
Growing the next generation of Healthy Youth  

Notes to supplement the presentation given by Tara Christiansen-Stiller, MPH on January 30th, 2019 

How can we improve the mental health and wellness of our Youth: 

Through understanding and awareness of how social determinants of health (factors that influence 
health) in the environment in which youth live we can better support them to thrive.  We are all 
affected by these factors not only at an individual level but also through our relationships, in our 
communities and society as one.   

Find the information we need to learn about our social determinants:  

There are many ways of identifying social determinants of health that may affect youth in our 
communities.  We can look at state level data via Alaska Youth Risk Behavior Survey for example.  

What we know:  

The Alaska Youth Risk Behavior Survey would inform us of the prevalence of health risk behaviors 
among youth in grades 9-12.  This survey requests youth from 43 schools (randomly selected) statewide 
to voluntarily complete a survey that captures risk behaviors such as: overweight, obesity, physical 
activity, tobacco use, alcohol abuse, social support, mental health, and interpersonal violence. They 
examine long-term trends that are to inform and help to evaluate programmatic activities.  Also, they 
examine short-term trends that are to provide immediate, actionable information. 

So, if we pick one health issue, say obesity, to learn more about how behavior is related — keeping in 
mind about the many factors that can affect one youth’s influence to become obese.  

We can utilize the Socioecological Model that looks at many levels of influence that behavior (just one 
factor) can help determines the reason behind that health issue. The Socioecological model looks at 
influences of/on an individual level, social culture group, socioeconomic/structural, political, and 
environment.   

So we will take into account prevalence, and risk factors reported from YRBS and also what we know 
from personal life experience, other community-specific data, and look into socioecological factors. Also, 
we will work to discover what makes individuals resilient to these mental health problems to inform 
prevention strategies.  

SOCIOECOLOGICAL MODEL: (EXAMPLE: OBESITY)  

Looks at human behavior asking—“Why do people do what they do?” 

“Why do they behave in healthy or unhealthy ways?” 

Individual: Behavioral/habit socialization (from parents, family) 

• Biophysical characteristics (genetics, systemic vulnerability): Awareness and Knowledge (about 
health risks, how to deal with health issues):  

• Personal attitudes and motivations 
• Developmental stage (adolescent, adult) 

 



OBESITY: (e.g., genetics, taste/food preferences, attitudes, beliefs, knowledge, hunger) 

Social Cultural/Group:  

• Social/peer group, lifestyle patterns 
• Cultural attitudes beliefs (and their implications for health) 
• Level of Social support 

 

Socioeconomic and Structural: 

• Poverty 
• Education 
• Access to healthcare and prevention services information 
• Social stressors such as civil strife, neighborhood violence, racial and other discrimination 
• Access to clean water 

OBESITY includes both factor groups above: (e.g., Social: interpersonal processes, relationships, social 
status; Cultural: shared beliefs/values related to food, the body, eating practices) 

Political: 

• Policies and funding for health promotion programs 
• Health insurance (policies, cost, availability) 
• Regulations that impact health risk (ex. Prohibiting the sale of cigarettes) 

Environmental: 

• Presence of environmental risk (ex. Air and water pollution) 
• Disasters 
• Conditions for the spread of an infectious disease.  

OBESITY includes both factor groups above: (e.g., Physical environment: availability/cost of food types 
or exercise options, the physical layout of the environment).  

DIGGING DEEPER:: Dependent relationships: Between community members/components of the 
system, where if one part of the system is disturbed other parts will be affected.  

• BARRIERS::  
Attitudes/beliefs, social norms related to diet: We all have common love for fry bread, pilot 
bread crackers, etc. they may not be the healthiest foods, but we have a common idea that they 
are good. (just an example)  
Availability of healthy food: many of our communities do not have a Carrs/Safeway Grocery 
store, some may have general stores, and some may not.  
Cost, time, safety, and access affect physical activity: whether or not the school has a gym, 
physical education class, playgrounds, free time, safe neighborhood (for example—growing up 
in Old Harbor, Bear awareness sometimes prevented us from being able to play outside).  

 

 



 

This shows some of the complex relationships between organisms in systems 

DIAGRAM 1.1  

 

 

So what?.... 

From looking at this diagram and recalling YRSB data, now what?  

Dig deeper, what else should we look at to build more on this puzzle?  
From a literature review in 2013, identified 40 protective factors at the individual, family and community 
levels that were found to enhance Indigenous youth mental health. They reviewed 160 records of 
information examining the protective factors and causal mechanisms that promote and enhance 
Indigenous youth mental health in the Circumpolar North.  

