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Foreword
his report is the result of the work of 28 young people aged 15-24. These youth shared
a common interest in promoting positive mental health among BC youth by increasing
awareness and understanding of youth mental health.
With the support of McCreary staff, the 28 youth researchers worked together to create
this report and some additional resources including infographic posters, workshops and
presentations. The report was completed in the winter of 2015. The sharing of workshops,
presentations, posters and blogs about the findings from the project will continue in 2016.
This report and the accompanying resources highlight the prevalence of mental health
challenges faced by youth in BC, and show that fostering protective factors (including
youth engagement and connectedness to school, peers and community) can reduce risk
behaviours and negative health outcomes for even the most vulnerable youth.
The 28 young people who created this report all got involved in this project because of
their own experiences, interests and desire to raise awareness about the need to promote
positive mental health among BC youth. They worked together to develop the research
questions they wanted to answer using data from the 2013 BC Adolescent Health Survey.
They then divided into groups to conduct the required quantitative and qualitative analyses,
report writing, dissemination and facilitation activities. Once these activities were complete,
the whole group came back together and selected the key findings for the report.
This report is the result of their work. It has been checked for accuracy and to ensure all
reported statistics are correct and reported differences are statistically significant (at p<.01).
Otherwise it is entirely youth designed, researched and written.
It has been an honour to work with these talented and passionate young people, and I hope
they are as proud as they should be of what they have achieved.

Annie Smith
Executive Director
McCreary Centre Society
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Key findings
emale youth reported poorer mental health than males. For example, males were more likely
than females to feel good about themselves, to feel happy most of the time, and to feel
calm and at peace. Females were more likely than males to report extreme stress, extreme
despair, self-harm, and to consider or attempt suicide.
Youth born abroad reported better mental health than youth born in Canada. Also, the
longer that immigrant youth lived in Canada, the less likely they were to report positive
mental health.
Youth with a physical disability were another group of youth who were at risk for mental
health challenges. For example, 17% of youth with a physical disability reported extreme
stress compared to 9% without a physical disability.
Youth who had not used alcohol, marijuana or other substances reported better mental
health than those who had used these substances.
Some youth used substances to self-medicate. For example, youth who had depression or
anxiety were more likely to use marijuana than those without these conditions. Also, 21% of
youth reported that the last time they used substances was because they were stressed.
Youth who were bullied in person or online were more likely to report negative mental
health, and the more different types of bullying they experienced the more likely they were
to self-harm. Also, around half of females who were cyberbullied in the past year also selfharmed in that time (vs. 22% of males).
Youth with a cellphone were more likely than those without one to feel safe in their
neighbourhood, to have close friends in their school or neighbourhood and to have a local
adult in their neighbourhood or community who cared about them. However, those with a
phone were more likely to have met someone on the Internet who made them feel unsafe
and to have been cyberbullied.
In general, the more hours that youth worked, the less likely they were to report positive
mental health. However, having a job for a few hours a week was positive. For example,
those aged 16 and above who worked a few hours a week reported higher levels of school
connectedness than those who did not work.
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Eleven percent of youth (17% of females vs. 5% of males) felt they needed mental health
services in the past 12 months but did not access them. The top 3 reasons for missing out
on care were not wanting their parents to know, thinking or hoping the problem would go
away, and being afraid of what the doctor would say or do.
Families can be a source of support for youth dealing with mental health challenges. For
example, youth who ate dinner with their family most evenings reported more positive mental
health than those who ate with their family less often. Also, youth who had an adult they
could turn to in their family reported more positive mental health.
Males were more likely than females to feel there was a supportive adult inside their family
(76% vs. 70%), while females were more likely than males to feel there was a supportive
adult outside their family (34% vs. 30%).
Youth who reported having an adult in or outside of their family whom they would feel
comfortable asking for help reported more positive mental health. Youth who did not have
someone in their family but had an adult outside the family to turn to had a lower risk of
feeling extreme despair and a greater likelihood of reporting good/excellent mental health,
feeling happy, and feeling calm and at peace in the past month.
Youth who felt connected to their community were more likely to report positive mental
health than those who did not feel connected. They were also less likely to miss out on
needed mental health services.
Cultural connectedness was important to mental health. For example, youth who spoke a
language other than English at home were more likely to report good or excellent mental
health than those who spoke only English.
Youth who felt like a part of their school did not struggle with accessing needed mental
health services as much as youth who did not feel like a part of school. As levels of feeling
safe at school increased, the likelihood of youth reporting good or excellent mental health
also increased.
Exercise and sports involvement were linked to positive mental health. Male and female
students who felt they were good at sports were more likely than their peers to report
feeling self-confident, happy, and calm.
The more close friends youth had the less likely they were to experience extreme despair
and the more likely they were to report good or excellent mental health. Also if youth
reported that they had friends with healthy attitudes towards risk behaviours they were more
likely to report positive mental health and less likely to report extreme stress.
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Introduction
cCreary’s vision is that all youth are supported to be healthy and connected. The vision
of this project is to promote positive mental health through up-to-date and accurate data.
Our aim, as youth researchers, is to acknowledge and not ignore mental illness, encourage
youth to speak up about mental health, know they are not alone, and know they can get
help. We want this report to be used to repaint the picture of mental health for youth in BC.

[ ]
We hope that the

results of this report will:

1Encourage policy makers and service providers to make
2
3
4
5
6
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sure adequate mental health care is provided to youth
across BC.
Help address the gaps in services and supports that exist
for youth.
Promote communication between youth and adults.
Teach adults, including teachers and counsellors, more
about youth mental health and more about what is working
well for youth.
Get shared widely and with a variety of audiences in lots of
different ways, including being read by youth and adults in
both public and private schools.
Spark conversations that help to decrease the stigma
around mental health.
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How we
created
this report

?

Quantitative Analysts
Quantitative analysis was completed using SPSS for Windows to collect and compile data
from 30,000 surveys taken across BC. Our research questions were developed during a
meeting where youth brainstormed ideas and concerns regarding youth mental health. Main
topics were selected through a voting process. After data was compiled, youth researchers
were trained in SPSS to analyze it. We were taught to run general statistical analyses (e.g.,
frequencies, crosstabs, recodes, etc.). Our data was further analyzed based on categories
such as gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age/grade, and lifestyle. Throughout this
process, we found that mental health is a sea of knowledge needing to be dived into and
explored. One main challenge was differentiating between statistical significance and ‘reallife’ significance. Many results were statistically insignificant, but they were necessary to
create a bigger picture.

