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ABSTRACT

Secondary analyses of the 2015/16 First Nations Regional Health Survey (RHS) explored
the pathways in which various social and cultural factors were related psychological distress in
First Nations youth (Study One) and adults (Study Two) living on-reserve in Canada.
Multivariate analyses revealed that social stressors assessed in youth (i.e., bullying,
cyberbullying) and adult (i.e., cyberbullying, physical aggression, verbal aggression, racism)
were positively associated with psychological distress. In youth and adults, strong community
belonging was associated with reduced psychological distress. Conversely, agreement that
cultural events (for youth) and traditional spirituality (for adults) were important was associated
with higher psychological distress. Amongst youth (Study One), strong community belonging
protected against high levels of distress associated with bullying/cyberbullying. Amongst adults
(Study Two) strong community belonging protected (moderated) against high distress levels
associated with racism, but agreement that traditional importance of traditional spirituality

increased (moderated) psychological distress levels associated with physical aggression.

Keywords: First Nations culture racism aggression bullying cyberbullying spirituality cultural

events belonging
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

Indigenous populations living in Canada and elsewhere experience health and social
inequities, compared to non-Indigenous counterparts (Bombay, McQuaid & Doria, 2018;
Bombay, Young, Anisman & Matheson, 2019; Cunningham & Paradies, 2012; Frohlich, Ross, &
Richmond, 2006; MacMillan, et al., 1996; Oliver, Peters, & Kohen, 2012; Shepherd, Li &
Zubrick, 2012; Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples [RCAP], 1996; Wallace, Patel &
Dellinger, 2003). Indigenous populations in Canada, the United States, and Australia have also
been documented as having higher psychological distress compared to non-Indigenous
counterparts, which in turn, has been associated with direct and/or intergenerational contact with
various historical and contemporary social stressors that are rooted in colonialism (Bombay,
Matheson, & Anisman, 2014ab; Cunningham & Paradise, 2012; Davison, Nagel & Singh, 2017,
Davison, Singh & McFarlane, 2019; Kirmayer, Tait & Simpson, 2009; McNamara et al., 2018;
Walls & Whitbeck, 2012ab). In addition to the various socio-economic adversities faced by
many Indigenous populations in Canada and elsewhere (e.g., poverty and food security;
Hajizadeh, Bombay & Asada, 2019; Shepherd, Li, Mitrou & Zubrick, 2012), there is evidence
that some Indigenous populations also face high levels of social stressors (e.g., racism, bullying,
aggression). These stressors are expected to heighten feelings of social rejection and also
potentially increase the likelihood an individual will experience various outcomes related to poor
health and well-being (Broll, Dunlop & Crooks, 2018; Crengle, Robinson, Ameratunga, Clark &
Raphael, 2012; Dunlop, 2016; Lemstra, Rogers, Redgate, Garner & Moraros, 2011; Melander,
Hartshorn & Whitbeck, 2013; Truth & Reconciliation [TRC] Canada, 2015; Walls & Whitbeck,
2011; van der Woerd, Cox & McDiarmid, 2006; Zubrick et al., 2005).

While Indigenous populations may be at an increased risk for exposure and/or
particularly vulnerable to experiences of certain stressors (Bombay, Matheson & Anisman,
2014ab; Greenwood & de Leeuw, 2012; Kolahdooz, Nader, Yi, & Sharma, 2015), a growing
base of evidence has shown the importance of specific cultural factors in relation to protecting
against the effects of stress and promoting positive well-being among Indigenous peoples in
Canada and the United States (Brown, Dickerson & D’Amico, 2016; Chandler & Lalonde, 1998;
Durkalec, Furgal, Skinner,& Sheldon, 2015; Galliher, Jones & Dahl, 2011; Health Canada, 2015;
Kirmayer et al., 2000; Snowshoe, Crooks, Tremblay, Craig & Hinson, 2015). Whereas some

cultural factors have direct links with improved health outcomes among Indigenous populations



(Bals, Turi, Skre & Kvernmo, 2011; Lines & Jardine, 2019; Mohatt, Fok, Burket, Henry, Allen,
2011), some might promote well-being by buffering against the negative effects of various
stressors (Bombay, Matheson & Anisman, 2010; Whitbeck, McMorris, Hoytt, Stubben, &
Lafromboise, 2002). For example, participation in cultural activities among 287 American Indian
adults living on-reserve in the US (Whitbeck et al., 2002), as well as a self-identified sense of
cultural pride among 220 First Nations adults living mostly off-reserve in Canada (Bombay et
al., 2010) were both associated with reduced depressive symptoms and buffered against the
negative effects of perceived discrimination on depressive symptoms.

This Master’s Thesis is comprised of secondary analyses of the youth (Study One) and
adult (Study Two) data sets of the 2015/16 First Nations Regional Health Survey (RHS).
Analyses in both studies explored how certain social stressors (risk) and certain aspects of
cultural identity and/or engagement (protective) assessed in the 2015/16 RHS, were associated
with psychological distress in nationally representative samples of First Nations youth and adults
living on-reserve in Canada. Analyses of the youth RHS data explored the links between selt-
reported experiences of bullying and cyberbullying in the past year and symptoms of
psychological distress in the past month. Analyses of the adult data assessed the links between
self-reported experiences of physical aggression, verbal aggression, racism and cyberbullying in
the past year and psychological distress. It was expected that the direction in which all measured
social stressors would be associated with psychological distress, was such that all social stressors
as measured in the RHS youth and adult data, would serve as risk factors for poor psychological
health, as measured by heighted psychological distress scores.

It was also of interest to explore the directions in which community belonging,
participation in cultural events, the importance of traditional events (only in youth) and the
importance of traditional spirituality (only in adults) were associated with psychological distress.
Specifically, it was expected that community belonging in youth and adults would be protective
against poor psychological health, as measured by reduced psychological distress scores.
Whereas little research has explored three cultural variables, participation in community cultural
events, importance of traditional cultural events (only measured in youth RHS) and importance
of traditional spirituality (only measured in adult RHS) among representative samples, as the
samples and context influenced the generalizability of the few past studies, no alternative

hypotheses were made for these three cultural variables in relation to outcome levels of



psychological distress.

Finally, across both the youth and adult secondary analyses of the 2015/16 respective
RHS data sets, it was of interest to explore the directions in which particular cultural factors
moderated the associations the social stressors as they were measured in the RHS youth and
adults, and outcome levels of psychological distress. Specifically, it was expected that
community belonging in youth and adults would be protective against poor psychological health,
which would be indicative by reduced psychological distress scores. Specifically, it was expected
that community belonging in youth and adults would be protective against poor psychological
health, as measured by reduced psychological distress scores. Whereas little research has
explored three cultural variables, participation in community cultural events, importance of
traditional cultural events (only measured in youth RHS) and importance of traditional
spirituality (only measured in adult RHS) among representative samples, as the samples and
context influenced the generalizability of the few past studies, no alternative hypotheses were
made for these three cultural variables respective to how each moderated the relationships
between social stressors as measured in the youth and adult RHS, and outcome levels of

psychological distress.



CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW

“Psychological distress” (i.e., “emotional” psychological distress, “mental” psychological
distress or [simply] psychological distress) is an internal state that an individual experiences that
consists of psychological and physiological symptoms of both depression and anxiety (e.g.,
Andrew & Slade, 2001; Kessler et al., 2002; Pratt, Dey & Cohen, 2007; Ridner, 2004). Like the
inequalities in other psychological health outcomes among Indigenous and non-Indigenous
populations living in Canada and elsewhere (Bingham et al., 2019; Reading, 2009; Jorm,
Bourchier, Cvetkovski & Stewart, 2012), psychological distress is often reported as being
disproportionately high among First Nations (Hajizadeh, Bombay & Asada, 2019; First Nations
Information Governance Centre [FNIGC], 2012), Metis (Sanguins et al., 2013), and Inuit peoples
who live in Canada (Kirmayer, Tait & Simpson, 2009). Among First Nations living on-reserve in
Canada, descriptive analyses of the 2015/16 RHS revealed that 17.4% of adults and 23.4% of
youth reported high levels of psychological distress (measured by the Kessler K10 scale)
(eKessler et al., 2002; FNIGC, 2018a, p. 77, 84). These high levels are concerning, especially as
high psychological distress levels have been associated with other negative psychological and
physical health outcomes amongst Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations, including
suicidal ideation, heart disease, arthritic pain, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (Egede
& Dismuke, 2012; McLachlan, 2018; McQuaid, Bombay, Mclnnis, Humeny, Matheson &
Anisman, 2017). Not surprisingly, reducing psychological distress among Indigenous
populations and improving mental health and wellness has been identified as a priority by the
Assembly of First Nations, the Thunderbird Partnership Foundation, and other First Nations and
Indigenous groups in Canada and elsewhere (Alberta Health Services, 2018; Booksa, Joober &
Kirmayer, 2015; Hopkins, Robinson & Wiebe, 2015; National Collaborating Centre for
Aboriginal Health, 2015; Health Canada, 2015; United Nations, 2009; United States [U.S]
Department of Health and Human Services, 2010).
2.1. COLONIZATION IN CANADA

Psychological health inequities facing First Nations and other Indigenous communities
have been linked to numerous historical and ongoing stressors that are the result of various
aspects of colonization (Bombay et al., 2014ab; Evans-Campbell, 2008; Fast & Collin-Vézina,
2019; Gone, 2009; Potvin-Boucher & Malone, 2014; Whitbeck, Adams, Hoyt & Chen, 2004). In

the 1400’s, European-Christian explorers claimed ownership of Canada based on assumptions
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that Indigenous peoples were “inferior” and “savage”, and set the foundation for historical and
contemporary experiences of mistreatment, racism, and genocide that Indigenous peoples have
faced for generations (Bombay et al., 2014ab; Blackstock et al., 2004; de Leeuw, 2009;
Montgomery, 1965, p. 175; Sinclair, 2007; TRC, 2015). One government policy that precipitated
significant intergenerational impacts among Indigenous populations in Canada was the Indian
Residential School (IRS) System (TRC, 2015). From the late 18" century — 20" century,
thousands of Indigenous children in Canada were forcibly removed from their homes and were
transported to one of the several IRS across Canada. In 1883, Sir John. A McDonald, Canada’s
first Prime Minister, encouraged the assimilation of “Indians” into European culture through the
Indian Act, and especially through one statement of which he told the House of Commons:

“When the school is on the reserve, the child lives with its parents, who are savages; he is
surrounded by savages, and though he may learn to read and write, his habits, and training, and
mode of thought are Indian. He is simply a savage who can read and write. It has been strongly
pressed on myself as the head of the Department, that Indian children should be withdrawn as
much as possible from the parental influence, and the only way to do that would be to put them
in central training industrial schools where they will acquire the habits and modes of thought of
white men (TRC, 2015, p. 2).”

From the 1880°s until the late 1990’s, hundreds of thousands of Indigenous students
living in Canada attended IRS that were overseen by Catholic administrators (Gellately &
Kiernan, 2003; Fournier & Crey, 1997). During the time spent in these schools, many Indigenous
children reported experiencing high levels of physical and psychological stress. Many were
ingrained with fear due to experiencing various forms of abuse if caught valuing or practicing
aspects of their Indigenous culture or language (Amnesty International, 2004; Barnes, Josefowitz
& Cole, 2006; Kelm, 2001; TRC, 2015). In fact, some research using nationally representative
samples of First Nations living on-reserve (using the RHS) and non-representative samples of
Indigenous peoples living in various contexts off-reserve has revealed that those who attended
IRS reported higher levels of negative psychological outcomes compared to First Nations adults
who did not attend (Bombay, Matheson & Anisman, 2014ab; Bombay et al., 2018). For example,
the 2008/10 RHS revealed that individuals who had at least one previous familial generation who
were exposed to IRS, had increased lifetime suicide ideation and attempts compared with

individuals who reported no familial history of IRS attendance (McQuaid et al., 2017). Other



research amongst a convenience sample of 143 First Nations adults living primarily off-reserve,
found that parental IRS attendance moderated (was protective) against high outcome levels of
feelings of depression that were linked with various negative life experiences, including adult
traumas, adverse childhood experiences and perceived discrimination (Bombay et al., 2011).

As many children were victims of maltreatment and bullying from staff and students at
IRS for generations, it is assumed that these experiences might also be significant root causes for
the continued lateral violence that exists in some Indigenous communities (Bombay, Matheson,
& Anisman, 2014b). While First Nations children continue to be the target of racist policies
through inequitable funding for services and programs on-reserve (e.g., Blackstock et al., 2004),
other forms of violence are ongoing and experienced by Indigenous peoples, including high rates
of discrimination in healthcare and judicial settings (Goodman et al., 2017; Palmater, 2016), as
well as the over-imprisonment of Indigenous peoples, high number of deaths of Indigenous
peoples when in police custody (e.g., “starlight tours”), and dozens of missing and murdered
Indigenous women and girls (Farley, Lynne & Cotton, 2005; Missing and Murdered Indigenous
Women and Girls [MMIWG] Final Report, 2019). Negative racial attitudes towards Indigenous
peoples in Canada persist and specific types of racism have been linked with poor health and
well-being outcomes among Indigenous populations (Allan & Smylie, 2015; Berger et al., 2017;
Blackstock, 2017; Patrick, 2014; Reading & de Leeuw, 2014). The amount and extent of
continued social stress faced by Indigenous peoples (FNIGC, 2018; RCAP, 1995; Richardson,
2006) is concerning, as social rejection has been linked to heightened feelings of anxiety and
sadness (Beeri & Lev-Wiesel, 2012; Blackheart, Eckel & Tice, 2007; DeWall, Twenge, Gitter, &
Baumeister, 2009, Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004; Slavich, O’Donovan, Epel, & Kemeny, 2010).
2.2. IDENTIFYING RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS AMONG
INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS

