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SECOND ANNUAL YOUTH RESEARCH SLAM TACKLES ‘FOOD AND MOOD’

Key findings from the BC AHS

• A number of mental health benefits 
were associated with healthy eating. For 
example, eating fruit or vegetables mul-
tiple times the day before completing 
the survey was linked to better mental 
health ratings and a lower likelihood of 
feeling extreme stress. 

• Drinking water and limiting soda and 
energy-drink consumption were also 
associated with positive mental health. 
For example, youth who drank more 
water were more likely to feel calm and 
to have slept for at least eight hours the 
previous night. Also, the less soda youth 
drank, the more likely they were to 
have slept eight or more hours.

• The more often youth ate breakfast on 
school days, the more likely they were 
to report positive mental health, and 
the less likely they were to experience 
extreme stress. 

Mark Twain once claimed that you always know when spring has 
arrived because you can count 136 different kinds of weather inside 
24 hours. Here at McCreary we also measure spring by the release 
of our biannual newsletter—sometimes it’s late, sometimes it’s 
early but it always follows a long winter and signals optimism and 
excitement for the months ahead. Inside this edition you can read 
about our current projects, recently released reports and how to get 
involved in what we are up to. Thank you for reading this and here’s 
to the sunshine and new blooms.

McCreary Centre Society’s Youth Research 
Academy (YRA) is a group of youth aged 
16–24 with government care experience 
who conduct research projects, which 
aim to improve the lives of youth in and 
from care. One of the final projects of 
each cohort of the YRA is to host a six-day 
Research Slam, which is a fast-paced proj-
ect that involves carrying out peer-to-peer 
training with other young people who are 
interested in learning about community-
based research.

The second annual Research Slam took 
place during spring break and included 
17 youth who wanted to investigate 
the role food can play in mental health. 
Participants analyzed data from the 2013 
BC Adolescent Health Survey (BC AHS) 
relating to nutrition and mental health. 
They also created their own short sur-
vey which they distributed among their 
networks over a weekend, and which was 
completed by 79 youth (72% females), 
aged 14–24.
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A participant’s perspective

Over the span of two weeks in March of 2018, 17 
youth aged 15–24 from all backgrounds and 
experiences came together to contribute to a research 
project on mental health and nutrition. This research 
project was worked on by youth and was for the 
benefit of other youth who may not realize the links 
between nutrition and mental health. On a side note, 
this research project could not have been possible 
without members of the McCreary Centre Society 
team who aided us along the way.

Overall, as youth researchers we learned how to 
conduct analysis with the help of a program called 
SPSS. We then compared key findings that we found 
important. This was an essential skill that we could 
include in our résumés to impress future employers. 
We eventually compiled all the most interesting 
statistics including whether youth ate breakfast, if 
they had access to healthy foods, and the frequency 
with which they consumed fast food.

We also decided to conduct a survey of ten questions 
to determine whether youth in our community 
reported any links between their mental health and 
their eating habits. We then analyzed the survey 
results and pulled out the ones to be included in a 
presentation which we will be sharing through fun 
workshops in the Lower Mainland—we even included 
a trivia quiz as an engaging means of interaction.

At the end of the two weeks we shared the key 
findings in a presentation to the McCreary Board and 
staff, and staff from another interested organization. 
With the help of McCreary, we can pursue our goal of 
sharing these findings to all youth in our community 
and hope that it will encourage schools to run a 
breakfast program to improve the nutrition of their 
students, to educate students in Home Economics 
classes in schools, and that the findings will provide 
resources to those who do not have access to healthy 
foods. There’s so much we hope to accomplish to 
impact youth in a positive way.    

—Rhia

Key Findings from the Youth Research 
Slam Survey

• When asked to rate how healthy they felt 
they ate, the average score among survey 
participants was 6 (where 1 represented 

‘very unhealthy’ and 10 represented ‘very 
healthy’). 