Qualitative Analysts
Upon receiving our set of data to analyze, we decided we would place each personal
comment from the survey into separate categories to better understand them. Firstly, we
observed that the majority of comments fit three descriptions: a statement about mental
health, a personal experience, or a personal experience in regards to mental health.
Our second step after sorting them into said categories was to identify the tone of the
statement. We found that comments were often neutral; but could also be sad, angry, happy,
or uncertain. Sorting each statement into these categories helped us to really comprehend
the different experiences youth are facing today.

Report Writers
As Report Writers, we condensed qualitative and quantitative data into a readable format,
compressed analyses into topics that we as a group found the most intriguing, created
graphs for more visual effects and added relevant comments from students. After writing a
literature review on youth mental health, we then worked together to write a snapshot on
youth mental health among students in BC based on the survey findings. Afterwards, we
worked individually on sections of the analyses of the survey.
Throughout the process, we learned how important it is to word the report in a way which
would avoid confusion. We also learned that many factors contribute to either positive or
negative mental health, and that we have to phrase the statistics in a precise manner. Some
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things that we found especially interesting were the quotes written by youth. We enjoyed
integrating the real life voices of the youth into the report. Another aspect we found
fascinating was how we were able to incorporate our own experiences and thoughts into
the report. It was eye-opening to see the factors affecting youth mental health on a more
specific and in-depth level.
Some challenges we faced involved overcoming writer’s block, and distinguishing which
information to keep and which to leave out. Incorporating numbers was also challenging, as
we wanted to keep the statistics interesting and engaging.
As Report Writers, we enjoyed compiling the results from the survey and transforming the
statistics and language into a more accessible and engaging form. Working together every
Friday afternoon gave us a nice routine, which contributed to our own positive mental health.
Seeing the final product of our work was extremely satisfying and exciting. We hope you
enjoy the report too!

Dissemination Designers
The journey began with a group of strangers committed to taking on the challenge
of bringing positive change to our peers regarding mental health awareness. Our
dissemination design group was focused on creating a platform in which youth and
adults in the community could access information about youth mental health in a clear
and engaging way. Our hope is that with conversation generated by our project, we can
enable and encourage change for better support. The dissemination design group came
together to define the key areas and pull out associated significant points and quotes
from the report and incorporate them into an infographic format. During the process,
we were exposed to the wide range of our fellow peers’ realities and experiences while
also reflecting on our own. This provided context to interpret and share the results. We
are excited about getting this info out to youth and others and are inspired to promote
positive mental health among our peers and in our community.

Facilitators
Our group, “the facilitators”, goal was to create a workshop that will engage youth with
the key findings from the report. Over two sessions, we read and pulled out important
and interesting statistics, then turned these statistics into an accessible and more
understandable presentation for youth. We wanted it to be interactive and informative and
so included a trivia game, a creative ‘sketch your stress’ activity, picture deconstruction and
most importantly, lots of time for discussion. Throughout the process, we learned different
strategies of promoting positive mental health that are more creatively engaging. The report
itself was interesting and brainstorming ideas of different ways of interacting with youth was
something we enjoyed. We also enjoyed the chance to improve our leadership skills, share
ideas, and learn about different perspectives. Presenting the data in the most appropriate
way while using correct evidence has been a challenge. Also talking publicly and adjusting to
different situations is challenging.

10
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Snapshot of Youth
Mental Health
Qualitative Analysis
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he Wordle graphic represents frequency of word
occurrence when youth wrote about mental health
and wellness and connected their experience to
a situation in their life. Our interest lies in how
youth wrote about their mental health—were they
hopeful? Did they use clinical language? Were they
uncertain? What was their tone?
The Wordle shows that the most commonly used
word was “feel”— youth were connecting
their experiences to feelings. Surprisingly, clinical
labels weren’t as common as we expected.
‘Depression and depressed’ were the only
two that featured prominently in the
Wordle. Two other significant words
were ‘time’ and ‘school,’ which
we noticed when reading

youth’s statements were often linked with stress,
anxiety, and feeling overworked. Other significant
categories were relationships: ‘friends,’ ‘people,’
‘someone,’ & qualifiers like ‘sometimes,’ ‘never,’
and ’always.’ We read this as a reflection of
the day-to-day experiences of youth navigating
relationships & school, which might not normally
be recognized as contributing to or even
constituting mental health struggles. We found
that things we expected to come up more often,
like references to drinking or self-medicating,
didn’t show up nearly as much as basic words
used to express people’s
experiences.
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Mental Health Ratings
Most youth described their mental health as good or excellent. Males were more likely than
females to report good or excellent mental health. Males may be less likely than females to
voice their mental health concerns (Smith et al., 2011).

YOUTH’s Mental Health Ratings

41%

4%
Poor

41%

15%
Fair

Good

Excellent

Self-Confidence and Sense of Competence
Overall, most youth (80%) reported feeling good about themselves. Most youth (86%) also
felt capable of doing things as well as their peers.
Male youth were more likely than their female counterparts to feel good about themselves
(89% vs. 71%), and they were also more likely than females to feel they could do things as
well as their peers (91% vs. 82%).
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Happy and Calm
The results showed that the majority of youth (68%) felt happy most, if not all, of the time in
the past month. In addition, 75% of males reported feeling happy most or all of the time, as
opposed to 62% of females.
Around half of all youth felt calm or at peace most or all the time within the past month,
and males were more likely than females to report this sense of calm and peacefulness
(61% vs 42%).
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Stress and Despair
In our competitive and fast-paced society, stress is a common battle faced by many youth.
The majority of young people in BC reported feeling stress within a 30-day range (83%),
and a small portion (9%) felt extreme stress which interfered with their ability to work or
function properly.

YOUTH WHO FELT STRAIN, STRESS, OR PRESSURE WITHIN PAST 30 DAYS

Just over half of BC youth felt sad, discouraged, or hopeless within the past month, while
48% reported feeling no despair at all. Seven percent of youth reported feeling despair on
a level so extreme that it was difficult for them to move on.
According to the survey results, females were more vulnerable than males to feeling extreme
stress (13% vs. 5%) as well as extreme despair (10% vs. 4%).

