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Culture is Healing is an Indigenous Child and Youth 
Mental Wellness Framework developed by BC 
Indigenous Child and Family Services Directors (ICFSD) 
and practitioners in response to the mental wellness 
crisis impacting our Indigenous children, families, and 
communities. The intent of Culture is Healing is to share 
with direct service providers and decision-makers  how 
to integrate the ICFSD’s four principles, values and beliefs 
into culturally grounded practices in their work with 
Indigenous children, youth and families.

Despite Indigenous peoples carrying a disproportionate 
burden of mental health and substance misuse challenges 
there remains a lack of culturally safe and appropriate 
services. Indigenous children and youth deserve safe, 
humane, and responsive mental health and wellness 
services.

We are now at a crossroads where the United Nations 
Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action, 
the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls 
Calls to Justice, and the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal 
are all pointing to the need for the reform of Indigenous 
child and family wellbeing services, including prevention, 
health and mental wellness services. 

Culture is Healing provides vital advice to frontline 
providers, policy makers and decision-makers about 
Indigenous child and youth mental wellness and is 
designed to advocate for and support the fulfilment of 
rights to which all Indigenous children and youth are 
entitled.  

We encourage those involved in practice, decision-
making, policy and legislative development to refer to 
the full Culture is Healing report at ourchildrenourway.ca 
for more information and to access the ICFSD’s 
recommended strategies for practice and system change. 

Indigenous Child and Family Services (ICFS) agenices, previously 
referred to as Delegated Aboriginal Agencies (DAAs), have been 
providing culturally based child and family services to over 120 
First Nations communities, as well as Métis and urban populations 
throughout British Columbia for over 30 years.  

Recognizing and Respecting Our Inherent Rights: The United 
Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 
was adopted by the General Assembly in September 2007. The 
BC provincial government passed the Declaration Act into law in 
November 2019; and is the first jurisdiction in Canada to introduce 
legislation for implementation.

In March 2022 BC released the Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples Act Action Plan that articulates specific 
commitments and steps that the province will take between 2022 
and 2027 to achieve its goals and outcomes that are drawn from the 
UN Declaration. 

The plan identifies the ministry or ministries responsible for 
leading the implementation of each action and highlights that all 
actions must be implemented in consultation and cooperation with 
Indigenous peoples in BC as described in the Declaration Act.

http://ourchildrenourway.ca
http://ourchildrenourway.ca
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

 
 
 
A culturally responsive Indigenous Child and Youth Mental Wellness system requires a commitment to and full 
integration of the following guiding principles that are adapted from the Aboriginal Policy and Practice Framework 
(APPF). Practitioners, policy, and legislative drafters need to recognize our four principles are integral to how we 
can change our behaviours and ways of thinking to engage in innovative practice that upholds Culture is Healing 
and centers Indigenous children, youth, and families.  

Culture-Centered: Innovative Practice results within a “sacred space where culture can be freely expressed, shared, 
learned and supported” (Vancouver Aboriginal Child and Family Services Society, as cited in the APPF, 2015, p. 13) 
Indigenous Mental Wellness approaches thrive when practitioners take the time to create a culturally safe place 
for their work. A culture-centred approach supports the integration of cultural understandings of wellbeing, and its 
interconnection to family, community, culture, and land. Those working with Indigenous children, youth and families 
have the supporting policy, resources, and community connections needed to provide safe, culturally grounded 
services. 

Wellness Focused: Wellness focused is ensuring practice and policy work to serve the strengths of individuals, 
with an understanding of culture as a defining protective factor in adverse circumstances. Practice must proactively 
promote holistic understandings of health and wellness and advance harm reduction approaches. Emphasis is 
placed on the strengths of culturally grounded practice and how practitioners and policy makers can include them 

moving forward.

Child, Youth, Family and Community Centered: 
Supporting the involvement of traditional family 

structures, immediate and extended families, Elders, 
traditional knowledge keepers, customs and 

communities in decision making and planning 
from the onset; inclusive of community 

processes, protocols, ceremonies, values, 
and sacred teachings grounded in holistic 
wellness. Using the Circle as a strength- 
based and holistic way to support policies 
and practices to be healing and restorative.