• Most youth agreed that when they ate 
healthy they felt better, and over half 
agreed with the statement that when they 
were feeling down they did not eat healthy. 

• The most commonly identified barrier 
to eating healthy was having no time to 
prepare healthy meals (51%), followed by 
mental health challenges (38%), and being 
unable to afford it (33%).

• Youth aged 19–24 were more likely than 
younger youth to indicate they could not 
afford to eat healthy, as were youth with 
experience of government care compared 
to those never in care.

• Youth with care experience were also more 
likely than those never in care to report 
not having access to healthy foods, and to 
identify mental health challenges and aller-
gies/food sensitivities as barriers to eating 
healthy.

A copy of the youth’s final report and 
a workshop toolkit will be available 
soon at www.mcs.bc.ca.
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2018 BC ADOLESCENT HEALTH SURVEY 
—DATA COLLECTION UNDERWAY

Administration of the 2018 BC Adolescent Health 
Survey (BC AHS) is well underway. This is the 
sixth BC AHS and has the highest school district 
participation to date with 58 of the 60 school 
districts taking part, including the Conseil Scolaire 
Francophone for the first time. 

Following over 40 community consultations 
across the province, 20 focus groups with youth, 
consultations with national and international 
experts in youth health, and survey piloting 
with over 300 youth, the 2018 BC AHS was 
finalized in December 2017 and is currently being 
completed by BC students in Grades 7–12. Some 
of the new topics on the 2018 survey include 
questions about quality of sleep, time away from 
technology, deprivation, Indigenous language 
fluency, resilience, online relationships, and 
subjective well-being.

The design of the survey includes a graphic 
illustration on the front cover which was created 
by Alex van der Marel, a graduate of the Digital 
Media Academy at Argyle Secondary School in 
North Vancouver. It uses a comic strip style to 
explain that the survey is voluntary, confidential 
and anonymous, and to answer students’ 
frequent asked questions about how the data is 
used and why we ask the questions we do. The 
characters who appear on the cover are also 
included throughout the survey to draw students’ 
attention to important information they might 
otherwise skip. 

The sample for this year’s survey is made up of 
over 1,900 randomly selected Grade 7–12 classes 
from over 850 schools across the province.  To 
date we have trained over 400 Public Health 
Nurses and nursing students to administer 
the survey. Coquitlam, Cowichan Valley, and 
Nanaimo-Ladysmith were the first school districts 
to begin data collection, and Powell River 
and Vancouver Island North were the first to 
complete collection. The response from schools 
has been overwhelmingly positive.

Over 4,000 surveys have already been returned 
to our office and data entry and cleaning has 
begun. The provincial report will be published in 
the spring of 2019, with the regional reports and 
special topic reports to follow. 

We are indebted to all the Public Health Nurses 
and other allied public health professionals 
who have been administering the survey in 
schools. We are also extremely grateful to the 
nursing students from the University of the 
Fraser Valley, Langara College, British Columbia 
Institute of Technology, University of Northern 
British Columbia, Vancouver Island University, 
North Island College, Selkirk College, and the 
College of the Rockies who have supported the 
administration—many of them as volunteers.

 Finally our sincere thanks go out to all the 
superintendents, principals, vice principals, 
teachers, and parents who have supported the 
survey in their schools; and the students who 
have provided such  open and honest responses.  
One of those students sent the following 
anonymous note with their completed survey:

“I am really glad I got to do this survey because 
I think maybe now I can push myself to talk to 
someone and to express myself. Thank you.”

Burried by boxes! Community Research Coordinator, Katie Horton, 
packs survey supplies to send to school districts across the province. 
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EVALUATIONS UPDATE
We are currently working on a number of evalu-
ations, including one through our community-
research partnership with PLEA Community Services. 
PLEA’s Raising Hands initiative involves dedicated 
staff attending to the cultural and reintegration 
needs of Indigenous program participants in two 
of their youth justice residential drug treatment 
programs. The initiative offers support to program 
participants while at PLEA as well as when they 
transition back into the community, and helps to 
build capacity at PLEA to foster cultural sensitivity 
and safety. 