Stress, Despair, AND Happiness
One of our research questions was about the relations among different mental health
experiences. For example, we wanted to see if there was a link between feeling stressed and
feeling happy, and if so what it was.
Findings showed that as students’ stress levels decreased, they were more likely to report
feeling happy. For example, 22% of youth who reported being extremely stressed felt happy
most of the time, while 92% of youth who reported not being stressed at all reported
feeling happy most of the time. In addition, as stress levels decreased, feelings of extreme
despair among youth also decreased.

14
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Suicide Ideation, Attempts, and Self-Harm
Suicide is the second leading cause of death amongst youth in BC and Canada, according
to the Canadian Mental Health Association (2013). Eight percent of young males reported
considering suicide in the past year, as opposed to 17% of females.
Six percent of youth attempted suicide one or more times in the past year. Females
were three times more likely to attempt suicide than males (9% vs. 3%). However, other
research has shown that males are generally more likely to die by suicide than females
(Smith, et al., 2011).

“I have never hurt myself before,
but I am extremely suicidal,
and teachers should talk to
students about depression/
suicide within their classes.

“

Some youth deliberately injure themselves without wanting to commit suicide. For these
youth, harming themselves may be a way to deal with overwhelming emotions or distress.
Males were less likely than females to report self-harming.

16
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self-harmed in the past year
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Mental Health
Conditions
Qualitative Analysis
A common theme included students feeling that mental health was so general that they
were unsure of what fell into the category of having a mental illness. They were also unsure
if they had a mental illness. Their comments suggested that there is not enough mental
health information distributed and reaching students, and that students are reluctant to
access support to get a mental health assessment. One respondent wrote, “I may have
light depression and/or anxiety problems, but I am not sure.” Another provided a list of
several mental health disorders they thought they might have, such as anxiety, dysthymia,
or cyclothymia. Other students provided symptoms of clinical depression without medical
diagnosis.
Ten percent of youth reported having a mental health or emotional condition (this includes
depression, eating disorders, etc.). Females were 3 times more likely than males to report
having a mental health or emotional condition (15% vs. 5%).
While females were more likely than males to report having issues with Depression and
Anxiety, males were more likely to report having issues with ADD/ADHD.

COMMON MENTAL HEALTH CHALLENGES

As for other disabilities or conditions, less than 1% of youth reported being diagnosed with FASD/
FAS/FAE (Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder). In males, Autism or Asperger’s was more prevalent
than in females (1% vs. less than 1%). Alcohol or drug addiction was experienced by 2% of the
population of youth surveyed, and again, more male youth experienced this condition than their
female counterparts (2% vs. less than 2%). On the other hand, PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder) had more female youth sufferers (1%) than male (less than 1 %).

18
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Mental Health and Gender
In summary, results of this survey found a clear difference between male and female youth.
Females were less likely than males to report positive mental health such as feeling happy
and self-confident, and were more likely to report feeling extreme stress and despair.
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Youth Requiring
More Support

N

Youth Born in
Canada vs. Abroad
ineteen percent of youth surveyed reported being immigrants, while the other 81% were
born in Canada. Canadian-born youth were more likely than immigrant youth to report
having poor or fair mental health (19% vs. 16%). Additionally, 11% of youth born in Canada
reported having a mental health or emotional condition, compared to 7% of youth born
outside Canada. Canadian-born youth were also more likely to have missed out on needed
help for these conditions (12% missed out vs. 9% among youth born outside Canada).
The longer that immigrant youth had lived in Canada, the less likely they were to report
positive mental health. For example, among youth born outside Canada, 14% of those who
lived in Canada for less than two years reported poor or fair mental health, compared to
18% of youth who lived in Canada for six or more years.
Students’ comments on the survey also suggested that international students tended to
struggle with various challenges, including mental health.

Languages Spoken at Home
Youth who spoke a language other than English at home most of the time were the most
likely to report good or excellent mental health (85%), while those who spoke only English
at home were the least likely to report good or excellent mental health (79%).

Discrimination
Youth who had been discriminated against were over twice as likely to report poor or fair
mental health as youth who had not experienced discrimination (32% vs. 12%).
We then focused on youth who had experienced racial discrimination. These youth were less
likely than those who had not experienced racial discrimination to rate their mental health
as good or excellent and to feel good about themselves. They were more likely to have
experienced extreme despair in the past month.

20
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RACIAL DISCRIMINATION IN THE PAST YEAR & MENTAL HEALTH
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Youth with a Physical Disability
Youth who had a physical disability were more likely to report mental health challenges than
their peers without a physical disability. For example, 17% of youth with a physical disability
reported extreme stress, compared to 9% of youth without a physical disability.

Sexual Orientation
Most youth identified as completely heterosexual (81%), while 6% were mostly heterosexual,
4% were lesbian, gay, or bisexual (LGB), 7% had no attractions, and 2% were questioning
who they were attracted to.
Youth who identified as LGB were less likely than those who identified as completely
heterosexual to report good or excellent mental health (48% vs. 84%), and were more
likely to report feelings of extreme despair and to have seriously considered suicide in the
past year.

SeXUAL ORIENTATION & MENTAL HEALTH

Among LGB youth, there were no differences in feelings of despair, seriously considering
suicide, or actually attempting suicide when comparing those living in urban and rural areas.
However, LGB youth in rural areas were more likely than LGB youth in urban areas to have
self-harmed without trying to kill themselves in the past year (71% vs. 51%).
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Youth who Experienced Abuse
Thirteen percent of youth reported having been physically abused, and 6% reported having
been sexually abused. Overall, females were more likely than males to have been physically
abused (15% vs. 10%) and sexually abused (10% vs. 2%) but the relation between abuse
and mental health was the same for males and females. In other words, abuse was linked to
poor mental health for both males and females.
For example, youth who had ever been physically abused were more likely than youth who
had not been physically abused to report having poor/fair mental health (43% vs. 15%).
Patterns were similar for those who had been sexually abused. Also, youth who had been
sexually abused were more likely to have seriously contemplated suicide than youth who had
not been sexually abused (43% vs. 10%). Patterns were similar for those who had been
physically abused.
Being the younger of an illegal age pairing is considered sexual abuse. Youth who were the
younger of an illegal age pairing the first time they had sex were less likely to report good
or excellent mental health than youth who were not in this type of illegal age pairing. These
findings were similar for both males and females.