Past research has proposed risk and protective (resiliency) models for understanding how
protective factors might operate (main effects vs. stress buffer [interactions]) and serve as guides
to understanding the pathways and reasons why it particular minorities are negatively affected by
particular social stressors (e.g., Zimmerman & Arunkimar, 1994). For example, Zimmerman and
Arunkimar (1994) describe the Compensatory Protective Factors Model (CPFM). The CPFM is
concerned with factors that might limit negative outcomes across all levels of risk. Essentially,

this model is concerned with the direct effects of protective factors on outcome variables after



controlling for the effect of the risk factor, in this case, racism, and the various forms of
aggression and bullying measured in the 2015/16 RHS (Zimmerman & Arunkimar, 1994).
Another relevant model is called the Protective Factor Model of Resilience (PFMR). The PFMR
highlights that certain factors might buffer particular relationships between exposure to risk
factors and negative outcomes (Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, & Notaro, 2002). Within the context
of racism, aggression and bullying, it is possible that certain sociocultural factors might protect
against poor outcomes but are relatively unimportant for those who have not experienced or are
currently experiencing the particular stressor. Likewise, some variables might intensify the
relationships between racism, aggression and bullying and negative outcomes. In both cases, the
protective or risk factor moderates the relationship between the social stressor and the outcome
variable. As Indigenous peoples continue to experience various social stressors, identifying such
protective factors, particularly those that can be channeled into an intervention, is highly
important. As a final thought, while it is assumed that culture is protective, it is also important to
recognize that particular culture factors might not all be associated with improved health
outcomes, and in this case, remain cognizant of the nature of the associations (e.g., bi-
directional) and interpret them with caution and possible context. While amounts of research and
literature explored traditional cultural events, community cultural events, or traditional
spirituality, it will be to interpret the implications of this variable in contrast with social stressors
and distress, and in comparison to other representative research as it is currently non-existent, but
the exploration of various cultural factors within Study One and Study Two will serve as a
foundation for continued research in this area.
2.3. CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL STRESSORS
2.3.1. Bullying and Cyberbullying as Social Stressors

Bullying can be defined as a subtype of aggression characterized by repeated violent
transgressions (e.g., verbal, physical) performed with the intent to maintain a power imbalance
over the victim(s) (Ostrov, Kamper-DeMarco, Blakely-McClure, Perry & Mutignani, 2018).
While physical harm associated with bullying might include repeated instances of a bully
intentionally shoving or hitting a victim(s), verbal harm associated with bullying might include
the bully viciously condescending or threatening their victim’s sense of self or safety (Ando,
Asakura, & Simons-Morton, 2005; Hinduja & Parchin, 2008; Swart & Bredekamp, 2009; Wong,
Lok, Wing Lo, Ma, 2008). In contrast, cyberbullying is characterized by bullying using



electronic devices and platforms to threaten or repeatedly mock victim(s) either on public social
media platforms, or through personal or anonymous platforms (Keith & Martin, 2005; Li, 2006;
Mishna et al., 2010; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006; Xie, Swift, Cairns, & Cairns, 2002; van der Wals
don, de Wit & Hirasing, 2003). The 2015/16 RHS final descriptive Report revealed that 27.9%
of First Nations youth living on-reserve reported experiencing bullying within the past year
(FNIGC, 2018a, p.147, 148), a significant increase from 11.7% in 2008/10 (FNIGC, 2012, p.
323, 329). The 2015/16 RHS final descriptive Report also included an additional question about
cyberbullying in the past year, which was reported by just under one in five (17.9%) youth and
6.9% of adults living on-reserve (FNIGC, 2018b, p.135, 147).

These national rates among First Nations living on-reserve appear to be about the same or
slightly lower compared to other youth in Canada. In this regard, the 2012 Canadian Community
Health Survey (CCHS) revealed that 40% of youth in the general Canadian population were
cyberbullied and 33.3% experienced bullying the past year. Of course, considering that First
Nations and other Indigenous communities across Turtle Island (i.e., North America) are often
quite diverse, it is not unexpected that other studies in specific First Nations communities have
reported both higher (Brownlee et al., 2014; Lemstra, 2011, 2014) and lower levels (Carlyle &
Steinman, 2007) compared to these national rates. For example, 54.3% of Indigenous students
and 69% of non-Indigenous students attending two elementary schools in a northwestern Ontario
community reported bullying victimization in a four week time period (Brownlee et al., 2014).
Likewise, among First Nations youth in grades 5 through 8 (ages 10-16) living on-reserve in
Saskatchewan, 35.8% of youth reporting experiencing physical bullying, 59.3% verbal bullying,
47.5% social bullying, and 3.3% experienced cyberbullying at least once or twice in the previous
four weeks (Lemstra et al., 2011). In contrast to these relatively high rates, only 0.7% out of a
sample of 570 Ohioan American Indian and Alaska Native junior and high school students
reported at least four experiences of bullying within the past year; a rate that is lower compared
to other ethnic or cultural groups that participated in the study (Carlyle & Steinman, 2007).
Although variation exists across contexts in relation to the prevalence of bullying experienced by
youth, research among Indigenous (e.g., Lemstra et al., 2011) and non-Indigenous (e.g., Ttofi,
Farrington, Losel, & Loeber, 2011) youth consistently reveals significant positive associations
between various forms of bullying and poor mental health outcomes. In fact, in the 2008/10, a

higher proportion of First Nations youth who were reported bullying victimization in the past


https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Keith_Brownlee/publication/263843489_Bullying_Behaviour_and_Victimization_Among_Aboriginal_Students_within_Northwestern_Ontario/links/02e7e53bff11e49d5b000000/Bullying-Behaviour-and-Victimization-Among-Aboriginal-Students-within-Northwestern-Ontario.pdf

year, they felt depressed for fourteen days or more (in a row), compared to those who did not
report prior bullying (FNIGC, 2012, p. 299, 329).

To my knowledge, no studies to date have published research on cyberbullying among
Indigenous adult populations. However, a handful of studies have explored the impacts of
cyberbullying among Indigenous youth living in different contexts has provided evidence that
experiences of cyberbullying are typically associated with poor psychological health outcomes
among younger populations (Brownlee et al., 2014; Lemstra et al., 2011; Schumann, Craig &
Rosu, 2014). For example, of 204 First Nations youth living on-reserve within a Saskatoon
Tribal Council community, cyberbullying victimization was significantly associated with
increased depressive symptoms (Lemstra et al., 2011). Likewise, the results of one study that
explored cyberbullying among 170 Indigenous adolescents from three unnamed Canadian
provinces and one unnamed territory, found that cyberbullying victimization was associated with
high levels of self-reported anxiety, levels which were higher compared to participants who
reported bullying victimization experiences (Broll, Dunlop & Crooks, 2018). Other than these
two studies, very little published research has explored experiences of cyberbullying and
subsequent changes in psychological or other health outcomes specifically with Indigenous
populations.

2.3.2. Aggression as a Social Stressor

Compared to non-Indigenous populations, Indigenous peoples living in Canada and
elsewhere have been identified as being at high risk of experiencing various forms of aggression
(Brownridge et al., 2017; Brownridge, 2010; Hylton, 2002; Korff, 2019; Kubik, Bourassa &
Hampton, 2009; National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls
[MMIWG] Final Report, 2019; Statistics Canada, 2014; Razack, 2000; Reno, Fisher, Robinson,
Brennan & Chaiken, 1999). In general, aggression has been defined as a type of social stressor
that involves an aggressor performing a hostile act towards a victimized individual or population
(De Almeida, Cabral, & Narvaes, 2015; Miczek, De Almeida, Kravitz, Rissman, De Boer &
Raine, 2007). Subtypes of aggression include physical aggression (e.g., pushing or hitting
someone intentionally) or verbal aggression (e.g., mocking someone’s physical appearance)

(Daoud, Smylie, Urquia, Allan & O’Campo, 2013; MMIWG Final Report, 2019; RCAP, 1996;
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Scrim, 2017; FNIGC, 2018).! According to the most recent RHS final descriptive Report in
2015/16, 11.0% of First Nations adults living on-reserve reported experiencing physical
aggression “sometimes or often in the past year”, and 21.0% experienced verbal aggression
(FNIGC, 2018b, p. 135). Not unexpectedly, the 2015/16 RHS final descriptive Report also
revealed that experiences of verbal or physical aggression were associated with moderate or high
levels of psychological distress among First Nations adults (FNIGC 2012, p. 197, 209). These
findings are comparable with research in other mainstream and minority populations in which
verbal and physical aggression are often linked with negative health outcomes, including
heightened psychological distress (Brendgen, Wanner, Vitaro, Bukowski & Tremblay, 2007,
Teague, Mazerolle, Legosz & Sanderson, 2018; Savin-Williams, 1994). While less research has
explored specific forms of violence or aggression in relation to psychological health outcomes, a
2017 review revealed that interpersonal violence was associated with adverse mental health
outcomes (e.g., depression, anxiety) among Indigenous women living in North America,
Australia, and elsewhere (see Chmielowska & Fuhr, 2017). In addition, over the past decade,
some countries have expressed increasing concern related to online aggression displayed towards
Indigenous peoples, such as vicious, unwarranted comments towards articles that focus primarily
on Indigenous experiences and topics (Carlson & Frazer, 2018; CBC News, 2015).2
2.3.3. Racism as a Social Stressor

Systemic and interpersonal racism towards Indigenous peoples in Canada continues and
is recognized to reflect some of the same attitudes held by early colonial settlers that led to the
genocide of Indigenous peoples (TRC, 2015). For example, Canadian federal government
documentation from the 1800’s described Indigenous peoples as “child-like” and “uncivilized”
(de Leeuw, 2009; Montgomery, 1965, p. 175), which may have set out the foundation for
continued anti-Indigenous attitudes and behaviours that fuel Westernized society to this day. Not

surprisingly, experiences of types of racism are related to various worsened health outcomes

! Aggression is often conceptualized as different from bullying because bullying experiences often involve (1) a
power imbalance between the bullied and bully and (2) is sustained over a period of time (e.g., happens more than
once).

2 Only for adults, were the constructs of verbal aggression and physical aggression were assessed using a single
question. The single question did not specifically ask whether the aggressive perpetrator was Indigenous or non-
Indigenous; or whether they were a stranger, colleague, peer, loved-one, or otherwise. For this reason, it is difficult
to compare our research (or any findings derived from our aggression variables) with other research. Nonetheless,
we still expect our findings, at the very least, to serve as a starting basis point from which future research may
expand.
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(e.g., depressive symptoms) among Indigenous and other populations (Boyce, 2016; Bombay et
al., 2011; 2014ab; Iwasaki, Bartlett & O'Neil, 2004; Adelson, 2005; Benoit, Carroll & Chaudhry,
2003; Browne, Fiske & Thomas, 2000; Culhane, 2003; Dodgson & Struthers, 2005; Fiske and
Browne, 2006; Lawrence et al., 2016; Walls & Whitbeck, 2011; 2012; Whitbeck et al., 2004b;
Whitbeck et al., 2002). Among First Nations adults living on reserve in Canada, 24.2%
experienced racism at least once in the past year, experiences that are suggested to be detrimental
to health and well-being (FNIGC, 2018b, p. 135). Other research among First Nations (Bombay
et al., 2011; 2013; Whitbeck et al., 2001) and Indigenous populations (Browne, 1995; 2001;
Graham & Stamler, 2010; Vukic, Jesty, Mathews & Etowa, 2012) has demonstrated that there
are strong links between experiences of forms of racism and negative mental health outcomes,
such as heightened feelings of depression and anxiety. Indeed, decades of prejudicial attitudes
and subsequent behaviors experienced among Indigenous populations are often assumed to be a
primary instigator of detrimental physical and psychological health outcomes (e.g., Chmielowska
& Fuhr, 2017), and remains an extremely problematic factor in various contexts (see MMIWG,
Final Report, 2019). While certain aspects of culture have been suggested to be protective
against the negative effects of particular social stressors on psychological health and well-being,
it is possible that others may have complex impacts in particular populations (e.g., Bombay,
Matheson & Anisman, 2010), and furthered delineation of various cultural variables in relation
to representative samples of Indigenous populations in Canada is needed.
2.4. IDENTITY AND CULTURE RELATED VARIABLES & WELL-BEING
2.4.1. Belonging to First Nations Community

Research that has explored Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations living in various
contexts has shown that strong feelings of belonging to where an individual lives and/or to
particular social groups, can be a strong predictor of positive health and well-being (Acton and
Malathum, 2000; Hagerty, Williams, Coyne, & Early, 1996; Hagerty & Williams, 1999; Hill,
2009; Hystad & Carpiano, 2012; Jones & Galliher, 2007; MacDonald et al., 2015; Restoule,
Hopkins, Robinson & Wiebe, 2016; Ross, 2002; Shields, 2008). Specific to Indigenous
populations, one study in Australia found that experiences of 111 Maori adults in alcohol and
substance use treatment that were interviewed, found patterns that a sense of belonging to one’s
“tribe” was described as important throughout the recovery process (Huriwai, Sellman, Sullivan

& Potiki, 2000). Secondary analyses of the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS)
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revealed that high levels of community belonging were associated with fewer sedentary
behaviours among First Nations adults who lived off-reserve (Anderson et al, 2016). In a similar
vein, qualitative interviews interview data of 16 First Nations youth that lived in the Canadian
province of Saskatchewan revealed that multiple aspects of wellness (physical, emotional and
spiritual) were heightened through experiences that facilitated a stronger sense of belonging,
such as in some cases, when Elders shared their wisdom and assisted with youth decision-
making (MacKay, 2005).

For First Nations and other Indigenous youth living in Canada and elsewhere, it is possible
that feelings of belonging specific to their ancestral home (e.g., reserve) community might be
particularly important to the well-being of community members because of the distinctive
meaning that it has in relation to one’s unique First Nations culture and ancestors. In this regard,
one’s First Nations ancestral home community may be the only place left where the intricacies of
their unique First Nations traditions, culture, history and knowledge of their community are
taught and relied upon. Likely for this reason, among others, Health Canada, Inuit Tapiriit
Kanatami (ITK), Thunderbird Partnership Foundation (TPF), and the Assembly of First Nations
(AFN) developed the “First Nations Mental Wellness Continuum Framework™ after engaging
with First Nations from across Canada. This framework characterizes mental wellness as:
“belonging, purpose, hope, and meaning, with culture being the foundation of mental wellness”
for First Nations populations (i.e., also described in the framework as a: “balance of mental,
physical, spiritual, and emotional health”) (Health Canada, 2015). According to the 2015/16
RHS final national descriptive Report, a large proportion of First Nations adults (80.6%) claimed
that they had strong or somewhat strong sense of belonging to their home reserve (FNIGC,
2018b, pg. 51). However, research that has assessed the associations between feelings of
belonging to one’s home community and particular psychological outcomes in First Nations
populations that live on-reserve seems absent. Although it is not the same has feelings of
belonging to one’s community, one study found that among 243 Native American adolescents
living in the Southwest of the US, higher belonging in school was associated with several
positive outcomes regarding substance abuse, including a reduced amount of cigarette and
marijuana use over the month prior to the survey, and a reduced lifetime engagement with
alcohol and cigarettes (see Napoli, Marsiglia & Kulis, 2003). In a sample of 205 Alaskan Native

and non-Alaskan Native college students (Mage= 22.8 years), higher scores on a specific single
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(unnamed) aspect of ethnic identity measured by the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Questionnaire
(i.e., scale that measures feelings of affirmation, belonging, and commitment to ethnic identity)
were negatively associated with alcohol consequences (Skewes & Blume, 2015); it is possible
that powerful feelings of “belonging” to others of a similar ethnic identity, as a concept by itself,
might reduce the likelihood that harm related to alcohol use will occur. In addition, secondary
analyses of 453 American Indian adults, a similar variable that measured community
connectivity, found that participants who felt connected to their community and satisfied with
their life, were also more likely to report lower suicidal ideation scores (Hill, 2009).

