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Dr. Miriam Steele’s ‘Child & Adolescent Global Mental Health’ Class: 
Collaboration with UNYA

UNYA, founded in 1988, is committed to providing meaningful support and mental health 
resources for Indigenous youth in Vancouver, BC. “UNYA strives to support Indigenous 

youth by providing a diverse continuum of advocacy, preventative and support services 
that respond to their immediate and long-term needs. Today, UNYA delivers 20+ 

programs, with 175+ volunteers, 100 staff, and more than 300 community partners.” 
unya.bc.ca

Based in Vancouver, Canada, on the unceded, traditional 
territories of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh 

peoples.

https://unya.bc.ca/


The Brief

We were tasked with developing a support plan for youth that are on the waitlist for 

supportive services. UNYA has a very high demand for services including their 

counseling and mentoring programs, resulting in waitlists that can be up to 6 months 

long. While they wait, their needs included:

● Support combat hopelessness through relationship building

●  A toolbox for processing emotions

● A safe space to go

● Immediate support in times of crisis



Indigenous Ways 
of Knowing 
(Iwama et al., 2009)

Attachment 
(Bowlby,  1969; 

Ainsworth, 1978;  Steele et al., 1996)

Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979)

Framework

Image from: https://www.waysofknowingforum.ca/news



Chronosystem: Systems over Time 



Macrosystem: Cultural Values

Central questions at the Macro level for Indigenous youth:

● Within the context of historical oppression and 
disconnection of cultural meaning systems (Trickett et. al., 

2009), what does it mean to thrive?

● How does one live well across two vastly different 
worlds?



Macrosystem: Cultural Values

● Observation, evidence, skepticism
● Individual ambition
● Productive, functioning  life = 

good life

E.g., evidence-based treatments, 
DSM-V, psychiatry, mother-child 
relationship

● “Inherited wisdom” (Stephens, 2000)
● “All my relations”
● Connected, integrated  life = 

good life

E.g., Oral histories, coming of age 
rituals, community, grandparent-child 
relationship
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Attachment as a Bridge



Attachment as a Bridge

● Secure (respectful, interconnected) relationships promote 
positive development and lifelong wellbeing

(Bowlby,  1969; Ainsworth, 1978;  Steele et al., 1996)

● Intergenerational transmission of attachment patterns 
(Steele, Steele, & Fonagy, 1996)

○ Reflective Functioning = Inheriting a coherent oral 
history, therefore promoting continuity of self and 
other to the next generation



Exosystem: External Environmental Influences

○ 47% of Canada's Indigenous children live in 
poverty (Beedie et al., 2019)

○ Intergenerational residential school trauma = 
higher likelihood mental health challenges among 
descendents (Bombay et al., 2011; Bombay et al., 2015)

○ As of February 2021, 61 Indigenous communities in 
Canada still faced a water crisis (Wilson et al., 2021)



Exosystem: External Environmental Influences

Barriers at Exosystem level 
= 

Barriers in offering a holistic 
multidimensional intervention



Mesosystem 
Cultural identity, “community self-determination and vitality” are resilience/protective 
factors against mental health risk (Boska et al., 2015, p. 364) 

UNYA’s central strength: fostering healthy, integrated, and 
interdependent connections between biopsychosocial markers of 

wellness

● Intergenerational Continuity: Indigenous ways of knowing (ancestral & 
communal knowledge) are a tool to preserve culture, heal 
intergenerational trauma.
○ Cedar Walk Program: A trauma informed, harm-reduction focused alternative 

education program centering Indigenous teachings, knowledges, and perspectives.
○ Multi-generations at UNYA



Microsystem: Final Deliverables

● TNS intervention is at the heart of the UNYA youth’s 
ecological system (microsystem level)

○ Direct service

○ Emphasis: Building connections, creating a secure base, 
combatting hopelessness

● Virtual Wellness Center

● Fighting for transportation rights to ensure youths ability 
to easily access onsite facilities



Virtual Wellness Center
● Crisis Corner 

○ UNYA as secure base/safe place

● “Write About it” 
○ Journaling for emotional regulation, 

reflective functioning opportunity

● Mindfulness Moments 
○ Mental health tools for coping

● Elder’s Sanctuary 
○ Cultural, intergenerational continuity and storytelling

● Outreach & Community 
○ Building community connections 



Transportation as a Human Right



Hopes for Future Work

➔ Transfer ownership of Virtual Wellness Center, add original art

➔ Peer Mentorship Program

➔ Regular check-ins, continued collaboration

➔ Transportation advocacy

➔ Personal, group, commitment to ongoing learning, activism



Resources 

https://rb.gy/mxk7fx
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