Research Question: What are protective factors that support and promote Circumpolar Indigenous 
youth mental health resilience and why do these factors enhance resilience? 

Now we add them to the puzzle… 

INDIVIDUAL  

• A sense of purpose 
• Physically being in the home community 
• Wanting to contribute, be useful to others, take care of others, and give back to the community 

(i.e., to be a role model) 
• Mindfulness and awareness of the consequences of one’s actions upon the community 
• Reflection 
• The sense of responsibility to oneself, family, and community 
• Learning values of harmony and co-operation as well as autonomy and hardiness 

Individual

Social/Cultual/Environmental

Physical environmental

INFLUENCE 



• High level of academic achievement 
• Ethnic pride 
• Cultural identity and affiliation 
• Traditional knowledge, cultural values, and practice (i.e., eating traditional foods, being out on 

the land, doing subsistence activities, attending tribal events, listening to traditional stories 
• Systems of reciprocity and reciprocal bonds  
• Physical activity and active lifestyle 
• Staying busy 
• Self-reliance (e.g., seeking support from a friend, keeping a journal, creatively handling 

problems) 
• Believing in one’s self 
• Being committed to community and culture.  

I am positively creating and impacting one’s social environment –which, in turn, interacts with 
INDIVIDUAL level to enhance resilience.  Emphasis on the roles of cultural and land-based activities, 
history, and language, and the importance of social and family supports. 

FAMILY  

• Close relationships with parents 
• Affection and praise  
• Models of sobriety and safe/protective family environment 
• Transmission of expectations and values 
• The family history of having received treatment for a psychiatric problem 
• Parental approval of friends 
• The sense of being treated as special/being valued 
• Kinship structure (i.e., family connectedness and importance of extended family and adopted 

kin) 
• Native Language learned at home and competence in Native Language.  
• Ethnic socialization at home. 

COMMUNITY 

• Positive Role models 
• The sense of collective responsibility & community connectedness  
• The sense of belonging in the community 
• Meaningful opportunities to be involved within the community or school 
• Safe places 
• Supportive, caring, encouraging, cohesive communities that show concern and reach out to 

youth. 
• Strong relationships with community members (peers or other adults) 
• Mentorship from older generations 
• Continuous communication, talking, and interaction 
• Regular church attendance 
• Community control 



• Cultural revitalization 
• Community recognition, respect, and appreciation 

 

SOCIAL/CULTURAL/GROUP  (Protective factor and Causal pathway) 

• Kinship: Extended family can provide support if the immediate family cannot, sense of 
connection to others beyond the immediate family.  

• A close relationship with peers: Allows opportunity for youth to take on adult-like roles and 
offer support, be dependable, responsible, and responsive to others. Provides a chance to 
develop awareness of others and to also receive support from peers.  

• Social network (includes relationships with family, peers, and community members): 
Relationships and friendships can mediate access to cultural and material assets and thus 
increase one’s capacity (e.g., kin, adopted kin, or friends can provide support resources like a 
snowmachine/honda available to get out on the land). These relationships also provide a 
platform for youth to build/construct their identity and resilience.  

• Mentorship from older generations: Source of support and guidance on how to handle 
problems. Provides examples to the youth of how to get through difficulties while instilling the 
belief in youth and that they can also get through difficulties like their mentors and ancestors.  

CULTURAL PROTECTIVE FACTORS: Practicing traditional activities and having a positive ethnic identity 

• Learning and practicing culture (subsistence activities and traditional practices):  
• Strengthens self-esteem, ethnic identity, and self-regulation skills.   
• Sharing cultural knowledge enhances in-group cohesiveness and support through experiences of 

shared meaning-making.  
• Also provides an opportunity to participate in the passing down of traditional knowledge and 

cultural values thus creating a feeling of keeping the culture alive.  
• Enhances relationships between youth and the land and between youth and their families. 
• Facilitates and creates a context for important mentoring relationships and connection to older 

generations leading to youth feeling supported.  
• Promotes healthy living, facilitates involvement and creates opportunities for sharing.  
• Gain new skills (e.g., hunt, fish, gather, grow) and knowledge.  
• Develops a sense of ethnic pride 
• Provides a meaningful way for youth to contribute and give back to the community, earn 

respect for skills, and feel appreciation from the community (e.g., through sharing kill) 
• Subsistence skills demonstrate strength and survival and are associated with the ability to 

respond and be resilient in the face of hardship. 
• Being out on the land requires youth to act selflessly, be responsible and less petty, show 

respect, rely on others, and distinguish between what is essential vs. trivial.  
• Meaningful engagement in traditional activities also contributes to a sense of purpose, feeling 

more self-efficient, and staying busy. 
• Traditional activities associated with fulfillment, sense of calm, and sense of being special. 
• Show culture continuity with one’s heritage and connects youth to sense how life used to be. 
• Provides time with parents to learn skills and how to be in the world. 