There is less research that has assessed community belonging as a potential protective
moderator between experiences of bullying/cyberbullying and psychological health outcomes
among Indigenous populations. Although I have not found previous research that has explored
the potential buffering effect of belonging among First Nations peoples living on-reserve,
research in other populations has provided evidence for a moderating effect of belonging (Huynh
& Gillen-O’Neel, 2016). For example, among large samples of both Latino and Asian American
adolescents, feelings of belonging to one’s school buffered against the positive relationship that
existed between experiencing discrimination and reduced sleep quality (Huynh & Gillen-O’Neel,
2016). Although evidence exists for the possibility of such a buffering effect, other studies that
assessed these associations in non-Indigenous populations did not report a protective effect
(Hunter, Case, Joseph, Mekawi & Bokhari, 2017). For example, a sense of belonging to other
African American peoples amongst a sample of 110 individuals first- or second-generation Black
immigrants, did not serve as a protective moderator (i.e., did not buffer against the negative
effects of race-related stress on depressive symptoms; see Hunter et al., 2017). Although
belonging has not been assessed as a moderator of social stressor to mental health outcomes
relationships among First Nations youth living in Canada, related concepts, such as social ties
with other members of their group and feelings of in-group pride, have been shown to be
protective against the negative effects of discrimination on depressive symptoms across a small
sample of First Nations adults (who lived mostly off-reserve) in Canada (Bombay, Matheson &
Anisman, 2010).

2.4.2. Participation in Community Cultural Events and Importance of
Traditional Cultural Events
In the 2015/16 RHS final descriptive Report, 19.1% of adults and 19.9% of youth reported that
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they almost always/always participated in community cultural events (FNIGC, 2018, p. 48-51),
and 80.2% of youth either agreed or strongly agreed that “traditional cultural events were
important in their life”. The 2008/10 RHS final descriptive Report revealed that fewer (20.7%)
First Nations adults that almost always/always participated in community cultural events
reported depressed mood (compared to adults who participated sometimes [46.4%], rarely
[20.4%] or never [12.5%]) (FNIGC, 2012, p. 213, 215-216, 219), but we are not aware of
similar analyses assessing this association between importance of traditional cultural events in
relation to any mental health outcomes. Studies on the relations of participation in community
cultural events (i.e., on First Nations reserves), or of beliefs that traditional cultural events are
important in life, with significant changes in psychological health are scarce.

One of these few studies revealed that particular facets of enculturation, including
participation in traditional activities, were associated with alcohol cessation among 980
American Indian adults (17-77 years old) who had recently abused or used alcohol (Stone,
Whitbeck, Chen, Johnson, & Olson, 2006). However, as with all cross-sectional data, it is
unclear participation in traditional activities encourages alcohol cessation, and/or whether
alcoholic cessation encourages participation in traditional activities (Stone et al., 2006). For
example, as some Indigenous communities across North America might ban alcohol
consumption during traditional events, it may be more likely that community members are only
permitted to participate once they are free from alcohol for a certain period of time, compared to
the participation in the events resulting in the higher likelihood of alcohol cessation (e.g.,
McPherson & Wakefield, 2015; New York Times, 1994).

In contrast to the findings reported by Stone and colleagues (2006), a study with 401
Southwestern American Indian youths (205 living on on-reserve, 196 living in urban
environments) revealed that the frequency of participation of cultural activities was not
associated with reduced alcohol use and/or dependency (Yu & Stiffman, 2007). Whether
participation in cultural activities as an Indigenous youth or adult, or recognition of the
importance of traditional cultural events in one’s life as an Indigenous youth, serves as a
moderator of relationships between negative social experiences/stressors and psychological
health impacts. is unclear because no quantitative studies have assessed these relations in any
Indigenous samples (that we are aware of) That said, qualitative research has provided some

evidence for a stress-buffering effect of the importance of traditional ceremonies and beliefs as it
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relates to life circumstances and well-being. For example, one qualitative study among 16 First
Nations youth living in Saskatchewan, suggested that some youth claimed that traditional
ceremonies and beliefs were not important to them until they were in a crisis (Mackay, 2005).
Overall, the several interrelated qualitative findings of Mackay (2005) lead Mackay to highlight
the importance of safe spaces for youth to practice ceremony, build and maintain healthy social
relationships and social support systems, and of Elders in helping youth through meaningful
activities.

While I uncovered minimal research, it is important to recognize that even with these findings,
because Indigenous communities and bands are often so diverse, it is difficult apply or use the
findings to build a foundation for hypotheses in related cases for nationally-representative
samples of First Nations living on-reserve in Canada. Nonetheless, other studies using minority
populations have provided evidence that participation in cultural practices serves as an evident
moderator at the state/provincial or national level as it pertains to the impacts of negative social
experiences/stressors on particular psychological health outcomes. For example, Shah (2019)
performed secondary analyses on the 2003 Detroit Arab American Survey, and found that some
aspects of religion, such as participating in religious practices, protectively moderated against the
negative effects of discrimination on psychological distress. Likewise, analyses of a large,
national sample of African American adults revealed that both religious guidance and attendance
served as protective moderators of the negative effects of racism on psychological distress
(Ellison, Musick & Henderson, 2008). While these two studies help provide an understanding for
how these particular stressors impact minority populations, a lack of research exists regarding
representative Indigenous populations living in countries such as Canada, the United States,
Australia or New Zealand.

2.4.3. Importance of Traditional Spirituality

According to the 2015/16 RHS national descriptive Report, 71% adults agreed or
strongly agreed that traditional spirituality was important to them (FNIGC, 2018b), compared to
79.9% of adults in the 2008/10 RHS final descriptive Report (FNIGC, 2012). While the
importance of traditional spirituality variable does not measure the mechanisms and frequency in
which First Nations adults living on-reserve honour their traditional spirituality or whether
traditional spirituality is important because of positive or negative life experiences that they have

associated with it, it does provide a stepping-stone of insight into the values that some First
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Nations adults individual might hold.

To date, only a handful of studies have explored the importance of traditional spirituality
in relation to particular health outcomes. For example, Walls (2007) found that among 746 youth
living on-reserve across nine different communities in Canada and the United States, higher
ratings of traditional spirituality importance were related to fewer suicidal behaviours through
reduced depressive symptoms. In addition, among 1456 American Indian peoples between 15-57
years old that lived either on or close to the Northern Plains reservation, higher perceived
importance of tribal spiritual beliefs was associated with a lower chance of attempting suicide
relative to those with lower perceived importance of such beliefs (Garroutte et al., 2003). In a
similar vein, Yoder, Whitbeck, Hoyt, and LaFromboise (2006) found that, of 212 American
Indian youth living on or near reserve, higher enculturation scores (i.e., higher scores on a
measure that assessed traditional activities, cultural identity, and spirituality altogether as a single
concept) were associated with reduced suicidal ideation. That said, by combining these different
aspects of culture and cultural identity into one measure, the contribution of each in accounting
for its negative association with suicidal ideation remains unknown.

Other research by Stone and colleagues (2006) found that, among 980 Midwestern
Native American adults (71% women), participation with and in traditional spirituality, alongside
one other facet of enculturation® (e.g., participation in traditional activities) was associated with
alcohol cessation among adults who had used or abused alcohol in the past. In more detail,
enculturation predicted alcohol cessation such that two of three facets of enculturation as
measured in the present study, participation in traditional activities and traditional spirituality,
had significantly positive effects on alcohol cessation.

To my knowledge, no published literature has explored whether heightened perceptions
of importance of traditional spirituality moderates the links between social or other life stressors
and poor psychological health outcomes among Indigenous populations. Some limited research
on these complex relationships does exist in some regard amongst other populations. For

example, in a study of 854 participants (79.4% identified as “White”), spirituality was assessed

3 “The measures of enculturation identified three basic principles: (1) participation in activities that were
traditional, (2) the extent to which one identified with their American Indian culture, and (3) ratings of traditional
spirituality. Objective 1: measured by 19 types of traditional activities. Objective 2: measured by American Indian
cultural identification items (adapted from Oetting and Beauvais's (1990-1991). Objective 3: measured traditional
spirituality a with regards to the extent of participation in spiritual activities, and the a importance of traditional
spiritual values with regards to ADL and specific involvements in 16 traditional spiritual activities.
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using the 6-point scale Daily Spiritual Experience Scale (Underwood & Terisi, 2002) which
included items such as “I find strength in my spirituality” (Sprung, Sliter & Jex, 2012). Overall,
Sprung and colleagues (2012) found that spirituality served as a protective moderator between
experiences of physical aggression and feelings of workplace stress (Sprung, Sliter & Jex, 2012).
One other study, measured spirituality among 155 African American undergraduate students,
using a 25-item Spirituality Scale with a 6-point scale (derived from their cited reference of an
unpublished manuscript by Jagers, Boykin, & Smith (1994) that assessed belief and commitment
to spirituality. Overall, Bowen-Reid and Harrell (2002) found that spirituality buffered against
the negative effects of racial stress in relation to symptoms of poor psychological health (Bowen-
Reid & Harrell, 2002). Once again, this Master’s thesis serves as a foundation for future
research, as it is unclear the context in which youth and adults reported either traditional cultural
events or traditional spirituality important to them.
2.5. OVERVIEW OF LITERATURE REVIEW AND RATIONALE FOR THE
CURRENT RESEARCH

Various psychological health issues have been observed among Indigenous populations
living in Canada and elsewhere for generations, including high levels of psychological distress
(Bombay et al., 2014ab; Cunningham & Paradise, 2012; Davison, Nagel & Singh, 2017;
Davison, Singh & McFarlane, 2019; Hajizadeh, Bombay & Asada, 2019; Kirmayer, Tait &
Simpson, 2009; McNamara et al., 2018; Walls & Whitbeck, 2012ab). These health issues are
often recognized as stemming from various aspects of colonization and the Indian Act, such as
IRSs or federal criminalization of Indigenous spiritual practices and traditional ceremonies
(Bombay, Matheson & Anisman, 2014ab; Greenwood & de Leeuw, 2012; Kolahdooz, Nader, Yi,
& Sharma, 2015; TRC, 2015). Even while a very minimal amount of past research has explored
Indigenous cultural factors as protective factors, and social stressors as risk factors, for adverse
psychological health outcomes, results are mixed across studies (Bombay, Matheson & Anisman,
2010; Health Canada, 2015; Whitbeck, McMorris, Hoytt, Stubben, & Lafromboise, 2002).
Although disconnection to Indigenous culture is often understood as having a detrimental impact
on the well-being of Indigenous peoples living in Canada (Health Canada, 2015), it remains
unclear what specific cultural or social factors will serve as protective against feelings of
psychological distress (i.e., feelings of anxiety and depression), or unexpectedly as risks for such

psychological distress — especially among First Nations populations that are living on their
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ancestors’ land as allocated by colonizers and the Indian Act (i.e., living on what are known

formally known as Indian “reserves”).
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CHAPTER 3 STUDY ONE

The purpose of the present study (Study One) was to explore the cross-sectional data and
associations between particular social stressors and cultural factors in relation to self-reported
psychological distress in the youth 2015/16 First Nations Regional Health Survey (RHS), which
is a nationally representative survey of First Nations youth aged 12-17 years old who live in on-
reserve in Canada.*>

Based on the research reviewed in Chapter 2, there were three hypotheses:

H1: It was predicted that experiences of cyberbullying, and experiences of bullying,
would be all be independently associated with higher levels of outcome psychological distress,

H2: It was predicted that having a strong sense of community belonging would be
associated with lower levels of psychological distress, and

H3: It was predicted that community belonging would moderate (e.g., serve as a
protective moderator or “buffer”) against the consequences of each social stressor in relation to
outcome levels of psychological distress.

Although some social interpersonal experiences (e.g., bullying) have shown to be
associated with poor psychological or other health outcomes, and the impact of strong feelings of
community belonging or support on various improved psychological health outcomes, only a
handful of research has explored participation in community cultural events and the importance
of traditional cultural events in relation to mental health, findings of which appear to differ
depending on contextual and population outcomes. With this in mind, I was not aware prior
research that explored these three cultural factors among a representative sample of First Nations
youth living on-reserve in Canada._Therefore, a directional hypothesis was not made a priori in
relation to the direct associations between these cultural variables and psychological distress or

as a moderator of the links between any of the four social stressors, and outcome levels of

% In the late 19-20" century, the Indian Act encouraged the forced removal of thousands of First Nations families
(i.e., one of the three primary types of Indigenous peoples in Canada) away from traditional territory and prosperous
feeding and medicine grounds. Instead, many families were either forcibly relocated to different or the same
federally controlled, often underfunded, often less abundant parcels of land that would come to be known as “Indian
reservations” or reserves. Only decades later, were First Nations permitted to live off-reserve (see Paul, 1993; TRC,
2015).