Note: Among youth who had ever had sex.
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Age when Youth First Had Sex
Youth who waited until they were 14 or older to have sex for the first time were more likely to
report good or excellent mental health than those who first had sex at 13 or younger. These
findings were similar for both males and females.

AGE OF FIRST SEXUAL ACTIVITY & GOOD/EXCELLENT MENTAL HEALTH

Note: Among youth who had ever had sex.
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Substance Use

O

f all youth who responded to the survey, almost half reported ever having alcohol (45%).
Youth were more likely to report trying alcohol as they got older.
Twenty-six percent of youth surveyed reported having used marijuana at least once. Among
these youth, 58% reported marijuana usage in the past month, with 7% using on all 30 days
in the past month.
Youth were also asked about their use of other substances, and the most commonly used
group of drugs were prescription pills (such as OxyContin or Ritalin) without a doctor’s
consent (11%). Other substances that youth more commonly reported using included
mushrooms (5%), hallucinogens (4%), ecstasy/MDMA (4%), cocaine (3%), and inhalants
(2%; glue, gas, whippits, etc.). Amphetamines (such as speed), crystal meth, heroin,
ketamine/GHB, and steroids (without a doctor’s knowledge) were each used by 1% of
youth surveyed.

Note: THERE WAS NO SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 17 YEAR OLD AND 18 YEAR OLD.
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Substance Use and Mental Health
Youth who never drank were more likely to report positive mental health than those who
drank. For example, they were more likely to rate their mental health as good or excellent
(87% vs. 74% of youth who drank) and to report feeling happy most or all of the time
(74% vs. 61%). They were also less likely to report extreme stress (5% vs. 14%) or
despair (4% vs. 11%). Results were similar when comparing youth who had ever used
marijuana and those who had never used it.
Youth who had ever used marijuana were also more likely to report having a mental health
or emotional condition compared to youth who had not used it (20% vs. 7%). They were
also more likely to report having specific mental health conditions compared to youth who
had not used marijuana, such as depression (20% vs. 6%), anxiety or panic attacks (16%
vs. 6%), and ADD/ADHD (10% vs. 4%).
Among youth who had used marijuana, those who had not used it in the past month
reported better mental health than those who did. Also, those who did not use marijuana in
the past month were more likely to expect to graduate from high school and to go to a postsecondary institution (85% vs. 79% who used marijuana in the past month).

Youth who never used substances other than alcohol or marijuana were also more likely
to report positive mental health than youth who had used these substances. For example,
84% of youth who never used prescription pills without a doctor’s consent reported good or
excellent mental health, compared to 65% of youth who used them once or twice, and 59%
who used them three or more times.
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Age of Introduction to Substances
There was a correlation between how youth rated their mental
health and how old they were when they first experimented with
alcohol or other substances. Overall, among youth who had had
more than a few sips of alcohol, youth who waited longer to first
use alcohol reported better mental health.
For example, 64% of youth who first tried alcohol at age 12
reported good or excellent mental health, compared to 82% of
youth who first tried alcohol at age 16. This was also the case for
marijuana use where youth who waited longer to first try it
were generally more likely to report better mental health.
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Self-Medicating with Substances
We described earlier that youth who had ever used marijuana
were more likely to report having mental health conditions than
youth who had never used it. However, it is important to note that
there is also a reverse relationship between having mental health
conditions and using marijuana.
For example, youth who had depression were more likely to have
used marijuana than youth who did not have depression (52% vs.
23%), and those who had anxiety were more likely to have used
marijuana than those who did not have anxiety (49% vs. 23%). This suggests that some
youth who have mental health challenges might be self-medicating with marijuana or other
substances in order to cope.
Although medicinal marijuana might help people cope with many ailments including mental
illness, medicinal marijuana cards are not available to anyone younger than 25 (source:
www.medicalmarijuana.ca).
Among youth who used substances, 21% reported that the last time they used a
substance was because they were stressed. Likewise, 16% reported using substances
because they felt sad, while 6% used a substance to manage physical pain, and 3% used
a substance because they felt it would help them focus.
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Furthermore, youth who missed out on needed mental health services were more likely to
self-medicate with substances compared to youth who did not miss out on these services.
For example, 41% who missed out on needed services reported using substances the
last time because they felt sad, compared to 11% who did not miss out on needed mental
health services.

Note: Among youth who had used SUBSTANCES.

Qualitative Analysis
Many youth commented that they used substances, in particular marijuana, as a means to
self-medicate and to stabilize their mental health. Also, a number of youth wrote about how
their marijuana use did n ot impact them negatively.
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Community &
Neighbourhood
onnectedness to the community is a relevant factor in bettering mental health. Many young
people strive to become an important part of their community and environment. Youth make
the effort to feel engaged by participating in sports teams, volunteering at neighbourhood
houses, taking on important roles in school committees, and more.
Forty percent of youth felt “very much” or “quite a bit” connected to their community, while
1 in 5 students felt “very little” or “not at all” connected to their community.
Survey results showed that there was a significant association between community
connectedness and mental health. Youth who felt more connected to their community were
more likely to report positive mental health than those who felt less connected. Those who
did not feel connected to their community had a higher chance of feeling extremely stressed
or even suicidal.

Unspoken thoughts and hidden facts

Community Connectedness & Accessing Support
The confidence of youth in seeking support when needed was
influenced by how comfortable they felt in their surroundings. Youth
who felt very much connected to their community were less likely
to have missed out on accessing needed mental health services
than those who didn’t feel as connected (5% missed out vs. 21%).
When asking for their reasons behind not seeking services, youth
who did not feel connected to their community at all were
more likely to answer that they had a negative previous
experience (21% vs. 8% who felt very connected), that
they were afraid of what they would be told (44% vs.
30%), and that they were afraid that someone they
knew might see them (39% vs. 23%).

Feeling Safe in the Neighbourhood
Based on survey responses, students who always felt safe in their neighbourhood during the
daytime were more likely to report positive mental health than those who never felt safe, and
were less likely to report extreme stress (7% vs. 24%) and extreme despair (5% vs. 20%)
in the past month.
The link between sense of safety and mental health levels might be explained by previous
experiences with safety issues predicting mental health, or mental illnesses predicting lower
perceptions of safety including fear of being targeted as somebody who is mentally unstable.
In general, males were more likely than females to always feel safe in their neighbourhood
during the day (68% vs. 59%) and at night (35% vs. 22%).