Inclusive & Accountable: Policy 
and practice need to be inclusive and 
accountable of all practitioners and 
organizations that have a role to play 

in addressing the mental wellness of 
Indigenous children, youth, families, and 

communities. Inclusive and accountable 
means recognizing that solutions are found 

through the efforts and input of many and 
require a commitment to building and maintaining 

meaningful relationships.  

https://ourchildrenourway.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/abframework.pdf
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‘IT STARTS WITH ME’ 
A Practice & System Change Framework 
Supporting Thriving Children, Families and Communities

All change begins with individuals becoming more self-aware and reflective. Culture is Healing draws on the 
First Nations Health Authority’s Policy Statement on Cultural Safety and Humility that recognizes for system-wide 
change “it starts with me”. In our collective journey to improving Indigenous mental wellness, we each have a role 
in making conscientious and intentional efforts to ground our work and ourselves in the guiding principles of being 
Culture-Centered, Inclusive & Accountable, Wellness-focused and Child, Youth, Family & Community Centered. 

Culture is Healing outlines strategies directed at practice change and system change. Practice change strategies 
are intended to guide practitioners on how to show up in practice and build trusting and meaningful relationships 
with Indigenous people. Culture is Healing is relational, holistic and focuses on the wellness of the person, as 
well as the wellness of the relationships that they are in with family, community, culture, and land as they are 
intrinsically woven together.  Further, Culture is Healing is the foundation of wellness and recognizes that all 
intervention should begin from a cultural perspective and emerge from it.  These approaches can support the 
integration of cultural teachings and Indigenous ways to engage in innovative practice. 

System Change strategies are the ways in which the overall Mental Wellness system – particularly legislation and 
policy – needs to integrate this Framework to better support practice.  The importance of ICFS agencies and their 
communities’ roles in addressing Indigenous child and youth mental wellness and the ongoing overdose crisis 
needs to be recognized, with equitable access to resources and funding to support the integration of restorative 
practice and policy changes.  

We encourage those in practice, policy, and legislative 
development to refer to the full Culture is Healing report at 
ourchildrenourway.ca for further reference and to access 
the ICFSD’s recommendations for practice and system 
changes’

Taking action to make these practice changes 
and system changes will support Indigenous 
children, families, and communities to thrive.

THRIVING CHILDREN, FAMILIES & COMMUNITIESSYSTEM CHANGE

PRACTICE CHANGE 
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Am I being....

“It starts
with ME”

http://ourchildrenourway.ca
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IT STARTS WITH ME – REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS 

 
 
Everyone who has a role to play in the mental wellness system—from direct service providers to policy and legislative 
drafters—should engage in ongoing reflexive practice to consider how to integrate the ICFSD’s guiding principles into your 
own work, and ultimately ask yourself ‘how am I showing up in a good way to work with and for Indigenous children, youth, 
families, and communities?’. 

To help you with this, consider these questions: 

Am I being....

“It starts
with ME”

What understanding of local 
customs, laws and protocols do I 

hold to be able to build
e�ective relationships; and 

reflect cultural humility in my 
work?

What does holistic wellness 
mean to me, personally and 
professionally? What does 

holistic wellness mean to those 
that I am working with?

What do I need to learn about 
local traditional healing and 
Indigenous practices to be 
e�ective in supporting First 

Nations, Métis, and Inuit 
communities?

How have I created a safe 
environment that allows for 

integration of culture, language, 
values and beliefs?

How do I recognize and respect 
the inherent rights of

Indigenous people; and the role 
of community when supporting 

e�ective collaboration?

How am I taking responsibility 
for how people see me and my 

role; and ensuring I am
showing up in a good way?

What have I done to 
increase the individual’s 

connection with others in 
their own support network? 

How have I helped them 
define what they would need 
from those relationships to 

be healthier mentally, 
physically, spiritually,

and emotionally?

How do I build and maintain 
trusting relationships to support 

the involvement of traditional 
family structures, immediate and 

extended families, Elders, 
traditional knowledge keepers 
and communities in decision 

making and planning
from the onset?
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