So far, the mixed-methods evaluation findings 
suggest that Raising Hands has been successful in 
supporting Indigenous youth to access culturally-
relevant programming and supports through PLEA, 
and around half have reported a greater connection 
to their culture. Both Indigenous and non-Indige-
nous youth have reported increased knowledge of 
Indigenous cultural practices, and participants have 
also appreciated the support they have received to 
develop healthy connections with their family and 
broader community. The evaluation is ongoing until 
March 2020, and once Indigenous youth leave the 
program the evaluation will assess the extent to 
which they are supported to reintegrate into the 
community.

Foundry: Youth & caregiver surveys about 
accessing health services

We are working with Foundry to distribute a survey 
to youth (ages 12–24) as well as caregivers of youth. 
The idea is to gain a better understanding of the 
barriers and what’s working well for young people 
and their families in accessing health services and 
supports. The plan is to collect this information 
before each Foundry site opens, to get a sense of 
the types of services youth and their families have 
been accessing and to identify any gaps. A follow-up 
survey will be available a year after each Foundry 
site opens.

We are now looking for youth and caregivers living 
in Vancouver, Abbotsford, and Victoria to complete 
these surveys.  The survey should take 10-15 min-
utes to complete and is voluntary and anonymous. 
When youth have completed the survey, they can 
choose to put their name in a draw to win a $30 gift 
card (their survey answers will stay anonymous). A 
$5 gift card is also available for youth and caregivers. 

See the box at the bottom of this page  for survey 
links. Feel free to contact mccreary@mcs.bc.ca 
 with any questions you may have.

Foundry youth & caregiver surveys links
Survey links for those in Abbotsford and Victoria:

Youth survey: 
https://questionnaire.simplesurvey.com/s/
FoundryYouth1

Caregiver survey:
https://form.simplesurvey.com/f/l/
FoundryCaregiver1

Survey links for those living in Vancouver:

Youth survey: 
https://form.simplesurvey.com/f/l/
GranvilleFoundryTime1

Caregiver survey: 
https://form.simplesurvey.com/f/l/
CaregiverGranvilleFoundry1

If you are interested in learning more about our 
evaluations services including workshops for youth 
and staff  on “How to conduct your own evaluation,”  
please contact evaluations@mcs.bc.ca.
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YAG recipients, the Youth Voice Committee, hosted a “Youth Leadership Conference” at their school in Burnaby. 

The YAC’s BC AHS information video is also available on 
YouTube at  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ycH7yt0td8

YOUTH ADVISORY & 
ACTION COUNCIL

McCreary’s Youth Advisory & 
Action Council (YAC) is looking 

for new members, and there are a number of excit-
ing new projects coming up for youth aged 16–24 to 
get involved with. These include preparing ‘by youth 
for youth’ workshops about the 2018 BC AHS, grant 
writing, and developing workshops on assorted 
topics relating to youth health and leadership.  To 
learn more about the YAC visit www.mcs.bc.ca/yac 
or contact yac@mcs.bc.ca.

Current YAC members have just completed a film 
to be shown in schools participating in the 2018 BC 
AHS which explains the survey from a youth per-
spective. The film can be viewed at www.mcs.bc.ca/
about_the_bc_ahs. 

Youth Action Grants
In preparation for the 2018 BC AHS and the relaunch 
of the YAC’s Youth Action Grants (YAG) program, the 
granting cycle linked to the 2013 BC AHS has now 
officially come to a close. This program ran from 
Spring 2014 to December 31st 2017, and after a slow 
start during the teacher strike it proved to be very 
popular among BC students. Between 2014 and 2017 
we awarded a total of $86,599.53 to support projects 
which were devised and implemented by students 
aged 12–19 who wanted to improve youth health in 
their school or community.

