

Characteristics in mental health promotion initiatives include: 
• Holistic, community driven and owned;
• Build capacity and leadership;
• Emphasize strength and resilience;
• Address underlying health determinants;
• Focus on protective factors 
• Meaningfully engage children, youth, families, and the community



Examples of Mental Health Promotion Strategies
• Makimautiksat Wellness and Empowerment Camp
o Provides Inuit youth with skills and knowledge they need to build their lives

• Planning Life-Skills in Aboriginal Play (PLAY) 
o Partnership with 88 First Nations communities and Indigenous organizations –

aims to enhance educational outcomes, improve peer-to-peer relationships, increase 
employability and improve physical and mental health

• Listening to One Another
o Culturally based PHAC funded family centred program for 10-14 year old youth and 

their families; 14 weeks 2.5 hours per week 
o Provides a series of activities related to community history and cultural pride, family 

and peer communication skills for problem solving, critical thinking, bullying, dealing 
with discrimination  and so on ….



First Nations Health Authority: Policy on Mental 
Wellness Cultural Safety
Contents offers 5 principles for transformation:

1. Focusing on strength and a new way of 
looking at promoting mental health and 
wellness 
2. Bringing together Western and traditional 
practices 
3. Improved quality of programs and services 
4. Integrative system design and service 
delivery 
5. First Nations self-determination including 
Nation-based and Nation-building approaches

Examples of Mental Health Promotion Strategies 

First  Nations Mental Wellness Continuum 
Framework (AFN and Health Canada)
National Inuit Suicide Prevention Strategy (ITK)

- Both of these strategies call for a 
coordinated continuum of culturally 
competent and safe mental health supports 
and services by and for Indigenous peoples 
to address jurisdictional, geographical and 
funding issues. 

- At the heart of these is culture and the role 
of Indigenous language, identity and 
knowledges in achieving wellness across the 
lifespan



What Can I Do?

• Educate myself 

• Know my own biases and how 
they can affect my work

• Talk to Indigenous peoples and 
organizations to learn about their 
diverse perspectives on mental 
wellness (Boska et al, 2015)

• Learn about the social and cultural 
contexts of Indigenous 
communities (Boska et al, 2015)

• Commit to providing culturally-
safe care

• Support Indigenous mental 

wellness workers

• Advocate for Indigenous heath 

equity

• Understand programs must be 

guided by local Indigenous 

knowledges

• Share knowledge on promising 

practices in Indigenous 

communities
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