> Questions about verbal aggression, physical aggression, and racism were asked in the adult survey, but not the
youth survey. Youth were asked about bullying, but adults were not. Both youth and adults were asked the same
question about cyber-bullying.
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psychological distress.
3.1. METHODS
3.1.1. Project Background, Access to RHS Data and Ethics Approval

The analyses presented in this Thesis are part of a larger research initiative being led by
the Thunderbird Partnership Foundation (TPF) with Dr. Bombay and Dr. McQuaid to explore the
associations between cultural identity and engagement with culture and well-being. In order to
access the RHS data, our project proposal was approved by the First Nations Information
Governance Centre (FNIGC), which is a non-profit organization run in association with the
Assembly of First Nations (AFN) that serves as the data stewards of the nationally-representative
RHS data sets. In 2018, our team submitted an application that outlined our proposed analyses
and gave a presentation to the FNIGC national board to give an overview of the analyses and
preliminary results. Although this thesis will not be released publicly beyond the logging of the
thesis (a publicly accessible document) with Dalhousie Faculty of Graduate Studies. It is hoped
that between 2020-2021, we will submit a condensed manuscript presenting the results from the
thesis, once they have been reviewed and approved by the FNGIC.
3.1.2. The RHS: Participants and Procedure

The most recent phase 3 RHS data used in the current thesis was collected from First
Nations youth between the ages of 12 and 17 living on-reserve in Canada. The sample consisted
of 4,968 First Nations youth that were living on-reserve in Canada. The mean age was 14.80
years (95% CI: 14.71 to 14.89) and consisted of a near even split of males (50.6%)° versus
female (49.4%)’. The data was collected between from March 2015 and December 2016 (see
detailed information on p. 12-14, vol. 2 of 2015/16 RHS final descriptive Report). Typically,
participants completed the survey in their home, using computer-assisted personal interviewing
(CAPI) on laptops with Entryware, a survey software. The First Nations and Inuit Health Branch
(FNIHB) of Health funded the RHS, and the Public Health Agency of Canada, Department of
Indigenous Services Canada and the Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs Canada
partnered with The First Nations Information Governance Centre (FNIGC) in relation to the
RHS.

Specific to the RHS youth and adult analyses in this Master’s thesis, Dr. Amy Bombay,

n=2,514
7 n=2.454
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Dr. Robyn McQuaid, and myself (Jocelyn Paul) worked together in a primary partnership with
Thunderbird Partnership Foundation. Carol Hopkins, of Thunderbird Partnership Foundation
(TPF) partnered with our team and expressed that the TPC is eager to assist with efforts to
identify risk and resiliency pathways for psychological health and a holistic approach to
Indigenous health. Specifically, Carol Hopkins role is to ensure the validity of data interpretation
and the relevance of these findings within a two-eyed seeing approach. Related to the two-eyed
seeing approach, FNIGC and Thunderbird Partnership Foundation will lead decisions around
knowledge translation outputs/products that will be impactful for community members, service
providers, and other relevant organizations.

As part of the 2015/16 RHS survey development of the First Nations Information
Governance Centre, the questionnaire content of previous RHS versions (i.e., those from 2002
and 2008) went through an extensive review by several advisory committees and partners,
including the Assembly of First Nations and First Nations and Inuit Health Branch (FNIHB) of
Health Canada. Recommendations were made for the 2015/16 national RHS and several factors
were taken into consideration before finalizing the survey (e.g., participant fatigue due to the
extensiveness of the survey). Finally, the RHS was examined by an external and independent
Research Ethics Committee, which was formed to evaluate the survey questions and whether
they were adequately phrased and ethical to ask community members. The Research Ethics
Committee supported that the survey met ethical standards, provided that particular
recommendations were implemented. After a few weeks, Research Ethics Committee met again
to ensure their recommended changes had been implemented, and then officially awarded their
ethical approval of the RHS 2015/16 in 2014.

As described in more detail in the 2015/16 RHS National Report (pg. 13), the 2015/16
RHS used a complex sampling design. First was the selection of the number of and specific
communities to invite to participate in the survey. Decisions about which potential communities
(by region, sub-region, and community size) and potential individual participants to invite were
obtained from the 2014 Registry information of Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada
(INACQ). Participation was voluntary wherein two types of consent were acquired prior to
participation (community and age- and context-appropriate participant consent). In total, after
data-cleaning and the deletion of incomplete response/surveys, the final sample consisted of a

total of 4,968 youth (12-17 years old) representative of 47,918 youth as represented in
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participants to invite were obtained from the 2014 Registry information of Indigenous and
Northern Affairs Canada (INAC). The secondary data analyses as described in this thesis were
approved by the Research Ethics Board at Dalhousie University (REB #2018-4585) and at the
Royal Ottawa Institute for Mental Health Research (REB #2018-020).

3.1.3. Secondary Analyses of the RHS

All secondary analyses of the 2015/16 RHS data were carried out using the Complex
Samples Module of SPSS version 20. This software yielded estimates based on weights and
specifications of the RHS sampling methodology, so that when weights proceeded to be applied
to each case, the sample as well as the proportions in (within) the sample, reflected the total
population. Confidence intervals (CIS) at the 95% level were calculated for all estimates, which
means that the Cls contain the true value found in the population about 95% of the time.
Descriptive and bivariate cross-tabulations were carried out between each study variable, with
non-overlapping 95% confidence intervals that indicated statistically significant differences
between the estimates.

Relative to Study One, two subsequent multivariate analyses predicting psychological
distress from social stressors bullying and cyber-bullying was carried out separately using a step-
wise Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) in which age and gender were entered on step 1, the
specific bullying variable® was added on step 2, the cultural variables were added in step 3, and
the interactions between the bullying and cultural variables were added on step 4. The
significance tests for the bullying variables and community belonging were one-sided and at the
p<0.10 level of significance because of the associated one-sided hypotheses. Because no
predictions were made about the directionality between participation in community cultural
event and importance of traditional events in relation to psychological distress, these tests were
two sided and assessed at the p<0.05 level of significance. For each analysis, participants with
missing data on relevant variables were excluded from that specific analysis. Upon completion of
the analyses, the data center manager at FNIGC vetted the output, and estimates with high

coefficients of variation (greater than 33.3%) or small cell counts (fewer than 5 individuals)

8 The same procedure was followed for the adult analyses except for there were four risk factors (cyberbullying,
verbal aggression, physical aggression, and racism) instead of the two risk factors (bullying, cyberbullying) as in the
youth dataset. In addition, in the adult analyses and the importance of traditional cultural spirituality was assessed at
the p<0.05 level, in comparison the importance of traditional cultural events variable that was assessed in the youth
sample.
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values were suppressed to protect the anonymity of participants. As well, estimates for which the
coefficient of variation was high (between 16.6% and 33.3%) were accompanied by a warning
that they should be interpreted with caution (denoted by an E in superscript: ).
3.2. MEASURES
3.2.1. Gender/Sex

Participants were asked if they were male or female, although it was not specified
whether they were responding to the question based on their sex or gender identity. Although a
separate question inquired whether participants identified as Transgender and/or Two-Spirited,
this question was only asked for those older than fifteen years old as well as participants tended
to omit the question. Therefore, for this Thesis project, we used the single dichotomous question
about male and female identity, recognizing the significant limitations and that additional gender
identities exist beyond male, female, and transgender, and two-spirited identities.
3.2.2. Psychological Distress

Psychological distress was assessed using the 10-question Kessler scale (K10; Kessler et
al., 2002) that inquired whether or not participants experienced feelings (symptoms) of anxiety
(e.g., “...often...feel so nervous...nothing could calm you?”) or depression (e.g., “often...feel so
sad...nothing could cheer you up?”’) within the past month. Participants were asked to rank their
experiences with these statements on a scale of 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all of the time).
Responses were calculated by adding the sum of all 10 questions, that resulted in a possible score
that ranged from 10-50. Higher cumulative scores indicated higher levels of psychological
distress within the past month (prior to the survey).
Although research has regarded psychological distress having good convergent validity
(Andrews & Slade, 2001; Cornelius et al., 2013), criterion validity, and predictive value for
disorders related to depression or anxiety (Andersen et al., 2007; Furukawa, et al., 2003; Kessler
et al., 2002). the K10 has also shown strong reliability within First Nations and other Indigenous
populations (Bougie, Arim, Kohen & Findlay, 2016; FNIGC, 2018a).
3.2.3. Bullying

Bullying was measured using a single, dichotomous question that inquired whether (Yes)
or not (No) the participant had experienced bullying within the past twelve months. The
following statement was the statement in the youth RHS directly above the dichotomous

question: “Bullying is an act that is done on purpose. Bullies use their power (physical size, age,
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social status, etc.) to threaten, harass, or hurt others. Bullying happens over and over to one
person or to a group of people. Bullying happens in four basic ways: physical (hitting, kicking,
stealing, etc.); verbal (teasing, name-calling, etc.); indirect (spreading rumours, excluding
people, mean gestures, etc.); and cyberbullying (covered in next question).” Participants who
selected “Don’t know” or “Refused” were excluded from the analyses.
3.2.4. Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying was measured using a single, dichotomous question that inquired whether
(Yes) or not (No) the participant had experienced cyberbullying within the past twelve months.
The following definition of bullying was provided to all youth participants directly above the
dichotomous question: “Cyberbullying refers to the use of a computer or other electronic device
to engage in bullying.” Participants who selected “Don’t know” or “Refused” were excluded
from the analyses.
3.2.5. Community Belonging

Community belonging was measured using a single question that required participants to
rate their “sense of belonging to their local community” using one of the following response
options: “very strong”, “somewhat strong”, “somewhat weak” or “very weak”. In our analyses,
the response options were dichotomized into those with “very” or “somewhat” strong feelings of
belonging and those with “somewhat weak” or “very weak” feelings of belonging. This was
motivated by the low number of participants that indicated “very weak” community belonging,
which rendered the statistic unreliable. Participants who selected “Don’t know” or “Refused”
were excluded from the analyses.
3.2.6. Participation in Community Cultural Events

Participation in community cultural events was measured using a single question that
required participants to rate how often they “took part in their local community’s cultural
events”. Participants had the following response options: using “always/almost always”,
“sometimes”, “rarely” and “never”. In the analyses, the response options were dichotomized into
those who selected “always/almost always” and/or “sometimes”, compared to those who selected
the response option of “rarely” or “never”. This was motivated by the low number of participants
who indicated “never”, which rendered the statistic unreliable. Participants who selected “Don’t

know” or “Refused” were excluded from the analyses. ...........ccocueeiriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiciieceeceeeee
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3.2.7. Importance of Traditional Cultural Events
Importance of traditional (Indigenous) cultural events was measured only in the youth
RHS. This construct was measured with a single question that inquired whether youth

99 ¢e b3

participants “strongly agree”, “agree”, “neither agree nor disagree”, “disagree”, or “strongly
disagree” with the statement: “Traditional cultural events are important in my life.” The question
was accompanied by the following description: “Note: Traditional cultural events vary, but may
include powwows, sweat lodges, and community feasts.” In the analyses, the youth participant
response options for this variable were dichotomized into those that agreed or strongly agreed
that traditional cultural events were important, and those who strongly disagreed, disagreed, or
neither agreed nor disagreed. Participants who selected “Don’t know” or “Refused” were
excluded from the analyses.
3.3. STUDY ONE: YOUTH RESULTS
3.3.1. Descriptive and Bivariate Analyses

Just over one in four (27.9%)’ reported experiencing bullying and just under one in five
(17.9%)'? experienced cyberbullying. Cross-tabulation analyses by gender/sex revealed that a
greater proportion of females reported experiencing bullying (¥2=81.97, p<.001) and
cyberbullying (¥2=199.15, p<.001) compared to males (Table 1). Just over three-quarters
(76.6%) described their sense of belonging to their local community as being very or somewhat
strong, leaving 23.4% who indicated it was very or somewhat weak (Table 1; no differences by
gender/sex: y2=.51, p=.56).!! Seventy-one percent (71.3%) reported participating in community
cultural events always/almost always or sometimes, leaving 28.7% who participated rarely or
never (Table 1); no differences by gender/sex: ¥2=9.00, p=.14).'? Eighty percent (80.2%) of
youth either agreed or strongly agreed that traditional cultural events were important, leaving
18.8% who strongly disagreed, disagreed, or neither agreed nor disagreed (Table 1; no

differences by gender/sex: 2=6.32, p=.087)."

® N=4664
10 N=4658
' N=4258
12 N=4905
13 N=4789

25



Table 1 Estimates Of Categorical Variables In The Total Sample And Among Males And

Females.
% Lower 95% CI Upper
95% CI

Bullying: Yes

Total 27.9 25.5 33

Male 22.1 18.7 25.8

Female 33.9 30.8 37.3
Cyberbullying: Yes

Total 17.9 16.2 19.7

Male 10.1% 7.1 14.1

Female 25.9 23.0 29.0
Feelings of community belonging: Strong or Very Strong

Total 76.6 74.5 78.6

Male 77.0 74.3 79.6

Female 76.1 73.5 78.6
Participation in community cultural events: Sometimes, Often, or Almost Always/Always

Total 71.3 69.5 72.9

Male 69.3 66.5 72.1

Female 73.2 69.8 76.4
Importance of traditional cultural events: Agree or Strongly Agree

Total 80.2 78.5 81.8
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Male 78.8 76.5 79.1

Female &1.7 79.1 84.0

27



The mean level of psychological distress was 18.86, with females reporting higher levels
of psychological distress (M=21.10) compared to males (M=16.71)."* Youth who reported being
bullied in the past year reported higher psychological distress levels (M=23.32) compared to
those who were not bullied (M=17.03)."> Likewise, youth who were cyberbullied in the past year
(M =24.87) reported higher levels of psychological distress compared to those who were not
(M=17.40).'® Youth who described their sense of belonging to their community as somewhat or
very strong (M=18.39) reported lower levels of psychological distress compared to those who
said it was somewhat or very weak (M=21.16).!” Those who reported that they always, almost
always or sometimes participated in community cultural events (M=19.19) reported higher
psychological distress compared to youth who reported that they participated rarely or never
(M=18.01)."® Youth who agreed or strongly agreed that traditional cultural events were important
in their life reported higher levels of psychological distress (M=19.26) compared to youth who
strongly disagreed, disagreed, or neither agreed/disagreed that cultural events were important

(M=17.27).""