Some of the final projects we funded which were 
linked to the 2013 BC AHS results included a 
Volunteer Fair at Eric Hamber Secondary School 
that gave students the opportunity to network with 
organizations and explore available volunteer roles. 
Other projects included a music program for youth 
in Saanich, a healthy breakfast smoothie program for 
youth in the Fraser Cascade school district, a cumula-
tive youth mural in the Kootenays, a Youth Leadership 
Conference in Burnaby and a Robotics Competition 
for Gulf Islands Secondary School students.

The 2018 BC AHS YAG granting program is expected 
to launch next spring when the provincial results of 
the survey are released. Please stay tuned at https://
youthactiongrants.wordpress.com.
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BEYOND A DREAMCATCHER 
In 2016, McCreary completed a pilot project 
for Federal Youth Justice which focused on how 
residential substance use programs could better 
serve Aboriginal youth involved in the justice 
system. The methodology included youth surveys 
and focus groups co-facilitated by Indigenous 
members of the YRA. It produced such rich and 
useful information that a three-year project was 
commissioned which expanded the scope from 
residential substance use programs to all substance 
use services. 

The project entitled ‘Beyond a Dreamcatcher’ is 
currently in full swing with members of the YRA 
travelling all over the province to talk to different 
groups of young people. The first focus group was 
held at a youth retreat in Haida Gwaii, and there 
have since been focus groups across the Lower 
Mainland, Vancouver Island, the Interior and other 
parts of the North. The most recent trip was to 
Iskut, a community about six and half hours north 
of Terrace. This trip also included a quick visit to 
the Nisga’a valley to drop off some of the 2018 BC 
Adolescent Health Survey materials and a brief look 
at the lava field! The focus groups are continuing 
throughout the Spring and will include trips to 
Atlin, Bella Bella, Port Hardy, Campbell River, and 
Fort Nelson. So far about 90 Indigenous youth 
have participated in the focus groups and provided 
thoughtful and insightful suggestions about what 
is working well and for how services might better 
meet their needs. 

If any Indigenous youth are interested in participating 
in the project but cannot attend a focus group, they can 
contact mccreary@mcs.bc.ca to schedule a one-to-one 
conversation or can complete an online survey at https://
form.simplesurvey.com/f/l/BeyondDreamcatcher.

Youth Research Academy recruiting for the 2018-19 cohort
The third cohort of McCreary’s Youth Research Academy (YRA) will run from July 3rd 2018–March 31st 2019.  
Members of the YRA are trained to conduct research projects of interest to youth in and from government 
care and the agencies that serve them. 

All youth aged 16–24 with experience of the government care system are invited to apply and no research 
experience is necessary. Members of the YRA learn research and evaluation skills including survey creation, 
data entry and analysis, conducting literature reviews, report writing, and presentation and facilitation skills.

Participants in the YRA need to have an interest in youth health and community issues and be available 
Tuesdays and Thursdays from noon–4:30 pm. Pay is $13 per hour.

A short application form is available at www.mcs.bc.ca/youth_research_academy.

If you would like more information, please contact Katie at 604-291-1996 ext 233 or katie@mcs.bc.ca.

YRA members and McCreary staff explore Terrace between Beyond a 
Dreamcatcher  focus groups.
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YOUTH RESEARCH ACADEMY CONDUCT 
EMPLOYMENT RESEARCH PROJECT FOR 
TRRUST 

The second cohort of 
McCreary’s YRA recently 
completed a research project 
for TRRUST Collective Impact. 
The Vancouver-based Collective 
Impact initiative is seeking to 
improve outcomes for youth 
transitioning out of care, and 
one focus is on employment.

As part of a journey mapping exercise, youth 
participants in TRRUST identified a number of 
challenges accessing employment opportunities. 
The education and employment cluster (working 
group) wanted to explore this topic in more detail to 
better understand the challenges and opportunities 
available to youth in and from care in Vancouver, 
and to establish how services could better meet 
their needs.