• Ability to practice culture is a source of pride and well-being 
Positive Cultural/ethnic identity and shared heritage: 

• Leads to an increase in self-esteem, feelings of self-worth, self-efficacy, connectedness, 
commitment, and purpose. 

• Provides a sense of belonging. Offers perspectives to draw from to overcome challenges and be 
well.  

• Evokes a sense of strength and capability. 
• Creates a larger shared context in which youth can situate themselves and their struggles in 

relation to others, to their history, and a collective. 
• Provides a means to structure one’s understanding and ideas of their role in the world (e.g., as a 

youth, as Alaska Native) 
Ethnic socialization: 

• Influence on interpersonal and intra-psychic processes, increases self-confidence, develops 
positive attitudes towards ethnic identity, teaches self-regulation and coping skills.  

Native Language:  
• Personal and relational significance – an important part of ethnic identity that strengthens in –

group cohesion, personal pride, and sense of history and culture.  

OTHER 

• Regular church attendance: Participation; in a community activity, engage in community and 
family networks, strengthens social ties, and builds strong social support. Also may offer 
consolation and hope in difficult times.  

• High academic achievement: Source of self-esteem, builds problem-solving skills, presents hope 
for the future. 

• Awareness, mindfulness, and reciprocity of action: A mechanism in and of itself – individuals 
who are socialized in this context are more sensitive to the effects of their behaviors on the 
whole, and draw strength from the whole.  

• The sense of being treated as special/important: Encourages youth to live up to high standards 
and be responsible for themselves and others.  

• Opportunities (in the community, at school, with research projects): Opportunities to be 
involved with research as co-researchers engages and empowers youth, giving them a sense of 
control and ownership. Praise form adults and elders give youth pride.  Research process offers 
space to talk to peers, reflect on mental health problems, and learn about oneself.  Youth 
researcher partnerships also increase egalitarian relations between young people and adults. 
(Some activities like to be able to participate in sports one must do well in school).  

• Self-reflection: Often leads to a conscious decision (i.e., to not drink or to drink responsibly) 
• Being responsible: Through activities like fixing something, doing homework, watching siblings, 

raising money for the community, or doing chores, youth have a chance to contribute in a 
meaningful way and gain a sense of purpose and personal well-being. Also demonstrates 
autonomy and community connectedness.  

• Being useful: Leads to feeling responsible and creates systems of reciprocity and availability to 
help one another which leads to young people having someone to talk to in difficult times such 
as times of loss. Reflects Indigenous values.  



• Physical activity: Positively influences self-image, family, and peer relationships, and general 
well-being among youth. 

• The sense of belonging in the home community: Through a sense of belonging in one’s home 
community youth feel more connected to their culture.   

ENVIRONMENTAL 

Transitions and transformations since the time of contact.  

• Past 50 years: lifestyle and livelihoods changing  
• Inequalities: housing, healthcare, education and employment in comparison to non-indigenous 

populations.  
• Youth in this generation are growing up in a different world in comparison to that of their 

parents and grandparents. Facing new challenges and are having to navigate multiple and 
competing worlds and value systems. 

• Loss of culture: language, changing relationships with the land, changing relationships among 
families, diminishing traditional activities in daily life, and decreased knowledge transmission 
between generations, a decline of traditional values, and less cultural participation.  
They believe due to apathy, time constraints—if you go deeper and be connected to the way 
youth are defining and understanding culture (i.e. as defined set of activities and knowledge 
rather than a larger shared context and collective) or may stem from comparisons with today’s 
way of life to that of Elders and ancestors who lived off the land.  
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Growing the Next 
Generation of 
Healthy Youth

Welcome!



Today’s Presentation

Tara Stiller, Community Development Supervisor 
The Resource Basket 
OJJDP Tribal Youth Training and Technical Assistance Center 

What we are doing to improve the mental 
health and wellness of our Youth:

• RESEARCH & Data--YRBS 
• SOCIOECOLOGICAL MODEL
• Involving Youth in process
• Traditional Ecological Models
• Traditional Values  



Rural Community Action Program
RurAL CAP

Healthy People   Sustainable Communities   Vibrant Cultures

Mission: To empower low-income Alaskans through advocacy, 
education, affordable housing and direct services that respect our 
unique values and cultures.