14 N=4511
15 N=4329
16 N=4328
17 N=4006
18 N=4472
Y N=4377
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Table 2 Mean Levels Of Psychological Distress Within Each Category Of Each Study

Variable.
Psychological  Lower Upper
Distress 95% CI  95% CI
Gender/sex
Males 16.71 16.28 17.15
Females 21.10 20.36 21.83
Bullying
Not bullied 17.03 16.62 17.44
Bullied 23.32 22.19 24.56
Cyberbullying
Not cyberbullied 17.40 16.98 17.82
Cyberbullied 24.87 22.91 26.83
Feelings of community belonging
Somewhat or Very strong 18.39 17.88 18.90
Somewhat or Very weak 21.16 20.20 22.12
Participation in community cultural events
Always, almost always or sometimes 19.19 18.66 19.72
Never 18.01 17.10 18.93
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Importance of traditional cultural events
Agreed or strongly agreed 19.26 18.73 19.79

Strongly disagreed, disagreed, or neither agreed/disagreed 17.27 16.12 18.73

Eighty-two percent (82.1%; 95% CI: 77.1% to 86.2%) of youth who reported facing
bullying in the past year also reported being cyberbullied, compared to 17.9% (95% CI: 13.8% to
22.9%) who did not face bullying (32=1452.79, p<.001).2° A greater proportion of youth who
claimed that they took part in community cultural events at least sometimes (3.2%; 95% CI:
27.5% to 33.0%) reported that they had been bullied in comparison to those who never or rarely
participated in such events (22.5%; 95% CI: 18.7% to 26.7%; x2=28.21, p=.002).2! Likewise, a
greater proportion of youth who agreed or strongly agreed that traditional cultural events were
important (30.0%; 95% CI: 27.5% to 32.7%) reported being bullied compared to those who did
not (19.9%; 95% CI: 15.7% to 24.9%; y2=37.13, p<.001).%

The proportion of youth who reported exposure to bullying did not differ significantly
between those who reported having very or somewhat strong community belonging (29.0%; 95%
CI: 26.1% to 32.1%) vs. those who reported very or somewhat weak community belonging
(25.4%; 95% CI: 21.8% to 29.5%; x2=4.50, p=.10).%

A greater proportion of youth who reported taking part in community cultural events at
least sometimes 20.3%; 95% CI: 17.9% to 22.9%) claimed that they had been cyberbullied in
comparison to those who never or rarely participated in such events (12.2%; 95% CI: 9.3% to
15.8%; ¥2=41.04, p<.001)** Likewise, a greater proportion of youth who agreed or strongly
agreed that traditional cultural events were important (19.1%; 95% CI: 27.5% to 32.7%) reported
being cyberbullied compared to those who did not (11.2%"; 95% CI: 7.9% to 15.7%; x2=30.85,
p=.004)> The proportion of youth who reported exposure to cyberbullying did not differ

20 N=4529
21 N=4617
22 N=4508
2 N=4070
24 N=4608
25 N=4496
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significantly between those who reported having very or somewhat strong community belonging
(18.5%; 95% CI: 16.0% to 21.3%) vs. those who reported very or somewhat weak community
belonging (16.4%; 95% CI: 12.9% to 2.5%; ¢2=2.31, p=.38)*¢

A greater proportion of youth who reported very or somewhat strong feelings of
community belonging reported participating in community cultural events at least sometimes
(79.4%; 95% CI: 77.1% to 81.5%) compared to those who reported weak or very weak
community belonging (54.1%; 95% CI: 5.1% to 58.1%; ¥2=248.35; p<.001).?” A greater
proportion of youth who reported very or somewhat strong feelings of community belonging
agreed or strongly agreed that traditional cultural events were important (85.5%; 95% CI: 83.5 to
87.3) compared to those who reported that their community belonging was somewhat or very
weak (65.2%; 95%CIL: 60.2% to 69.8%) (x2=196.20, p<.001).?® Ninety percent (90.3%) (95% CI:
88.6 to 91.8) of youth who reported participating in community cultural events sometimes, often,
almost always, also indicated that they either agreed or strongly agreed that traditional cultural
events were important to them compared to 54.6% (95% CI: 50.4 to 58.7) of youth who rarely or
never participated in community cultural events (y2=775.41; p<.001).%
3.3.2. Multivariate Analyses: Stepwise ANOVAs Predicting Psychological
Distress

In step 1, age and gender accounted for 7.7% of variance in psychological distress when
they were the only predictive variables in the model. Age was positively associated with
psychological distress (B=.62; 95% CI: .40 to .83; p<.001), and females reported greater mean
psychological distress levels compared to males (b= -4.39, 95% CI: -5.13 to -3.65; p<.001).

When bullying and cyberbullying were both added to the same model in step 2, both were
positively associated with psychological distress and together with age and gender accounted for
20% of the variance in psychological distress levels (Table 3). Because bullying and
cyberbullying were highly associated (y2=1452.79, p<.001), separate analyses were run in which
bullying and cyberbullying were entered on step 2 in separate models. In this regard, together

with age and gender, the model with bullying accounted for 17.9% of the variance in

26 N=4048
2T N=4229
28 N=4154
2 N=4756
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psychological distress (Table 4) and cyberbullying accounted for 16.0% of the variance in
psychological distress (Table 5).
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Table 3 Estimates for the Variables Predicting Psychological Distress (PD) in Step 2 After
The Addition of Bullying and Cyberbullying to the Same Model.

R?=.20 B Lower 95% CI ~ Upper 95% CI p-value
Age .85 .63 1.07 <.001
Gender/sex? -3.15 -3.89 -2.41 <.001
Bullying 426 3.8 5.5 <.001
Cyberbullying 437 2.55 6.18 <001

Female =2 and male = 1.

Table 4 Estimates For The Variables Predicting Psychological Distress (PD) In Step 2
After The Addition Of Bullying To The Model.

R>=.18 B Lower 95% CI  Upper 95% CI  p-value

Age .62 1 1.12 <.001
Gender/sex? -3.62 -4.31 -2.94 <.001
Bullying 6.46 5.49 7.43 <.001

Female =2 and male = 1.

Table 5 Estimates For The Variables Predicting Psychological Distress (PD) In Step 2
After The Addition Of Cyberbullying To The Model.

R?=.16 B Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p-value

Age 73 Sl .94 <.001
Gender/sex? -3.27 -4.02 -2.52 <.001
Cyberbullying 6.84 5.17 8.51 <.001

Female =2 and male = 1
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In step 3, community belonging, participation in community cultural events, and the
importance of traditional cultural events were added to the respective separate models with
bullying and cyberbullying®® (see Table 6). In both cases, those with strong or very strong
feelings of community belonging reported lower psychological distress compared to those with
weak or very weak feelings of belonging, but youth who agreed that traditional cultural events

were important reported higher mean psychological distress levels.

30N=3755
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Table 6 Estimates For Variables Predicting Psychological Distress (PD) In Step 3 In The

Model With Bullying.

R?=.20 B Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p-value
Age .90 .68 1.11 <.001
Gender/sex? -3.83 -4.66 -3.00 <.001
Bullying 6.16 5.02 7.30 <.001
Community -2.87 -3.81 -1.93 <.001
belonging
Participation in 33 -71 1.38 .53
community
cultural events
Importance of 1.83 73 2.92 <.001
traditional
cultural events

aFemale =2 and male = 1.

Table 7 Estimates For Variables Predicting Psychological Distress (PD) In Step 3 In The

Model With Cyber-Bullying.

R>=.19 B Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p-value
Age .70 47 .92 <.001
Gender/sex® -3.60 -4.56 -2.67 <.001
Cyberbullying 6.59 4.66 8.52 <.001
Community -2.90 -3.82 -1.98 <.001
belonging
Cultural 22 -.95 1.38 72
participation
Importance of 2.18 1.12 3.24 <.001

traditional
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cultural

events

Female =2 and male = 1.

36



In step 4, the interactions between the bullying variables with community belonging,
participation in community cultural events, and importance of traditional cultural events were
added to the models. In both cases, those who were bullied or cyberbullied reported greater
psychological distress compared to those who were not, and strong or very strong community
belonging was associated with lower levels of psychological distress (Table 8-9). The
interactions between community belonging and both bullying variables were significant such that
the relationship between being bullied and greater psychological distress was stronger among
those with weak belonging compared to those with strong belonging (see Figures 1-2). Neither of

the other cultural variables significantly interacted with the bullying variables.
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Table 8 Estimates For Variables Predicting Psychological Distress (PD) In Step 4 In The

Model With Bullying.
R?=.21 B Lower  Upper p-value
95% CI  95% CI

Age .88 .68 1.09 <.001
Gender/sex* -3.80 -4.58 -3.01 <.001
Bullying 1.34 6.57 14.11 <.001
Community belonging -1.74 -2.67 -.81 <.001
Participation in community cultural events .20 -.93 1.32 73
Importance of traditional cultural events 2.15 1.02 3.27 <.001
Bullying x Community belonging -4.30 -6.61 -1.99 <.001
Bullying x Participation in community cultural events 72 -1.50 2.94 .52
Bullying x Importance of traditional cultural events -1.62 -4.79 1.57 32

aFemale =2 and male = 1.

Table 9 Estimates For Variables Predicting Psychological Distress (PD) In Step 4 In The

Model With Cyberbullying.
R?=.20 B Lower 95% CI  Upper 95%  p-value
CI

Age .69 48 .92 <.001
Gender/sex? -3.60 -4.48 -2.72 .001
Cyberbullying (CB) 12.10 7.49 16.70 .001
Community belonging -2.13 -3.01 -1.24 .001
Participation in community 48 -.70 1.67 42
cultural events
Importance of traditional cultural 2.354 1.30 3.41 .001
events

38



CB x Community belonging -4.32 -7.18 -1.45 .003
CB x Participation in community -1.24 -3.92 1.43 .36

cultural events

CB x Importance of traditional -1.35 -5.28 2.58 .50

cultural events

Female =2 and male = 1.
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Figure 1A and 1B. Interactions between community belonging with bullying and cyberbullying
in predicting psychological distress among First Nations youth living on-reserve. The upper line
graph displays levels of psychological distress as a function whether the youth has experienced
bullying within the past year, and whether they hold strong or weak feelings of community
belonging. The lower line graph displays levels of psychological distress as a function of
whether the youth has experienced cyberbullying within the last year, and whether they hold
strong or weak feelings of community belonging. As depicted in both line graphs, high ratings of
(i.e., strong) community belonging was associated with statistically significantly lower levels of
psychological distress (p<0.05) even if the youth had experienced or been the victim of bullying

or cyberbullying within the past year.
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3.4. MAIN FINDINGS SUMMARY

Among First Nations youth living on-reserve in Canada (as represented within the youth
RHS 2015/16 data aged 12-17 years old), secondary analyses revealed that older youth compared
to younger, and females compared to males, experienced statistically significantly higher levels
of psychological distress. In addition, experiences of bullying and cyberbullying within the last
year were significantly associated with higher levels of psychological distress in the last month.
As well, a high levels of community belonging were significantly associated with lower reported
levels of psychological distress. Interestingly, youth who agreed that traditional events were
important reported higher levels of psychological distress. High levels of community belonging
significantly moderated (protected) against high levels of psychological distress that were

associated with experiences of bullying and cyber-bullying.
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CHAPTER 4 STUDY TWO

4.1. DESIGN AND HYPOTHESES

The purpose of the present study (Study Two) was to explore the associations between
particular social stressors and cultural factors in relation to self-reported psychological distress in
the adult 2015/16 First Nations Regional Health Survey (RHS), which is a nationally
representative sample cross-sectional survey of First Nations adults between >18 years old living
on-reserve in Canada.’! 3

Based on the research reviewed in Chapter 2, there were three hypotheses:

H1: It was predicted that experiences of cyberbullying, experiences of racism, experiences of
verbal aggression, and experiences of physical aggression would be all be independently
associated with higher levels of outcome psychological distress,

H2: It was predicted that having a strong sense of community belonging would be associated
with lower levels of psychological distress, and

H3: It was predicted that community belonging would moderate (e.g., serve as a protective
moderator or “buffer’’) against the consequences of each social stressor in relation to outcome
levels of psychological distress.

Although some social interpersonal experiences (e.g., racism, aggression, other forms of
bullying) have shown to be associated with poor psychological or other health outcomes, and the
impact of strong feelings of community belonging or support on various improved psychological
health outcomes, only a handful of research has explored participation in community cultural
events and the importance of traditional spirituality in relation to mental health, findings of
which appear to differ depending on contextual and population outcomes. With this in mind, I

was not aware prior research that explored these three cultural factors among a representative

31 In the late 19-20'" century, the Indian Act encouraged the forced removal of thousands of First Nations families
(i.e., one of the three primary types of Indigenous peoples in Canada) away from traditional territory and prosperous
feeding and medicine grounds. Instead, many families were either forcibly relocated to different or the same
federally controlled, often underfunded, often less abundant parcels of land that would come to be known as “Indian
reservations” or reserves. Only decades later, were First Nations permitted to live off-reserve (see Paul, 1993; TRC,
2015).

32 Questions about verbal aggression, physical aggression, and racism were asked in the adult survey, but not the
youth survey. Youth were asked about bullying, but adults were not. Both youth and adults were asked the same
question about cyber-bullying.
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sample of First Nations adults living on-reserve in Canada. Therefore, a directional hypothesis
was not made a priori in relation to the direct associations between these cultural variables and
psychological distress or as a moderator of the links between any of the four social stressors, and
outcome levels of psychological distress.
4.1.2. Project Background, Access to RHS Data and Ethics Approval

The purpose of the present study (Study Two) was to examine particular social stressors
and potential cultural factors that might influence outcome levels of psychological distress in a
nationally representative sample of First Nations adults that live on-reserve. Like Study One,
Study Two was a cross-sectional study. A total of 12,137 adults (>18 years old) participated and
the average age of adult participants was approximately 47.69 years old (SD= 7.20). The
analyses presented in this thesis are part of a larger research initiative being led by the
Thunderbird Partnership Foundation (TPF). See Chapter 3 for a thorough description of the
background of the RHS.
4.2. MEASURES
4.2.1. Gender/Sex

Participants were asked if they were male or female, although it was not specified
whether they were responding to the question based on their sex or gender identity. Although a
separate question inquired whether participants identified as Transgender and/or Two-Spirited,
participants tended to omit the question. Therefore, for this Thesis project, we used the single
dichotomous question about male and female identity, recognizing the significant limitations and
that additional gender identities exist beyond male, female, and transgender, and two-spirited
identities.
4.2.2. Psychological Distress

Psychological distress was assessed using the 10-question Kessler scale (K10; Kessler et
al., 2002) that inquired whether or not participants experienced feelings (symptoms) of anxiety
(e.g., “...often...feel so nervous...nothing could calm you?”’) or depression (e.g., “often...feel so
sad...nothing could cheer you up?”’) within the past month. Participants were asked to rank their
experiences with these statements on a scale of 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all of the time).
Responses were calculated by adding the sum of all 10 questions, that resulted in a possible score
that ranged from 10-50. Higher cumulative scores indicated higher levels of psychological

distress within the past month (prior to the survey).
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Although research has regarded psychological distress having good convergent validity
(Andrews & Slade, 2001; Cornelius et al., 2013), criterion validity, and predictive value for
disorders related to depression or anxiety (Andersen et al., 2007; Furukawa, et al., 2003; Kessler
et al., 2002). the K10 has also shown strong reliability within First Nations and other Indigenous
populations (Bougie, Arim, Kohen & Findlay, 2016; FNIGC, 2018a).
4.2.3. Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying was measured with the single dichotomous question that inquired whether
(Yes) or not (No) the participant experienced cyberbullying within the past twelve months. The
following definition of bullying was provided to all adult participants directly above the
dichotomous question: “Cyberbullying refers to the use of a computer or other electronic device
to engage in bullying.” Participants who selected “Don’t know” or “Refused” were excluded
from the analyses.
4.2.4. Verbal Aggression