Neighbourhood safety & MENTAL HEALTH
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School

T

Feeling like a Part of School
he majority of students (61%) felt like they were a part of their school community. Youth
who felt this way did not struggle with accessing needed mental health services as much as
youth who did not feel like a part of school (5% missed out on need services vs. 29% of
students who reported feeling strongly disconnected from their school).
Students who felt disconnected from school were more likely to ask a mental health
counsellor for help than those who felt like a part of their school (16% vs. 4%).

Feeling Safe at School
The majority of students “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that they felt safe at school (79%).
As their level of feeling safe at school increased, their likeliness of reporting good/excellent
mental health also increased. Also, students who felt the safest at school were less likely to
have attempted suicide in the past year than those who felt the least safe (2% vs. 32%).

Feeling safe at school & mental health

33

Unspoken thoughts and hidden facts

The level of safety that students felt at school also played a big role in their confidence to
seek mental health services when they needed to. Youth who strongly agreed to feeling safe
at school had less trouble seeking help during rough times than students who did not feel
safe at all (6% who felt the most safe missed out on needed services vs. 35% who felt the
least safe).
Students who felt unsafe at school were more likely to seek out help from a mental health
counsellor than those who felt safe at school (18% vs. 4%).

Reasons for Missing School
Analyzing survey responses showed a relation between students with mental health
conditions and their likeliness to miss classes. Youth who had at least one mental health
condition were more likely than those who did not have a mental health condition to miss
school in the past month due to illness (60% vs. 40%), bullying (14% vs. 2%) or skipping
class (42% vs. 21%).
There was also a link between the levels of despair felt by students and their school
attendance. Survey results showed that as the level of despair increased, students’
likelihood of missing school increased as well. Overall, students who felt extremely hopeless,
discouraged, or sad within the past month were more likely than those who did not
experience this at all to miss school because of illness (55% vs. 38%), bullying (16% vs.
1%), and skipping class (43% vs. 15%).

Homework and Stress
Males and females who reported doing their homework after bedtime had a higher level of
stress than youth who did not do their homework then. Eleven percent of youth who did
their homework after bedtime reported extreme stress, compared to 8% of students who
didn’t do their homework after bedtime.
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Qualitative Analysis
The school environment can cause students to feel extreme stress and despair from the
workload as well as the social environment, and their pressure to succeed has a strong
impact on their mental health. Many youth wrote that school was a main source of stress in
their lives. Students penned thoughts such as “
Such comments
are emblematic of the difficulties that students face in maintaining high academic performance
and good mental health.
Others noted that their poor mental health was taking a toll on their grades. One youth
wrote, “
Another student wrote, “
What this illustrates is the hardships of

dealing with
mental health and the stress it causes on students, which can lead to lower grades.
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Exercise &
Extracurricular
Activities

N

Exercise
ine percent of youth did not exercise at all in the past week, while 16% of youth exercised
every day. As age went up, the numbers of days youth exercised went down.

Exercising on more days was better than exercising on fewer days, in terms of mental health
outcomes. For example, youth who exercised on seven days in the past week were the most
likely to feel happy, and those who did not exercise at all were the least likely to feel happy.
We also looked at optimal levels of exercise. Exercising on 4 to 7 days, as opposed to fewer
days, was associated with the lowest levels of extreme stress and despair.
Exercising on 5 to 7 days, as opposed to exercising on fewer days, was optimal for
good/excellent mental health ratings and for feeling happy most or all of the time.
Exercising on 6 or 7 days was optimal for feeling calm and at peace most or all of
the time.
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Extracurricular Activities
Informal sports (sports without a coach)
In general, the more often youth participated in sports or physical activities without a coach
(e.g., biking, skateboarding, hiking), the more likely they were to report positive mental
health. For example, 86% of students who took part in these activities four or more times a
week reported good/excellent mental health, which was higher than the percentage who took
part 1 to 3 times a week, which was higher than the percentage who took part less often.
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Sports with a coach
For sports with a coach, doing these activities at least once a week was optimal for good/
excellent mental health and for feeling calm and at peace. For example, 86% of students
who took part in sports with a coach 1 to 3 times a week reported good/excellent mental
health, which was similar to the percentage who did these sports 4 or more times a week,
but was higher than the percentage among students who took part less than once a week
(83%) or never (74% reported good/excellent mental health).
When it came to feeling happy, the more often youth took part in sports with a coach, the
more likely they were to feel happy most or all of the time.
Youth who took part in any amount of sports with a coach, even less than once a week,
reported lower rates of extreme stress and despair than youth who never took part.

Good at sports
The survey asked students if they could think of something they were really good at, and if
so what it was. Overall, more than 1 in 3 youth wrote that they were really good at sports,
with males more likely than females to feel this way (45% vs. 32%). Students who felt they
were good at sports were more likely than other students to report positive mental health,
including feeling self-confident, happy, and calm and at peace most or all of the time in the
past month.
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When males and females were looked at separately, feeling good at
sports was linked to positive mental health for both genders. However,
males who reported being good at sports had higher rates of positive mental
health than females who reported being good at sports. For example, 93%
of males who felt they were good at sports reported good/excellent mental
health, compared to 87% of females.
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Art/music/drama/singing
Youth who took part in the arts 4 or more times a week tended to report the poorest mental
health. For example, 64% who took part 4 or more times a week in arts reported feeling
happy most or all of the time, compared to 69% who never took part. Also, 13% who took
part in the arts 4 or more times a week reported extreme stress, compared to 9% who
never took part.
Based on the research, this is simply an association. It is important to note that we do not
know the cause of these findings. The arts may be an outlet (for example, youth with mental
health challenges might use the arts to express their feelings).
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Barriers to Extracurricular Activities
Youth who were unable to participate in extracurricular activities due to barriers were less
likely to report feeling happy most or all of the time in the past 30 days.
Social class and bullying greatly impacted youths’ participation in extracurricular activities,
which in turn greatly impacted their mental health. For example, students who reported not
being able to participate in activities because they were unable to afford it were less likely
to be happy than those who could afford those activities (29% vs. 50%). Also, youth who
did not attend extracurricular activities out of fear of being bullied were less likely to report
feeling happy the majority of the time, compared to those who did not miss out for this
reason (30% vs. 68%).
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Employment

A

ccording to the provincial government of BC, any child 12 years old or older can work with
parent or guardian permission, and must follow certain rules and guidelines so as to not
interfere with school or get injured (children ages 12-14 only). After 15 years old, youth can
work in any environment.
Of all youth surveyed, 29% reported being currently employed at a paid job. It was found
that with increasing age, youth were more likely to join the workforce.