• Head Start Early Childhood Learning

• Energy/Environment

• Housing

• Weatherization

• Health

• Youth Development

• The Resource Basket TTA Center 



Growing the next generation of Healthy Youth
Utilizing Tribally-driven approaches to support mental health and wellness while recognizing and building upon 
strengths, values, and diversity of families and communities to best serve the children and youth. 

Research
What do we do with data? 

Integration of models
Socioecological, traditional ways. 

Involving Youth in Youth Development
.

Creating opportunities 

Engaging at-risk tribal youth in 
activities that are culturally driven. 

Prevention and Intervention
Services/Information to teach youth/families culturally-appropriate skills 
needed to prevent many negative health outcomes. 

Development and implementation of your new tribal best 
practices and traditional healing methods to support tribal youth.



Research 
Trend shows 
increase in risk

Prevalence of health 
problems and risk factors, 
EX) YRBS Alaska Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey

2017 Alaska YRBS: 
https://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/
Chronic/Pages/yrbs/yrbsresul
ts.aspx. 

https://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Chronic/Pages/yrbs/yrbsresults.aspx


Research 
Trend shows 
increase in risk

What can we do with this 
data? 

Alone… minimal—raise 
awareness, try to think of 
ways/programs for youth to 
decrease and improve 
behaviors? 

BUT HOW?????  

DIVE IN THE WATER IS HOT! 



Research 
Trend shows 
increase in risk

HOW? 
Use those numbers and other 
data specific to your 
community and youth while  
also working to discover what 
makes individuals resilient to 
these mental health problems 
to inform prevention 
strategies. 

It is a starting point.

But before moving forward and taking action we need to take a 
step back…..way back. And…



Involve Youth in the process.
Instead of coming up for plans ourselves for change in 
youth behavior, we involve youth to plan change in youth 
behavior. And…



Culturally Relevant
Importance of integration of socioecological model, traditional ecological models, understanding of 
risk factors, mental health, protective factors, & resilience together to build the wellness model 
made by and for your youth. 



DIGGING DEEPER
Social-Ecological Web: “Why do people do what they do?”

Social/Cultural/G
roup

Socioeconomic and 
structural

Environmental

Political

Youth Voice
Planning for 

Sustainability



DIGGING DEEPER
Social-Ecological Web: “Why do people do what they do?”

So what?....

From looking at this diagram and recalling YRSB data, now what? 

Dig deeper, what else should we look at to build more on this 
puzzle? 
From a literature review in 2013, identified 40 protective factors at the individual, 
family and community levels that were found to enhance Indigenous youth mental 
health. They reviewed 160 records of information examining the protective factors and 
causal mechanisms that promote and enhance Indigenous youth mental health in the 
Circumpolar North. 

Research Question: What are protective factors that support and promote Circumpolar 
Indigenous youth mental health resilience and why do these factors enhance 
resilience?

Now we add them to the puzzle…

Environmental

Youth VoiceMacDonald, J., Ford, J., Willox, A.C., Ross, N.A.(2013). A review of 
protective factors and causal mechanisms that enhance the 
mental health of Indigenous Circumpolar youth. International 
Journal of Circumpolar Health, 72:21775. 



Individual 



Family & COMMUNITY



Social/Cultural/Group



CULTURAL PROTECTIVE FACTORS: 
Practicing traditional activities and having a positive 
ethnic identity



Shared Leadership 
Building adult-youth partnership in running programs to the top. SHARED 

LEADERSHIP

CHOICE

INPUT

NO VOICE



Positive Cultural/ethnic identity
Build youth motivation :: Promote learning and self-direction :: Improve programs and communities



Ethnic socialization:



Environmental 



How do Get there? 
What methods to provide Youth Voice? 

Opportunities
INPUT:: Provide opportunities for youth to provide input and 
feedback from adults. 

Support

&

Increase challenges, roles, and responsibilities over time.

CHOICE:: Provide opportunities to make relevant and meaningful 
choices. 

SHARED LEADERSHIP:: Provide opportunities for leadership and 
responsibility. 



Putting it all together. 



Mevo Creative Presentation

INTEGRATION OF TRADITIONAL AND MODERN KNOWLEDGE

Overweight and obesity Concepts 
can be incorporated to point out the significance of the health 
issue among the Alutiiq people such as:
• a brief history of nutrition transition, 
• the loss of values and cultural identity, 
• overweight and obesity statistics.  

It will describe what the community is doing right to promote 
health and wellness and what we need to continue to improve.  
The information will be placed in the Introduction of the 
guidebook.  