Verbal aggression was measured using the question: “Have you experienced any verbal
aggression towards you in the past 12 months? Verbal aggression includes threats, insults, name
calling, etc.”. Multiple choice options were dichotomized into two categories: yes (included
“yes, often”, “yes, sometimes” and “yes, rarely” response options) and no (included “never”
response option). Participants who selected “Don’t know” or “Refused” were excluded from the
analyses.
4.2.5. Physical Aggression

Physical aggression was measured using the question: “Have you experienced any
physical aggression towards you in the past 12 months? This includes hitting, kicking, crowding,
etc.”. Multiple choice options were dichotomized into two categories: yes (included “yes, often”,
“yes, sometimes” and “yes, rarely” response options) and #no (included “never” response option).
Participants who selected “Don’t know” or “Refused” were excluded from the analyses.
4.2.6. Racism

Racism was measured with the single dichotomous question that inquired whether (Yes)
or not (No) the participant had personally experienced any instances of racism (i.e., perceived
racism) in the past 12 months. Participants who indicated that they did not know or refused were

excluded from the analyses.
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4.2.7. Community Belonging

Community belonging was measured using a single question that required participants to
rate their “sense of belonging to their local community” using one of the following response
options: “very strong”, “somewhat strong”, “somewhat weak” or “very weak”. In our analyses,
the response options were dichotomized into those with “very” or “somewhat” strong feelings of
belonging and those with “somewhat weak” or “very weak” feelings of belonging. This was
motivated by the low number of participants that indicated “very weak” community belonging,
which rendered the statistic unreliable. Participants who selected “Don’t know” or “Refused”
were excluded from the analyses.
4.2.8. Participation in Community Cultural Events

Participation in community cultural events was measured using a single question that
required participants to rate how often they “took part in their local community’s cultural
events”. Participants had the following response options: using “always/almost always”,
“sometimes”, “rarely” and “never”. In the analyses, the response options were dichotomized into
those who selected “always/almost always” and/or “sometimes”, compared to those who selected
the response option of “rarely” or “never”. This was motivated by the low number of participants
who indicated “never”, which rendered the statistic unreliable. Participants who selected “Don’t
know” or “Refused” were excluded from the analyses.
4.2.9. Importance of Traditional Spirituality

Importance of traditional (Indigenous) spirituality was measured only in the adult RHS.
This construct was measured with a single question that inquired whether adult participants
“strongly agree”, “agree”, “neither agree nor disagree”, “disagree”, or “strongly disagree” with
the statement: “Traditional spirituality is important to me.” In the analyses, the participant
response options for this variable were dichotomized into those that agreed or strongly agreed
that traditional spirituality was important, and those who strongly disagreed, disagreed, or neither
agreed nor disagreed. Participants who selected “Don’t know” or “Refused” were excluded from

the analyses.

4.3. STUDY TWO: ADULT RESULTS
4.3.1. Descriptive and Bivariate Statistics

In total, after data-cleaning and the deletion of incomplete response/surveys, the final
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sample consisted of 23,167 children, youth and adults from 253 communities (final response rate
=76.1%). A total of 12,137 adults (18 years or older) represented 282,129 adults (total number
retrieved from 2015/16 RHS final descriptive Report [FNGIC, 2018]). Participant ages ranged
from 18-97 years old and the average age of adult participants was approximately 47.69 years
old (SD = 17.20).

About half of participants self-identified as male (46.61%) and half as female (53.39%)),
and the mean age was 47.69 years (SE=.16). Close to one quarter (23.6%; 95% CI: 1.9% to
13.7%) of adults claimed that they had experienced physical aggression rarely, sometimes or
often in the past year, and 38.8% (95% CI: 4.5% to 18.8%) experienced verbal aggression rarely,
sometimes or often in the past year. Seven percent (6.9%; 95% CI: 6.1% to 7.9%) of adults
reported experiencing cyberbullying in the past year, and 24.4% (CI: 22.0% to 26.4%)
experienced racism within the last year. About four in five (86%; 95% CI: 31.5% to 49.1%)
adults reported that their sense of belonging to their local community was very strong or
somewhat strong, and 67.2% (95% CI: 17.7% to 49.9%) reported that they always, almost
always or sometimes took part in their local community’s cultural events. Most adults (71.0%,
95% CI: 69.2 to 72.8) agreed or strongly agreed that traditional spirituality is important to them.

The mean score on the psychological distress scale was 17.69 (95% CI: 16.45 to 18.91),
which was higher among females (M=18.50; 95% CI: 18.07 to 18.92) than males (M=16.88; CI:
16.45 to 17.31). Psychological distress levels were higher among those who reported
experiencing physical aggression (M=22.02; CI: 21.51 to 22.54) and verbal aggression
(M=21.05; 95% CI: 20.65 to 21.44) compared to those who did not report physical (M=16.19;
95% CI: 15.86 to 16.52) or verbal aggression (M=15.43; 95% CI: 15.07 - 15.79). The mean
psychological distress score for those who had been cyberbullied in the past year was higher
(M=23.41; 95% CI: 22.31 to 24.51) compared to those who did not experience cyberbullying
(M=17.14; 95% CI: 16.80 to 17.48). Those who experienced racism within the last year had
higher mean psychological distress scores (M=19.94; 95% CI: 19.39 to 2.49) compared to those
who did not (M=16.84; 95% CI: 16.48 to 17.21). Those who had very or somewhat strong
feelings of belonging reported lower psychological distress (M=16.90; 95% CI 16.54 to 17.25)
compared to those who had very or somewhat weak belonging (M=20.63; 95% CI: 20.06 to
21.21). Those who participated in community cultural events always/almost always or

sometimes did not differ significantly in mean psychological distress levels (M=17.60; 95% CI:
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17.20 to 18.00) in comparison to those that participated rarely or never (M=17.87; 95% CI: 17.40
to 18.40). Likewise, mean distress levels among adults who either strongly agreed or agreed that
traditional spirituality is important to them (M=17.86; 95% CI: 17.47 to 18.25) did not differ
significantly from those who neither agree/disagree, disagree nor strongly disagree (M=16.93;
95% CI: 16.39 to 17.48).
4.3.2. ANOVA Predicting Psychological Distress — Model with All Four Social
Stressors

In step 1 with only age and gender in the model, younger adult age was associated with
higher levels of psychological distress (b= -.06; 95% CI: -.073 to -.048) and females reported
greater mean psychological distress levels compared to males (b=-1.68; 95% CI: -2.12 to -1.24).
The variables age and gender together accounted for 3% of the variance in psychological distress
levels (R?=.029%). Adding the four social stressor variables to their respective models in step 2
resulted in increased R? compared to step 1 in each case®*, with those who experienced the

stressor reporting higher psychological distress (Tables 10-16).

33 The addition of the three cultural variables also resulted in an increased R? in step 3 which is AR?=0.15
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Table 10 Estimates in Step 2 When the Social Stressors Were Added to the Same Model

Predicting Psychological Distress (PD).

R>=.18 B Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p-value
Age -.017 -.03 -.01 .001
Gender/sex? -1.26 -1.64 -.88 .001
Physical 2.90 2.33 3.5 .001
aggression

Verbal 3.29 2.82 3.76 .001
aggression

Cyberbullying 2.99 1.89 4.08 .001
Racism .88 37 1.40 .001

Female =2 and male = 1.
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Adults who reported strong or very strong feelings of belonging reported lower
psychological distress levels compared to those with weak or very week feelings of belonging.*
Those that indicated that traditional spirituality was somewhat or very important claimed that
they had higher levels of psychological distress compared to those who neither agreed nor
disagreed, disagreed, or strongly disagreed. Participation in community cultural events was not
significant associated with psychological distress (Table 2). An analysis was run in which all of
the possible two-way interactions between each social stressor and each cultural variable,
however there was collinearity between the independent variables and so four subsequent

ANOVAs were carried out in which each social stressor was assessed separately.

34 The addition of the three cultural variables also resulted in an increased R? in step 3 which is AR?=0.15.
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Table 11 Estimates in Step 3 When the Cultural Factors Were Added to the Model
Predicting Psychological Distress (PD).

R?=21 B Lower  Upper p-value
95% CI  95% CI

Age -014 -.03 -.004 .009
Gender/sex? -1.07 -1.47 -.67 .001
Physical aggression 2.683 2.10 3.26 .001
Verbal aggression 3.363 2.89 3.84 .001
Cyberbullying 2.561 1.39 3.74 .001
Racism .619 .090 1.15 .023
Community belonging -3.079 -3.63 -2.53 .001
Participation in community cultural events .092 -34 53 .678
Importance of traditional spirituality 784 32 1.25 .001

. Female =2 and male = 1.

50



4.3.3. Model with Physical Aggression Predicting Psychological Distress

An ANOVA in which the interactions between physical aggression and each cultural
variable were included in the models revealed that physical aggression and importance of
traditional spirituality were associated with increased psychological distress and having strong
feelings of community belonging was associated with reduced psychological distress.
Importance of traditional spirituality interacted with physical aggression such that the association
between physical aggression and psychological distress was stronger among those who agreed

that traditional spirituality was important (See Table 12 & Figure 2).
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Table 12 Estimates of Interactions Between Physical Aggression and Each Cultural

Variable in Model with Physical Aggression Predicting Psychological Distress

(PD).

R?’=.16 B Lower Upper 95% CI p-value
95% CI

Age -.026 -.037 -.02 .001
Gender/sex? -1.496 -1.89 -1.10 .001
Physical aggression 4.086 5.51 .001
(PA) 2.66
Community belonging -3.297 -3.94 -2.65 .001
Participation in .033 -.52 -.58 905
community cultural
events
Importance of .682 A2 1.25 .019
traditional spirituality
PA * Community -.044 -1.26 1.17 .943
belonging
PA * Participation in 462 -.82 1.75 478
community cultural
events
PA * Importance of 1.142 .010 2.27 .048

traditional spirituality

. Female =2 and male = 1.
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Figure 2. A line graph depicting the interaction between importance of traditional spirituality
with physical aggression in predicting psychological distress among First Nations adults living
on-reserve. The upper line graph displays levels of psychological distress as a function whether
the adult has experienced physical aggression within the past year, and whether they do (yes) or
do not (no) believe that traditional spirituality is important to them. The lower line graph displays
levels of psychological distress as a function of whether the adult has experienced physical
aggression within the last year, and whether they hold agreed or disagreed that traditional
spirituality was important in their life. As depicted in this graph, agreement that traditional
spirituality was important in their life was associated with statistically significantly higher levels
of psychological distress (p<0.1) even if the adult had experienced or been the victim of physical

aggression within the past year.
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4.3.4. Model with Verbal Aggression Predicting Psychological Distress

An ANOVA in which the interactions between verbal aggression and each cultural
variable were included in the models revealed that verbal aggression and importance of
traditional spirituality were associated with increased psychological distress, whereas those with
high feelings of belonging reported lower psychological distress levels. None of the three
cultural factors moderated the relationships between experiences of verbal aggression in the past

year and levels of psychological distress within the past month (See Table 4 & Figure 2).
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Table 13 Estimates of Interactions between Verbal Aggression and Each Cultural Variable

in Model with Verbal Aggression Predicting Psychological Distress (PD).

R?=.22 B Lower 95% CI Upper p-value
95% CI

Age -.028 -.02 -.04 .001

Gender/sex® -1.206 -.81 -1.69 .001

Verbal aggression (VA) 5.191 6.38 4.01 .001

Community belonging -3.231 -2.58 -3.89 .001

Participation in -.559 84 -.15 175

community cultural

events

Importance of traditional .628 1.17 .09 .022

spirituality

VA * Community -.331 .70 -1.36 526

belonging

VA * Participation in -.559 32 -1.44 214

community cultural

events

VA * Importance of 735 1.98 -.11 .086

traditional spirituality

. Female =2 and male = 1.
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4.3.5. Model with Cyberbullying Predicting Psychological Distress

An ANOVA in which the interactions between cyber-bullying and each cultural variable
were included in the models revealed that cyberbullying and importance of traditional spirituality
were associated with increased psychological distress, and strong belonging was associated with
reduced psychological distress. No cultural factors moderated relationships between experiences

of cyberbullying and psychological distress.
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Table 14. Estimates of Interactions Between Cyberbullying and Each Cultural Variable in
Model with Cyberbullying Predicting Psychological Distress (PD).

R?=.22 B Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p-value
Age -.041 -.05 -.03 .001
Gender/sex? -1.125 -1.55 -.70 .001
Cyberbullying (CB) 5.236 2.87 7.60 .001
Community belonging -3.758 -4.35 -3.16 .001
Participation in community  .193 =316 .703 455
cultural events

Importance  of  traditional 1.066 509 1.62 .001
spirituality

CB* Community belonging 1.609 -.58 3.80 .149
CB* Participation in  -1.468 -3.89 .96 234
community cultural events

CB * Importance of traditional -.179 -2.19 1.83 .860

spirituality

. Female =2 and male = 1.
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4.3.6. Model with Racism Predicting Psychological Distress

An ANOVA in which the interactions between racism and each cultural variable were
included in the models revealed that having a strong sense of community belonging was
associated with reduced psychological distress, and those who agreed that traditional spirituality
was important or who were cyberbullied reported higher mean psychological distress levels.
Sense of community belonging moderated the relationship between experiences of racism within
the past year and high levels of psychological distress, such that the association is reduced

among those who strong feelings of belonging.
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Table 15 Estimates of Interactions Between Racism and Each Cultural Variable in Model
with Racism Predicting Psychological Distress (PD).