The cluster partnered with the YRA to develop a 
youth employment survey. The survey was piloted 
and modified before it was launched in Fall 2017.  
It was available on-line and in paper format for 
six weeks. The survey was also made available at 
various events and locations where youth in and 
from care were in attendance. 

The YRA entered and analyzed the survey data using 
SPSS. They wrote up the results and shared a draft 
of the report with the cluster. Additional analyses 
were conducted at the request of cluster members 
before the report was finalized in February 2018.

In total, 92 young people completed the survey 
(64% identified as female, 34% as male, and 2% as 
other gender identities). Thirty-seven percent were 
under 19 years of age, and 80% were currently living 
in the Vancouver Coastal region.

A copy of the report will be available soon at  
www.mcs.bc.ca. For a presentation of the results,  
contact McCreary and the Youth Research Academy  
at mccreary@mcs.bc.ca.

Some key findings included:

• Nearly half (48%) of participants reported not currently 
working. Among these youth, 57% were looking for 
part-time work and 17% were looking for full-time 
employment. 

• Among youth who were currently employed, 75% had 
one job and 25% had two or more jobs.

• The most common ways youth looked for work was 
through websites (70%) and by handing out their 
résumé (65%). However, the most common ways youth 
had found their current job was through a friend or 
family member (38%) and online (28%).

• The most commonly reported barriers to getting a job 
were not having the required education or skills and 
being worried a job would get in the way of school or 
other commitments. 

• The majority of respondents (86%) indicated they had 
experienced barriers to maintaining employment. The 
most commonly reported barrier was having mental 
health challenges.

• Most youth had experienced losing a job and 63% had 
quit. Substance use, mental health challenges, other 
health issues, and a hostile work environment were 
commonly reported reasons for leaving a job.

• When asked what they wanted from an employer, 89% 
wanted a liveable wage and 78% wanted flexible hours. 
Almost half of youth (46%) felt their employer should 
have knowledge of the care system.

• Seventy-nine percent of youth reported they had 
attended a class in school to help prepare them for 
employment, such as Planning 10 or Grad Transitions, 
although almost half of these youth did not find the 
experience helpful. When asked what would have made 
the class more helpful, youth identified having more 
real-world experience, hands-on learning, and learning 
about employment rights and taxes. 

• Fewer youth had accessed employment programs 
outside of school.  For example,  around half (49%) 
wanted to access AYA life skills training but had not had 
the opportunity.

Members of the YRA shared the results of their project at 
a recent gathering of TRRUST collective members and the 
results will be used to inform the work of the collective 
moving forward.
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mccreary@mcs.bc.ca

604-291-1996

www.mcs.bc.ca 3552 E. Hastings Street
Vancouver, BC  V5K 2A7

McCreary Centre Society

Founded in 1977, McCreary Centre Society is a non-government not-for-profit committed to improving 
the health of BC youth through research, evaluation, and community engagement projects.

RECENTLY RELEASED REPORT

Strategies to reduce risky alcohol use 
among underage girls: An evidence review 

We recently released a report looking at risk and 
protective factors for alcohol use among female 
adolescents, which included a review conducted 
by the YRA of alcohol related messaging aimed 
at reducing harmful alcohol use. Based on an 
extensive search of the academic and grey 
literature, this evidence review also considers which 
strategies are the most promising for addressing 
underage girls’ problematic alcohol use, and 
identifies a number of policies and interventions 
which may be effective.

The report is available at https://
www.mcs.bc.ca/pdf/Strategies_to_
reduce_risky_alcohol_use_web.pdf.

Visiting a school in the village of Laxgalts’ap in the Nass Valley while on the road for ‘Beyond a Dreamcatcher’ focus groups.

http://www.mcs.bc.ca