Energy balance Concepts 
These concepts can be incorporated throughout the book with 
a chart examples of comparable traditional physical activities 
that define what type of activities are considered “less
vigorous/more time” and “more vigorous/less time.”  

Energy balance Management 
Concept s
These concepts can be adapted to include traditional foods and 
foods that are accessible within the community. 

Energy Out Concept 
These concepts can be adapted to include traditional foods and 
foods that are accessible within the community. 

Each of these concepts from sessions 1-
4 will be adapted to the Alutiiq culture 
and specific customs of the community.  

Ugnerkaq- Spring and will include the 
months of March, April, and May. 
The ASC lists the following activities 
within the Spring season: 
• Family activities: Travelling and 

trading, drying fish

• Plants/Animals gathered: 
Octopus, clams, firewood and spring 
greens

• Animals hunted: Open water sea 
mammal hunting, bear hunting at 
dens, fishing for early salmon.

• Locations and conditions: 
Stormy, Foggy, Gray Whales migrate 
past, sea mammals close to shore, 
fresh greens available, early salmon 
run
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Indigenous theoretical framework: Alutiiq Seasonal Cycle
A Calendar of health  given to us from our Elders to teach future generations  of the traditional way of life.  





The development of 
health interventions 
that incorporate the 
Alaska Native 
traditional practices 
and values will 
support efforts to 
decrease the 
pronounced burden 
of childhood obesity 
among populations.

Culturally 
Appropriate 
Health 
Interventions

Duck hunting, salmon fishing, 
sea mammal hunting 

Drying fish, making clothes 
and tools.

Family Activities 

Octopus, clams, bird eggs, 
kelp, roots and berries

Plants and animals 
hunted

Animals hunted at different 
times



Mevo Creative Presentation 2
4

Methods









Each season will be 
sectioned in the 

guidebook with the 
same format 
throughout. 

ALUTIIQ SEASONAL 
CYCLE

The content of the 
guidebook will be based 

from ASC model that 
provides a list of Alutiiq
activities practiced in a 

calendar year.   The ASC 
will provide an outline of 

appropriate activities 
that were traditionally 
practiced.  The Alutiiq

Seasonal Cycle (ASC) will 
be adapted to follow the 

seasons and calendar 
months as described 

below. 

ADAPTATION OF 
ALUTIIQ SEASONAL 

CYCLE

Research of archival resources on the historical practices among Alaska Natives, Alutiiq Families 
and specific customs of the community of Old Harbor, Alaska.   Additional information may be 

obtained through community members who choose to share their stories during community 
potlucks at culture camp and/or Facebook page (dedicated to content development).

Archival Research of Alutiiq people

• Overweight & Obesity

• Concept of energy balance

• How to manage balance

• Less sit, more fit: Energy Out

4 CONCEPTS OF “WE  CAN”

This  will provide best practices based activities for 
families that will be adapted to Alutiiq cultural practices.  
The concepts from the We Can! Family Guide focuses on 
education for families to increase knowledge and 
awareness of “energy balance.” 

The We Can! Family Guide  (NIH, 2007)

These concepts can be 
adapted to include 
traditional foods and foods 
that are accessible within 
the community. 

Concept integration

Indigenous theoretical framework: Alutiiq Seasonal Cycle

KNOWLEDGE

modern

traditional
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Iuumacirpet: Our Way of Life Guidebook for Alutiiq Families

 •The guidebook will 
provide activities for 
families that 
encourage physical 
activity and 
consumption of 
accessible healthy 
foods. 

 •The guidebook will 
empower youth by 
increasing awareness of 
their traditional values 
and their meanings to 
create a sense of cultural 
identity and pride in 
being of Alutiiq descent. 

Cultural Identity

•The guidebook will empower youth  by 
increasing their knowledge of nutrient 
dense foods within their environment. This 
will encourage self-efficacy to identify and 
make healthier food choices that are 
accessible in their community on their own

Nutrition education & Self-
efficacy.

•Understand key stakeholders 
perceptions of the guidebook.

Stakeholders 

The primary goal of “Iuumacirpet: Our way of life” project is to develop a guide 
that provides nutrition education to help families and youth adopt eating 
behaviors and increase physical activity that promotes health and reduce risk of 
obesity. Renew traditional practice of healthy eating and daily physical activity 
utilizing traditional knowledge of Alaska Native Communities. 

Family education

OBJECTIVE : To develop an Alutiiq Family guide book that will serve to fill the 
knowledge gap surrounding traditional and scientific nutritional information. 



Quyanaa! Any Questions? 
Tara Stiller
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