R2=.089 B Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p-value
Age -.051 -.06 -.038 .001
Gender/sex? -1.383 -1.82 -.95 .001
Racism 4.030 2.56 5.50 .001
Community -3.011 -3.67 -2.35 .001
belonging
Participation in 238 -41 .89 470
community
cultural events
Importance of 1.186 .58 1.78 .001
traditional
spirituality
Racism * -1.462 -2.64 -.28 .015
Community
belonging
Racism * -.181 -1.51 1.15 788
Participation in
community
cultural events
Racism * -.449 -1.69 .80 477

Importance of
traditional

spirituality

a Female =2 and male = 1.
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Figure 3. A line graph depicting significant interaction of community belonging with racism in
predicting psychological distress among First Nations adults living on-reserve. The upper line
graph displays levels of psychological distress as a function whether the adult has experienced
bullying within the past year, and whether they hold strong or weak feelings of community
belonging. The lower line graph displays levels of psychological distress as a function of
whether the adult has experienced racism within the last year, and whether they hold strong or
weak feelings of community belonging. As depicted in the line graph, high ratings of (i.e.,
strong) community belonging was associated with statistically significantly lower levels of
psychological distress (p<0.05) even if the adult had experienced or been the victim of racism

within the past year.
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4.4. MAIN FINDINGS SUMMARY

Among First Nations adults living on-reserve, according to secondary data analyses with
the 2015/16 RHS, experiences of verbal aggression, physical aggression, cyberbullying, and
racism were associated with higher levels of psychological distress. Adults who reported strong
feelings of community belonging reported lower levels of psychological distress compared to
those who reported somewhat or very weak feelings of belonging. High levels of community
belonging also moderated (buffered) the association between experiences of racism and
psychological distress. Those who agreed that traditional spirituality was important reported
higher psychological distress compared to those who disagreed or neither agreed/disagreed.
Importance of traditional spiritualty also moderated the association between physical aggression
and psychological distress, such that those who rated traditional spirituality as being important,
and who had experienced an instance/instances of physical aggression experienced higher levels
of psychological distress compared to adults who did not rate traditional spirituality as important

and experienced physical aggression.
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CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION

5.1. SOCIAL STRESSORS AND PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS

The current Master’s thesis project analyzed the youth (Study One) and adult (Study
Two) 2015/16 RHS data, which is a representative survey of First Nations youth and adults
living on-reserve in Canada. As described earlier, the Compensatory Model is concerned with
direct effects of particular protective factors on outcome once the effect of the risk factor is
controlled for (Zimmerman & Arunkimar, 1994). In addition, the Protective Factor Model of
Resilience highlights that certain factors might buffer the relationship between particular risk
factors on various outcomes (Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, & Notaro, 2002). In a social stressor
context, certain factors protect individuals experiencing social stressors (€.g., racism or various
forms of bullying or aggression) against poor outcomes (e.g., psychological distress), but are
relatively unimportant for those not personally experiencing said social stressor. Likewise, some
variables may intensify the relationship between particular social stressors and negative
psychological health outcomes. As both studies highlighted nationally-representative rates of
First Nations populations living on-reserve in Canada exist as relative to social stressors cyber-
bullying in youth and adult populations, bullying within youth populations and physical
aggression, verbal aggression and racism in adult populations, identifying such protective
factors, particularly those amenable to intervention, is of obvious importance.

Across both Study One and Study Two, all social stressors that were assessed among
First Nations youth (bullying, cyberbullying) and adults (cyberbullying, physical aggression,
verbal aggression, and racism) were associated with higher levels of psychological distress.
These findings are similar to other research that has the impact that experiences of bullying and
cyberbullying in Indigenous (e.g., Brolls et al., 2018; Lemstra et al., 2011) and non-Indigenous
(Lemstra, Nielsen, Rogers, Thompson & Moraros, 2012) populations have on psychological
health outcomes. In particular, our findings are similar to the work of Broll et al. (2018) who
found that, among 172 self-identifying First Nations, Metis, and Inuit youth in central/upper
Canada, bullying and cyberbullying was associated with heightened feelings of anxiety and
stress (Broll et al., 2018). Negative impacts of bullying or bullying victimization on
psychological health are concerning, especially considering that, of the 2015/16 RHS samples,
27.9% and 17.9% of First Nations youth living on-reserve experienced bullying and

cyberbullying respectively, and 6.9% of adults experienced cyberbullying at least once within the
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year prior to completing the survey). While it can be assumed that rates differ according to
various contextual and community factors (Brownlee, 2014) these rates are similar to those
observed in Broll et al., (2018) and Lemstra et al., (2011). The high rates of bullying stressors
observed in our nationally-representative samples is concerning, especially given the negative
impacts that bullying and cyberbullying can have on health and social wellbeing in various
contexts (Carter, 2011; Martinez-Monteagudo, Delgado, Garcia-Fernandez & Ruiz-Esteban,
2020; Soderberg & Bjorkqvist, 2020; Thomas et al., 2016; Neto, Ferreira, Martinez & Ferreira,
2017). In this regard, some researchers have highlighted that bullying in various contexts can
have negative impacts on social and emotional development (such as relationship building)
(Franks, 2012; Huang, Lewis, Cohen, Prewett, & Herman, 2018; Shea & Wiener, 2003;
Sigurdson, 2019). It is also possible that some youth who are bullied, will begin to bully others
and as a consequence, reduce the likelihood that they will foster reciprocal and genuine social
supports with others their age (see Lazuras, Barkoukis & Tsorbatzoudis, 2017).

In addition to bullying, while there is a lack of research that has explored specific
aggression variables among Indigenous groups in Canada and elsewhere, research that has
explored other experiences of violence and their links to psychological health outcomes show
similar results to the findings of this Master’s Thesis. For example, Evans-Campbell, Lindhorst,
Huang, and Walters (2006) found that among 112 adult American Indian and Alaskan Native
women in New York City, links existed between interpersonal and other forms of violence with
negative psychological health outcomes, such as depression. Other research in specific contexts
with smaller samples has shown that First Nations peoples, such as those in western Canada, are
also at a heightened risk of experiencing of various forms of violence or aggression (Farley,
Quinn & Cotton, 2005). For example, interviews from 100 prostituting women and children
were collected using snowball recruitment) in primarily in the East Vancouver, Canada (age
range 13-49 years, Mage=28 years). Even while 52% of interviewees were First Nations
(compared to 48% non-First Nations), statistically significantly higher proportions of First
Nations experienced childhood physical and/or sexual abuse compared to their non-First Nations
counterparts (Farley, Quinn & Cotton, 2005). While the nationally-representative rates of Study
Two highlight that 11% and 21.0% of adults experiencing physical aggression or verbal
aggression respectively (within the year prior to the survey), these high rates are concerning;

especially as particular experiences of aggression have shown to have links with negative

63



psychological health outcomes, including PTSD symptoms (Farley, Quinn & Cotton, 2005).

In addition to psychological outcomes associated with variables that measured
aggression, Study Two found that just under 1 in 4 (24.2%) First Nations adults personally
experienced racism in the year prior to the survey. While almost one-fourth sounds like a high
proportion, it is possible this rate is lower compared to First Nations adults living off-reserve —as
First Nations might be less likely to interact with non-Indigenous peoples outside of their
community. However, the construct of “racism” is not measured nationally across off-reserve
populations (i.e., Aboriginal Peoples Survey) in Canada, so our current proportional findings
cannot be discussed in contrast to the national off-reserve First Nations population. Nonetheless,
the rates uncovered in Study Two are concerning, especially given the direct relationship
between racism and psychological distress symptoms found in our analyses. Poor psychological
health as a consequence of racism experiences is a finding not unlike that of Bombay et al.
(2010), who found that among 220 First Nations adults in Canada, perceived discrimination was
associated with heightened depressive symptoms, or that of Whitbeck et al. (2002) who found
that among 287 Midwestern American Indian adults, discrimination was associated with
depressive symptoms. Overall, it is expected that the common element through which all social
stressors measured heightened psychological distress might be through heightened or prolonged
feelings of social rejection or invalidation (Wright & Li, 2013; Wright, Harper &Wachs, 2019).
In addition, various social stressor experiences have also shown to be associated with other
negative such as alcohol or substance use (Davis, et al., 2018; DeWall & Bushman, 2011;
Huang, 2020; Kwate, Valdimarsdottir, Guevarra & Bovbjerg, 2003; Leary et al., 2003; McFarlin,
Fals-Stewart, Major & Justice, 2001; Pittman, & Kaur, 2018; Vidourek, King, & Merianos,
2016; Wesselmann, Nairne & Williams, 2012).

5.2. DIRECT LINKS BETWEEN CULTURAL VARIABLES IN RELATION
TO PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS

In both youth (Study One) and adult (Study Two), a heightened sense of community
belonging to First Nations community was associated with significantly lower levels of
psychological distress. These findings are consistent with a handful of other research that has
explored these links (Hill, 2009). For example, Hill (2009) found that amongst 453 American
Indian adults, a sense of belonging to one’s home community was negatively linked with

heightened suicidal ideation, as well as had a protective effect against heightened depressive
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symptoms (Hill, 2009). Studies such as Hill (2009) and ours reiterate the attributes of the “First
Nations Mental Wellness Continuum Framework” that characterizes mental wellness as a
combination of belonging, purpose, hope, and meaning, with culture being the foundation of
mental wellness for First Nations populations (i.e., holistic balance of mental, physical, spiritual,
and emotional health) (Health Canada, 2015).

Relative to our studies, it is possible that a strong sense of belonging to a social group
heightened a sense of purpose in life, wherein heightened purpose in life has shown to protective
against diminished psychological health outcomes in particular populations (Wang, Koenig, Ma
& Shohaib, 2016; Pinquart, 2002; Wann, Hackathorn & Sherman, 2017). Similarly, it is possible
that a heightened sense of social connection achieved through high belonging reduces the
likelihood of poor psychological health, as for some, increased social connectedness has been
associated with reduced depressive symptoms in other populations (Hagerty, Williams, Coyne &
Early, 1996; Werner-Seidler, Afzali, Chapman, Sunderland & Slade, 2017). It is important to one
point out that the one-item measure of belonging was specifically in relation to their sense of
belonging to their local community(which if you are living on-reserve is your home community),
which can include belonging to the community culture and/or feelings of belonging to other
community members (regardless of cultural orientation). Therefore, this makes it impossible to
determine whether participants answered the question in relation to citing their sense of
belonging to the culture within their own First Nation community, or if they are rating their
belonging in relation to non-culture-related feelings of belonging or ties with other members of
the community.

Our study demonstrates that participation in community cultural events was not
significantly associated with psychological distress among youth or adults. Although some
research has shown protective effects of participation in community and/or cultural events
(Whitbeck et al., 2002), it is possible that First Nations youth and adults might attend because
they feel obliged due to a voluntary commitment, social or political reasons, or feeling that they
need to keep up social appearances in order to avoid rumors shared or initiated about their
absence or “non-communal” behaviour. From this standpoint, it is possible that just attending
cultural community events might not be enough to reduce psychological distress, especially if the
individual already experiences feelings of depression and anxiety - because they might view

benign ambiguous social interactions as negative, and attribute the less favorable outcomes to
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their personal social wrong doings (Gotlib et al., 2004ab; Joiner & Coyne, 1999). Although
Whitbeck et al. (2002) found that participation in traditional activities was associated with
reduced depressive symptoms among 287 American Indian adults from the upper Midwest
United States, the authors posited that these outcomes may have been attributed linked to the
social support gained from participation at the community members at events, rather than the
actual act of participating in the activities themselves (see Whitbeck et al., 2002).

One surprising finding was that a high sense of importance of traditional spirituality for
adults and importance of traditional events for youth was associated with Aigher (rather than
lower) levels of psychological distress. As indicated in relation to participation in community
cultural events, this link likely reflected the fact that those who have been affected directly or
intergenerationally negatively psychologically impacted by the IRS system and other aspects of
colonization are more likely to turn to traditional spirituality and cultural activities as a way of
healing and wellness (Bombay et al., 2014ab, 2018; Health Canada, 2015; TRC, 2015). An
explanation for our findings relates to the concept that indeed, some adults might consider
traditional spirituality important, or some youth might consider traditional events important;
however, as previously discussed, these links do not translate to direct knowledge of their
frequency of engagement with traditional spirituality or events, but rather reflect the importance
they give such traditional events. In this regard, some might experience shame participating, due
to trauma experienced at the hand of colonizers (IRSs), as many survivors of IRS reported that
colonizers emphasized the importance of Indigenous culture as inferior, shameful and devilish,
which were debilitating narratives that may have been transferred across familial generations
(Koelwyn, 2018). It is possible that these shame might become inadvertently associated with
various aspects of their culture (e.g., Louth, 2012) which in turn, might be feelings that are
socialized and taught to younger generations through complex intergenerational pathways
(Bombay et al., 2014ab; 2017).

....... While this is a complex hypothetical but potential pathway, of course, it is important to note
within both our studies, we are using cross-sectional data, which is difficult to interpret with
respect to whether the psychological distress predated the feelings of importance of traditional
spirituality or traditional events, or the feelings of importance of traditional spirituality or
traditional events predated the psychological distress.

5.3. CULTURAL FACTORS AS MODERATORS OF LINKS BETWEEN
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SOCIAL STRESS AND PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS

For adults, high levels of cultural community belonging moderated (protected) against
high levels of psychological distress that were associated with experiences of racism within the
last year. For youth, high levels of cultural community belonging moderated (protected) against
high levels of psychological distress that were associated with experiences of bullying and
moderated the links between psychological distress experiences of cyberbullying and high
psychological distress. Compared to other research, these findings advance understandings of
belonging while corroborating previous research in this area. For example, a strong sense of
community belonging buffered against the negative effects that educational or financial factors
had on depressive symptoms and increased suicidality (Clarke, Colantonio, Rhodes & Escobar,
2008). While this particular sample did not include First Nations living on-reserve, these
analyses were formed with 2000/01 Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS 1.1) data found
that Indigenous peoples that lived off-reserve reported greater suicidality compared to English
speaking white Canadians, but suicidality was not directly associated with their sense of
belonging to their community where they live. In the CCHS 1.1, having a strong sense of
belonging was indirectly associated with reduced suicidality through its association with reduced
depressive symptoms associated with income and education. In this regard, the meaning of the
question about belonging to their “local community” has different meanings for First Nations
living on-reserve and for First Nations, Metis, and Inuit peoples living off-reserve. While one’s
home community is synonymous with the community they are currently living in for First
Nations youth living on-reserve, this is not the case for First Nations youth living off-reserve,
who may feel weak belonging to their home First Nations community and strong belonging to
the community they live in, or vice versa. The question in the 2000/01 CCHS asked Indigenous
youth living off-reserve about their sense of belonging to the community in which they were
living, which for the most part was assumed to be multicultural communities in various contexts
across Canada with varying proportions of Indigenous peoples living there.
Despite the potential differences of the meaning of this question to First Nations peoples living
off and on-reserve, the current findings add to the literature demonstrating the potential positive
outcomes associated with having a strong sense of belonging, and provide evidence that having a
strong sense of belong specific to one’s First Nations community is associated with reduced

psychological distress among youth living on-reserve. Whereas social stressors heightened social
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rejection and subsequent negative mood, higher belonging might mitigate heightened feelings of
depression or anxiety. For example, our findings are comparable to research that explored
longitudinal data of 408 children that revealed that those with low ethnic-racial identity (ERI)
affirmation’® that had parents who had experienced discrimination/racism were more likely to
have difficulties with social emotional well-being two years later (Marcelo & Yates, 2019).