Youth currently employed

Youth who went to bed hungry sometimes or more often were more likely to have worked 21
or more hours a week than those who never went to bed hungry.

Hours Worked and Mental Health
In general, the more hours that youth worked, the less likely they were to report positive
mental health. Working less than 5 hours was found to be best for mental health. There was
a marked decrease in positive mental health among youth who worked 21 hours or more.
For example, 72% of youth who worked 21 or more hours each week reported good or
excellent mental health, which was lower than the 78% among youth who worked 5 to 12
hours each week. Also, the more hours that youth worked, the more likely they were to
experience extreme stress and the less likely they were to feel happy.
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Hours worked each week & mental health
(among youth who worked)

However, it is important to note that working is not detrimental to youth in all cases. Among
youth aged 16 and older, those who worked less than 5 hours a week were more likely
to feel highly connected to their school than their peers who did not work at all (24% vs.
18%). On the other hand, youth who worked 21 or more hours per week were less likely
to report feeling highly connected to their school (15% felt this level of connection). This
finding suggests that older youth might require a balance between work and school in order
to experience good mental health.

<5 hrs/week
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Family
Relationships

W

Qualitative Analysis
hat is the correlation between family and mental health? Students’ open-ended responses
showed that family can be a source of support and aid for youth dealing with mental
illness, but it can also contribute to poor mental health. Lack of family support can very
well contribute to a sense of loss, isolation, and not being cared for. A respondent shared
their feelings pertaining to this, writing “
leading to suicidal tendencies. Another youth wrote “
and another youth shared
their struggle with making their parents understand but concluded that their parents think “
On the other hand, some students wrote that telling their family about their mental health
concerns impacted them positively and encouraged them to seek further help.

Family Connectedness and Mental Health
Most students felt their family paid attention to them “quite a bit” or “very much” (75%),
that people in their family understood them (60%), and that they had fun with their family
(69%). Students who felt this way about their family reported better mental health than their
peers who didn’t feel as connected to their family.
For example, 93% of youth who felt their families understood them quite a bit or very much
reported good/excellent mental health, while 64% of youth who felt that their families
understood them less reported good/excellent mental health.
Also, students who felt their families understood them and paid attention to them were more
likely to have asked a family member for help in the past year than students who didn’t feel
this way about their family.
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Eating an Evening Meal with Family
Seventy-five percent of students reported eating an evening meal with their parents or
guardians “most of the time” or “always,” while 4% never did. Those who ate an evening
meal with their family this often were more likely to report positive mental health than their
peers who ate with their family less often. They were also more likely to feel that their family
understood them and to have turned to a family member for help in the past year.

youth who ate an evening meal with family & mental health
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Feeling Okay Turning to Adult Relatives for Support
Seventy-three percent of youth reported having an adult relative they could turn to for
support. These youth tended to have better mental health than youth who did not have
this type of adult in their family. They were also more likely to have actually asked a family
member for help in the past year (79% vs. 45% of those who did not feel okay turning to an
adult relative for support).

having an adult in the family to turn to for support & mental health

Living with Siblings and Mental Health
More than half of youth (58%) lived with a sibling. Youth who lived with a sibling were more
likely to report positive mental health than youth who did not live with a sibling. This included
a higher likeliness of good or excellent mental health ratings (83% vs. 79%) and feeling
happy all or most of the time in the past month (70% vs. 66%). Also, youth who lived with a
sibling were less likely to experience extreme despair (7% vs. 8%) and extreme stress (8%
vs. 11% of youth who did not live with a sibling).
However, living with siblings did not have a significant effect on whether or not youth felt calm
and at peace.
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P

Peer
Relationships
eer relationships can be a strong influence in the lives of youth for the development of
certain behaviours, opinions, sense of security, and peer pressure. Most youth strive to
make and keep close friends who can support them throughout their journey. Unfortunately,
not everybody can succeed in creating lasting bonds amongst their peers and many may
end up feeling lonely or unwanted. We studied the association between peer relationships
and mental health.

Number of Friends
Students were asked how many close friends they had in their school or neighbourhood.
Having 3 to 5 close friends was the most common among both males and females. However,
females were more likely than males to report having 3 to 5 close friends (41% vs. 34%),
and males were more likely than females to report having 10 or more close friends (30% vs.
19%). We should be aware that males’ and females’ interpretations of “close friends” may
have varied.
Survey results showed that the number of close friends was linked to positive mental
health amongst adolescents. Those who had no close friends were more likely to rate their
mental health as poor/fair than those who had 10 or more close friends. In general, as
the number of friends increased, the likeliness of reporting good/excellent mental health
increased as well, for both males and females. A similar relation was found when looking
at the number of close friends and levels of despair; 19% of those with no close
friends reported feeling extreme despair in the past month, compared to 4% of
those who had 10 or more close friends.
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Youth who reported good/excellent mental health &
the number of close friends they had

Note: The difference between having 0 close friends and 1 close friend was not significant.
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Consistent with the findings for mental health ratings, the likelihood of youth self-harming on
purpose without trying to commit suicide started to significantly decrease as the number of
close friends reached 2 or more. This pattern was similar for both males and females.
The findings for suicide thoughts were similar. However, youth who had 10 or more friends
were just as likely to have seriously thought about suicide as those who had 6 to 9 friends.

seriously considered suicide in the past year &
number of close friends

Note: The difference between having 0 and 1 close friend was not significant, and the difference
between having 6 to 9 close friends and 10 or more friends was not significant.

Peers with Healthy Attitudes about Risky Activities
Students were asked if their friends would be upset with them if they engaged in certain
risky activities. Most students reported that their friends would be upset if they dropped
out of school (87%), were involved in gang activity (85%), were involved in a pregnancy
(81%), got arrested (78%), beat someone up (71%), or used marijuana (58%). Under
half of students (44%) thought their friends would be upset with them if they got drunk.
Females were more likely than males to have friends who would be upset with them for
each of these reasons.
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Students who had friends who would disapprove of these activities were more likely to
report positive mental health, including a higher likeliness of good/excellent mental health
ratings and a lower likeliness of extreme stress.