It is important to recognize that some researchers might measure belonging as related more to
cultural identity status that one belongs to rather than the extent to one feels connected or
connects with their community or culture. For example, one study that look at ethnic identity
belonging, or otherwise just being a “Latino/a”, among 1,613 Latino/a adolescents, ethnic
positively predicted substance use and depressive symptoms through the pathway of experiences
of discrimination (Meca et al., 2020). Therefore, when researcher definitions of sense of
belonging are important to be operationalized and understood before applying them.

Various studies such as these reflect unique patterns among differing populations,
including different ways in which belonging is defined and measured, which is a directive for
future research to better define various categories of belonging, and other related factors to allow
for a practical cross-comparison process. It is possible that these links were found because
particular social stressors can be very intimate prolonged social rejection experiences; wherein
the idea that one feels a sense of belonging can mitigate some of those devastating mental health
symptoms that are attributed to feeling that sense of social rejection; and thereby that strong
sense of belonging can protect against heightened feelings of psychological distress. Recall that
Sir John A. McDonald stated in 1883:

“When the school is on the reserve, the child lives with its parents, who are savages; he is

surrounded by savages, and though he may learn to read and write his habits, and training

and mode of thought are Indian. He is simply a savage who can read and write. It has

been strongly pressed on myself as the head of the Department, that Indian children

35 Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure-Revised Version (MEIM-R; Phinney & Ong, 2007) was used. Scale

adapted from Phinney (1992). Ethnicity was directly defined as:
“In this country, people come from a lot of different cultures and there are many different words to
describe the different backgrounds or ethnic groups that people come from. Some examples of the
names of ethnic groups are Mexican American, Hispanic, Black, Asian American, American
Indian, Anglo American, and White. Every person is born into one or more ethnic groups, but
people differ on how important their ethnicity is to them, how they feel about it, and how much
their behavior is affected by it. These questions are about your ethnicity or your ethnic group and
how you feel about it or react to it.”
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should be withdrawn as much as possible from the parental influence, and the only way

to do that would be to put them in central training industrial schools where they will

acquire the habits and modes of thought of white men” (TRC, 2015, p. 2).

While Sir John A. McDonald and several other political leaders for decades have encouraged
assimilation through cultural disconnection, as reserves are no longer dictated directly by
Canadian federal institutions, First Nations peoples living on-reserve, especially children, can
now grow up on that reserve and practice their culture without criminalization/ prosecution.
Whereas Western culture is individualistic, First Nations culture is often regarded as highly
collectivistic — wherein there is respect among ages, among peoples, and typically a great amount
of communication between Indigenous peoples. In addition, First Nations nation-wide are now
criticizing the government for their systemic racism and oppression — and continue to band
together to fight internally so as to spread the knowledge of their culture from the Elders before
they pass away, and fast, in order to recover as much as possible from ongoing colonial practices
and survive any future disintegration or abuse. Our findings are clear that a sense of belonging to
one’s First Nations community is associated with decreased psychological distress — regardless
of the expected diminished well-being in the context or racism or that bullying either intra- or
inter-ethnically might result in.

For adults, high levels of importance of spirituality not only was unexpectedly associated
directly with higher levels of psychological distress, but it moderated the links between levels of
psychological distress associated experiences of physical aggression. Specifically, when adult
participants ranked traditional spirituality as having greater importance to them, they also
reported significantly higher levels of psychological distress that were associated with prior
experiences of physical aggression. Other studies have shown similar links, such as among 854
participants (79.4% “White”, 13.4% “Black”, 7.1% “Other”’) wherein heightened spirituality
significantly moderated the relationship between physical aggression and workplace stress
(Sprung et al., 2012), or in other words the direction in which spirituality moderated was that
spirituality was a factor that reduced/exacerbated high levels of workplace stress that were
associated with experiences of aggression (Sprung et al., 2012). In another study, among 444
undergraduate students from private Roman Catholic universities in the Northeast United States,
where religious wellbeing was protective against symptoms of depression and PTSD related to

dating violence victimization (Polichnowski, 2008).
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It is possible that in this sample, those who had high importance of traditional spirituality
experienced higher psychological distress as a response to physical aggression because they
might have firmer values related to morals and rules around interpersonal treatment among all
peoples in general. Although not yet research in depth, in this regard, it is possible that when an
individual experiences physical aggression, they are upset, and feel that not only were their
physical boundaries have been violated, but just as painfully, their psychological ones were —
such that it is possible that people with high levels of importance of traditional spirituality then
proceed to experience higher levels of psychological discomfort in the form of psychological
distress.

Finally, changes in the frequency or levels of community cultural event participation (for
youth and adults) and whether or not a youth viewed traditional cultural events as “important”
did not buffer against the direct links between any social stressors and psychological distress
among First Nations youth or adults. While an exceptionally small amount of research has been
done in this area, our findings do contrast with one study by Whitbeck and colleagues (2002).
Whitbeck and colleagues (2002) found that participation in traditional events served as a
protective buffer against depressive symptoms exacerbated from perceived discrimination among
287 American Indian adults from the upper Midwest United States. However, Whitbeck and
colleagues (2002) cautioned within their paper that the underlying mechanism through which
high levels of cultural event participation moderated the relationship between discrimination and
depressive symptoms might have been more closely related to social support; particularly
because many of the cultural practices (e.g., pow wows) were primarily social events or
activities. In this vein, Whitbeck et al. (2002) explored “social support” as an independent
moderating variable of its own in the same study, and found that it moderated the links between
perceived discrimination and depression symptoms as well (Whitbeck, et al., 2002). Another
factor that may have influenced our results relates to how the question about “participation in
community cultural events” was asked in the RHS survey. In this regard, participants may have
incorrectly over- or under-estimated their previous or future event participation — or had either
positive, negative or fluctuating understandings of what “cultural event” meant to them —
compared to Whitbeck et al. (2002) who asked about specific event information. However, less
research has explored directly what certain practices and participation events mean to

participants — as it may change over time due to various factors, including those who are leading
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the traditional ceremonies.

Overall, this Master’s Thesis also addressed a few recommendations/ calls to action as
depicted in Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada Final Report (TRC, 2015). For
example, this project supported an understanding that “the current state of Aboriginal health in
Canada is a direct result of previous Canadian government policies” and that the “health-care
rights of Indigenous peoples” need to be further “recognized” across various levels of Canadian
government (TRC, 2015). The current project recognizes the unique history and health of First
Nations living on-reserve, and the unique resilience factors that might buffer against heightened
psychological distress under particular social stressor conditions. The project also recognizes the
need for continued awareness, exploration and “recognition of the value of Indigenous healing
practices” (TRC, 2015). Due to the complex social stressors and relationship many First Nations
peoples might have with culture and the deleterious that psychological distress might have on
well-being, this research encourages policies and funding programs to support and encourage an
“increased number of Indigenous health-care professionals”. As well, “cultural competency
training for those in the health-care field” is encouraged so that First Nations community
members can finally prosper physically, psychologically, and spiritually (TRC, 2015).

5.4. LIMITATIONS

There were multiple limitations with the methodology of both studies. First, all
relationships analyzed in the data were cross-sectional, such that causality or the direction of the
relationships cannot be inferred — and may perhaps in some cases be cyclical. For example, it is
possible that those who are distressed are more likely to be bullied because they might isolate
and be viewed as “loner” and easy victim, wherein the experience of bullying exacerbates their
levels of psychological distress and their subsequent isolating behaviors. Alternatively, it is
possible that peoples with high psychological distress (e.g., high depression) might be more
likely to report low belonging because they avoid social events and other events in which they
would have had the opportunity to heighten their sense of belonging to their local community.
While some relationships might be cyclical, another significant limitation across both studies is
that several single-question measures were used (see Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007). However,
because the RHS includes dozens of pages of questions, if multiple-question measures had been
used, this might heighten participant error rate, fatigue, and reduce completion accuracy

(Hoeppner, Kelly, Urbanoski, & Slaymaker, 2011). While we also dichotomized our cultural and
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social variables, it may have also increased the risk of false positives, as considerable variability
may have existed between response options. The surveys were also susceptible to various biases
and errors, including participant recall and social acceptability bias. For example, some
participants may have provided misleading survey responses if they were concerned that their
responses might be linked with their identifying information (e.g., due to the small size of their
reserve). Participants may have also “faked good” because they wanted to promote positive
narratives around the psychological health and wellbeing of First Nations people who live on-
reserve (see Nichols & Maner, 2010). In terms of drawing implications from the results, the
present study will not be able to claim that any of our findings are uniquely generalizable to only
First Nations youth who live on-reserve in Canada. This is because the present study does not
have a comparison or control population, such as First Nations youth and adults who live off’
reserve. We are aware that a significant limitation is how gender is asked, such that other
LGBTQQIP2SAA community members were not identified in our study. The gender identity
multiple choice question answers no in the FNRHS included male and female. Although a later
question asked if the participant identified as Transgender and/or Two-Spirited, a significant
proportion did not answer the question, which we only could feasibly use those who identified as
male or female in the survey. Due to this limitation, gender identity and the continuous nature of
age, we focused less on these demographic variables throughout the current project. However, it
is hoped future editions of the RHS will attend to these gaps and perhaps shift to including a
greater number of diverse categorical gender identity options. In this regard, as the RHS is quite
long, there may be certain similar personality characteristics of all those who successfully
completed the survey, such as higher levels of conscientiousness, or slightly less economic
adversity. Therefore, it is hard to generalize these large sample sizes as nationally-representative
without hesitation, as there may be biasing characteristics of those that completed the survey —

vs. those that either did not complete or completed the survey up until a particular point.
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CHAPTER 6 CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this Master’s thesis project explored correlational data of nationally
representative surveys of First Nations (FNs) adults and youth living on-reserve in Canada.
Multivariate analyses of the 2015/16 First Nations Regional Health Survey (RHS) found that for
youth: (1) experiences of bullying and cyberbullying, and importance of traditional events, were
associated with higher psychological distress, (2) community belonging was associated with
reduced psychological distress, and (3) high community belonging moderated (protected) against
high psychological distress levels associated with experiences of bullying, and with
cyberbullying. In addition, among adults: (1) experiencing verbal aggression, physical
aggression, racism and cyberbullying, and importance of traditional spirituality, was associated
with higher psychological distress, (2) higher community belonging was associated with lower
psychological distress, (3) high community belonging moderated (protected) against high
psychological distress levels that were associated with an experience of racism, and (4) high
levels of traditional spirituality importance served as a moderator, wherein experiences of higher
experiences of psychological distress associated with physical aggression were exacerbated when
adult participants rated importance of traditional spirituality as high. turning back to the original
hypotheses, as predicted, all social stressors resulted in higher psychological distress among
youth and adults. in addition, as predicted, community belonging was associated with
significantly lower levels of psychological distress among youth and adults. finally, community
belonging significantly moderated the relationship between high psychological distress and
experiences of social stressors, but these results were limited to racism as an independent
variable among adults, and bullying and cyberbullying as an independent variable among youth
(i.e., only psychological distress associated with these three social stressors was linked with
reduced psychological distress among those with high community belonging).>

Overall, this Master’s thesis project supported various recommendation by the Truth and
Reconciliation of Canada (2015), such as offering knowledge about “the current state of
Aboriginal health in Canada [and how it] is a direct result of previous Canadian government

policies” as various social stressors were rooted in the context of various negative effects of

36 Recall that we did not have a priori hypotheses for participation in cultural events, importance of
traditional cultural events (youth) or importance of traditional spirituality (adults) as moderators or direct
independent variables.
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colonization, stemming from the Indian Act that was enforced by the Canadian federal
government. The project also address the phrase “recognition of the value of Indigenous healing
practices” and the “health-care rights [and needs] among Indigenous [First Nations] peoples as it
highlights the high rates of psychological distress among Indigenous peoples, the mixed benefits
of particular aspects of culture and the discrepancies among Indigenous and non-Indigenous
populations in various contexts. As a take-away, it is hoped readers will share this knowledge
and go on to share, in whatever capacity they can, that there be an “increased number of
Indigenous health-care professionals™ and associated programs, as well as improved “cultural
competency training for those in the health-care field” about how various levels of community
belonging for First Nations living on-reserve can serve protective factor against particular
psychological health outcomes, such as feelings of anxiety and depression in the context of
psychological distress. Indeed, it is hoped the complex findings be considered as impactful and
important risk and protective factors in relation to psychological wellness for First Nations
communities in Canada, such that the cultural factors that are protective could be targeted in
future healing and wellness services and initiatives. However, continued efforts are needed to
delineate whether protective cultural factors are similar among First Nations peoples living on-
reserve compared to off reserve in Canada, such as through additional cross-sectional analyses
(e.g., Aboriginal Peoples Survey, First Nations Regional Health Survey [RHS]) or qualitative
research. Qualitative research would be most useful to explore community or regional
differences especially because, for example, although having a sense of belonging to one’s
community where they live may certainly be important for the well-being of First Nations, at the
same time, they may also be affected by their sense of belonging to their home First Nations
community in unknown, less harder to quantitatively measure or simply different ways (which
might influence First Nations living off-reserve different than those living on-reserve).
Innovative methods gaining popularity; such as undertaking a two-spirit methodology, would
benefit from exploration of the unexpected effects of various cultural factors and gain additional
contextual information important for delineating the statistical relationships. In this vein, I,
Jocelyn Paul, encourage researchers/health to continue to build reciprocal and genuine
relationships with First Nations communities and engage in community-informed research that
are broad, compared to restricted in statistical effects. As a final thought, as First Nations often

report high rates of suicide rates and weakened health in various respects, continued research is
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needed to protect against the negative effects of particular social stressor victimization in the
healing lens of particular aspects of Indigenous culture protective given certain situations and

population.
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