We aggregated the number of activities that friends disapproved of on a scale of 0 to 7
(0 being friends approved of all the activities and 7 being friends disapproved of all the
activities). We found that students who had friends who disapproved of all the activities
reported the highest rates of good/excellent mental health (87% vs. 81% among youth
whose friends would not disapprove of any of the activities).
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In-Person Bullying
In the lives of many youth, bullying is a factor which decreases self-esteem and increases
the likeliness of poor mental health. Survey results showed that females were more likely
than males to have been teased (43% vs. 31%) and socially excluded (43% vs. 26%),
whereas males were more likely to have been bullied physically (10% vs. 5% of females)
in the past year.
Youth who experienced bullying at least once in the past year had a higher chance of selfharming compared to those who had not experienced bullying. For example, 34% of youth
who had been physically assaulted had self-harmed, compared to 15% of those who had
not been assaulted. Also, 28% of youth who had been teased had self-harmed, compared to
10% of youth who had not been teased.
The likelihood of self-harm increased as the number of types of bullying experiences
increased (teasing, social exclusion, and physical assaults were the three types of bullying).
For example, students who experienced two types of bullying were more likely to self-harm
than those who experienced one type, and youth who experienced all three types were the
most likely to self-harm.
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Youth who self-harmed

Although the effect of bullying was significant for both males and females, females had higher
rates of self-harm in relation to bullying than males did. We also found that females who had
not been bullied were equally likely to have self-harmed as males who had been bullied.

Note: There was no significant difference between males who were teased and females who
were not teased.

We also looked at students who had bullied other students, and at their likelihood of having
self-harmed. Fourteen percent of youth who did not bully others (didn’t tease, exclude or
assault others) reported self-harming. These youth were less likely to self-harm than those
who engaged in one form of bullying (24% self-harmed), two forms (27% self-harmed), or
all three forms of bullying (30% self-harmed).
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Cyberbullying
The survey also asked about Internet bullying (cyberbullying). Results showed that 10% of
males and 19% of females had been victims of cyberbullying in the past year. There was a
higher chance of self-harm for youth who had experienced Internet bullying compared to
those who had not (42% vs. 12%). Females had higher rates of self-harm in relation to
cyberbullying than males.

Romantic Relationships
Relationships among young people can come with risk because they may not be
mature enough to manage their feelings or control their actions, which could result in
relationship violence.
Survey results indicated that 62% of youth were not in a relationship in the past year, while
36% were in a relationship that did not involve physical abuse, and 2% did experience
relationship violence, with males and females equally likely to have been physically abused in
a relationship.
Among youth who were in a relationship, those who had a mental health condition were
more likely to experience relationship violence than those who did not have a mental health
condition (13% vs. 5%).
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Overall, there was a steady (although small) increase in the likelihood of relationship
violence as youth got older. For example, 3% of 13-year-olds experienced relationship
violence compared to 8% of 18-year-olds (among those in a relationship).
Youth who were in a relationship were less likely to rate their mental health as good/excellent
compared to those who were not in a relationship (77% vs. 84%). Youth who were in a
physically abusive relationship had the worst mental health. For example, among those in
a relationship, youth who experienced dating violence were less likely to rate their mental
health as good/excellent compared to those who did not experience dating violence (59%
vs. 78%). These outcomes were similar for both genders.
Similarly, youth in physically abusive relationships were the most likely to experience extreme
stress in the past month.

romantic relationships in the past year & extreme stress

55

Unspoken thoughts and hidden facts

Good at Relationships
Males and females who reported being good at relationships (e.g., being a good listener
or a good friend) were less likely to rate their mental health as good or excellent and were
more likely to report extreme stress compared to youth who did not identify being good at
relationships. These findings were the opposite of what was seen for being good at sports,
where youth who felt they were good at sports reported better mental health than those
who did not identify being good at sports.

56

Unspoken thoughts and hidden facts

Technology Use

N

57

Having a Cellphone
inety percent of youth had a cellphone. Students with a cellphone were more likely than
those without a cellphone to have close friends in their school or neighbourhood and to
feel they had an adult in their neighbourhood or community who cared about them. Also,
youth who had a cellphone were more likely than those without a phone to feel safe in their
neighbourhood during the daytime, at night, and while using transit. They were also less
likely to have hitchhiked in the past month (3% vs. 5% of youth without a phone).

Unspoken thoughts and hidden facts

There were also risks associated with having a cellphone. For example, youth with a
phone were more likely than their peers without a phone to have met someone through
the Internet who made them feel unsafe (14% vs. 12%) and to have been cyberbullied in
the past year (15% vs. 10%). They were also less likely to feel like a part of their school.
Further, youth with a cellphone were less likely to report positive mental health than youth
without a cellphone.

phones & mental health

In addition, having a cellphone was linked to binge eating (gorging on food) and purging
(forcing oneself to throw up after eating). Youth who had a phone were more likely than
those without a phone to report binge eating (28% vs. 21%) and purging (8% vs. 6%) at
least once in the past year. While the data cannot explain these relations, technology use
in general might lead to binge eating. A lot of people tend to snack while doing sedentary
things, such as watching TV or using a computer or cellphone. When it comes to purging,
a recent “boom” on the internet has been “Pro-Ana” or “Pro-Mia” sites, where youth can
access tips on how to unhealthily manage weight or even attempt weight loss. Because
cellphones nowadays can access the Internet, these websites are more accessible to youth,
in a way that isn’t as controlled by parents or guardians.
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Phone Use and Mental Health
Youth most commonly reported using a cellphone for communicating with friends (89%),
playing games/entertainment/music (83%), and communicating with parents or guardians
(80%) during their last school day.
Youth who used a cellphone to communicate with their parents were more likely to feel they
had an adult in their family who they could talk to if they had a problem, and to report that
their parents knew what they were doing in their free time.
However, youth who didn’t communicate with their friends through their phones at any point
on the last school day were more likely to report positive mental health than youth who did
communicate with their friends this way.
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Similar results were found for youth who chatted online and used social networks, and those
who played games/entertainment/music through their phones. For example, youth who used
their phones to play games/entertainment/music were more likely than those who did not to
report extreme stress (10% vs. 8%) and were less likely to rate their mental health as good
or excellent (81% vs. 83%).
It is important to note that while these findings may be read as cellphone use contributing
to poorer mental health, students who already experience poor mental health may use their
cellphones as a coping mechanism. Reaching out to friends when youth are in situations
of distress, playing games in order to distract oneself, looking for resources online using a
cellphone, etc. might be ways in which youth try to manage their mental health.
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Accessing
Support

M

Adult Supports Inside and Outside the Family
ales were more likely than females to feel there was a supportive adult inside their family
(76% vs. 70%), while females were more likely than males to feel there was a supportive
adult outside their family (34% vs. 30%).

Youth who reported having no adult in or outside of their family whom they would feel
comfortable asking for help were the least likely to report positive mental health. For
example, they were less likely to rate their mental health as good/excellent, to feel happy,
and to feel calm compared to youth who had an adult inside or outside their family to turn to.
They were also more likely to have seriously thought about suicide in the past year.
Having an adult exclusively outside the family to turn to, as opposed to no adults at all, was
linked to better mental health. This included a lower risk of feeling extreme despair and a
greater likelihood of reporting good/excellent mental health, feeling happy, and feeling calm
and at peace in the past month. Also, youth with exclusively non-familial adult supports were
more likely to feel good about themselves and their abilities than youth who had no adult
supports inside or outside the family.
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Youth who reported having adult support exclusively inside the family were just as likely to
report good/excellent mental health as youth who had both inside-of-family and outside-offamily adult support (at 89%).
Youth who reported having adults they would feel comfortable talking to both inside and
outside of the family were the most likely to report feeling happy most or all of the time. For
example, 79% of these youth felt happy, compared to 77% of youth who had adult support
exclusively in their family.
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Youth Not Accessing Mental Health Services
Eleven percent of youth felt they needed mental health services in the past 12 months but
did not access them, which was higher than the 8% of youth who felt they needed medical
help but did not get it.
Females were more likely than males to have missed out on needed mental health services
(17% vs. 5%). When asked for their reasons for missing out on these services, females were
more likely than males to miss out because they did not want their parents to know (64%
vs. 57%), they were afraid of what the mental health professional would tell them (43% vs.
33%), and they thought or hoped the problem would go away (62% vs. 54%).
Also, younger youth were more likely than older youth to miss out because they did not want
their parents to know (e.g., 72% of youth aged 12 or younger vs. 49% of 18-year-olds) and
were less likely than older youth to not access mental health services because they thought
or hoped the problem would go away (e.g., 51% of 13-year-olds vs. 65% of 18-year-olds)
or because they were too busy to go (e.g., 19% of youth aged 12 or younger vs. 34% of
18-year-olds; among those who did not access needed mental health services).
In addition, 5% of youth living in rural communities who needed mental health services did
not access services because they were not available in their community, compared to 1% of
youth living in urban communities.
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Youth who missed out on needed mental health services were more likely to report extreme
stress and despair, and were less likely to report feeling calm and at peace, happy, and
good/excellent mental health. They were also less likely to ask a family member for help than
those who did not miss out on accessing needed mental health care (57% vs. 71%).
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Qualitative Analysis
A major theme was how students’ physical health affected their mental health. In particular,
many students wrote about their physical health and weight, in connection to eating
disorders and other mental health challenges. For example, one student wrote “
Other students specifically highlighted the necessity
of providing community based support and engaging students in creating awareness about
a healthy body image. For instance, one student underscored “
; while another noted their personal
battle with eating disorders “
Respondents wrote about their uncertainty about what
constitutes having an eating disorder, such as plainly writing “

65

Unspoken thoughts and hidden facts

Youth Who Asked for Help
Youth were asked whom they approached for help in the past year. They most commonly
approached friends, family members, and teachers.

Youth who
asked for help
Friend				
Family Member			
Teacher
		
School Counsellor		
Doctor			
Sports Coach			
Friend’s Parent			
Aboriginal Education Worker
Other School Staff		
Aboriginal Elder			
Nurse					
Youth Worker			
Mental Health Counsellor
Social Worker			
Telephone Helpline

73%		
69%
41%
27%
25%		
23%		
18%		
17%		
16%		
11% 		
10%		
8% 		
6%		
4%		
4%		

Males
65%
66%
44%
24%
-		
27%
-		
17%
11%
- 		
5%		
5%		
-		

FEMales
81%		
72%
39%
29%
20%
14%
10%
7%
4%
-

Note: Percentages for Aboriginal Education Worker and Aboriginal Elder were among
Aboriginal youth.
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“-“ means that the difference between males and females
was not statistically significant.
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Among youth who asked for help in the past 12 months, the majority found the assistance
helpful. For example, 94% of youth found their friends helpful (95% of males vs. 94% of
females) and 93% found their family members helpful (95% of males vs. 92% of females).
Most also found helpful the support they got from doctors (93% of males vs. 88% of
females), school counsellors (86% of males vs. 81% of females), other school staff (86%),
mental health counsellors (73%), teachers (92%), friends’ parents (91%), sports coaches
(93%), and other adults in the community. Telephone helplines were the least likely to be
helpful at 59% (among youth who accessed this type of help).
Among youth who asked for help, those who found it helpful were more likely than those
who did not find it helpful to report positive mental health, including lower rates of suicide
ideation and suicide attempts, lower rates of extreme stress and despair, and higher rates of
good/excellent mental health, happiness, and feeling calm and at peace. For example, youth
who found their mental health counsellor helpful were less likely to have attempted suicide
in the past year than youth who did not find their mental health counsellor helpful (22% vs.
28%), and were more likely to feel happy most or all of the time in the past month (47% vs.
35%; among youth who had asked a mental health counsellor for help).
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Qualitative Analysis
We noticed a running theme that many individuals who sought and received help from family
reported significant improvements to their mental health. One particularly inspirational quote
came from a student who reported that he/she “
In addition to receiving support from close friends and family, students were able to improve
their mental health through access to education, counsellors, doctors, as well as medication.
Interestingly, students questioned the lack of government intervention in providing mental
health assistance facilities and services, explicitly writing “
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Moving Forward

T

his report has provided a snapshot of youth mental health in BC. It has highlighted areas
of concern and shown what supports can help. Now that the report is complete we plan to
share it as widely as possible.
If you are interesting in having some of us come out and do a presentation to a youth and/
or adult audience or facilitate a workshop with youth about the findings, please contact us at
mccreary@mcs.bc.ca
If you would like a copy of this report or other resources we have created, please visit
www.mcs.bc.ca

HOw &
WHO?

Our
brainstorm
of all the people we
would like to read the
report and how we would like
to share the information.
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