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Foreword
We are pleased to present The Health of 
Canadian Youth: Findings from the Health 
Behaviour in School-aged  
Children Study.  

In an evolving public health landscape, 
gaining insight into the health and 
well-being of young people remains 
important. Understanding the connections 
between health and social contexts is a 
crucial step in ensuring positive health 
outcomes. This report examines the social 
determinants of youth health, including 
family, friends, school and community. We 
are encouraged to see that the majority of 
youth are reporting happy home lives and 
positive relationships with their parents.  

Further, the study’s ability to capture trends 
in health behaviour provides information on 
progress made in addressing some risk-
taking behaviours, such as smoking, and 
the challenges that are emerging, such 
as vaping. In addition, new information 
collected on social media use has provided 
us with a more comprehensive perspective 
on its positive and negative dimensions, 
and identifies it as an important emerging 
health issue. 

The report highlights the continued need to 
support young people during an important 
time of transition. The study is a valuable 
source of information that enables the 
Public Health Agency of Canada to deliver 

on its mandate to protect and promote the 
health of Canadians through evidence-
based decision-making.

We extend our gratitude to the over 21,000 
students across Canada who shared their 
lived experiences, as well as to the young 
people who were engaged in providing 
reflections, context and insight on the 
findings. Youth perspectives matter and 
are an invaluable contribution to our work. 
Thank you to the teachers and school 
administrators for their collaboration and 
support in the administration of this survey. 
Together we can help to ensure that young 
people in Canada receive the support they 
need to lead healthy lives. 

Tina Namiesniowski 
President, Public Health Agency of Canada

Dr. Theresa Tam 
Chief Public Health Officer of Canada
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Introduction Chapter 1

Health Behaviour in School-aged 
Children (HBSC) 

The HBSC examines the health and 
health behaviours of youth ages 11-15 
through a population health theory lens. 
Such a lens considers both individual 
and collective factors and conditions 
within broadly defined determinants 
of health (Public Health Agency of 
Canada, 2013). Among youth, these 
physical and social environmental 
determinants include their home life, 
school life, peer groups, neighbourhood 
settings, socioeconomic status, and 
health and risk behaviours. 
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The main purposes of the HBSC are to 
understand youth health and well-being 
and to inform education and health 
policy and health promotion programs 
nationally and internationally. The 
HBSC is conducted every four years 
using a common research protocol, 
which is developed and approved by 
the International Assembly of Principal 
Investigators. By collecting common 
indicators of youth health across multiple 
nations and administering the survey every 
four years, health behaviours in youth can 
be compared internationally, within nations, 
and over time. 

Purpose
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In Canada, the HBSC is funded by the 
Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) 
and conducted by Queen’s University. 
The protocol and associated questions 
asked of Canadian students are developed 
through a broad-based consultation model 
alongside PHAC, provincial and territorial 
Ministries of Health and Education  
through the Pan-Canadian Joint Consortium 
for School Health and the Canadian  
HBSC team. 

Objectives

The primary objectives of the 
HBSC are to:

•	 initiate and sustain national and 
international research on health 
behaviour, health and well-being, and 
their social and physical contexts in 
school-aged children;

•	 contribute to theoretical, conceptual,  
and methodological development in 
youth health research;

•	 monitor health and health behaviours 
and social and physical contexts of 
school-aged children;

•	 disseminate findings to the relevant 
audiences;

•	 provide an international source of 
expertise on youth health for public 
health and health education.

 



4

Methods

The Canadian HBSC Survey:

•	 The student questionnaire represents 
the core source of information in the 
HBSC.

•	 Questionnaires were administered to 
school classes during one 45-70 minute 
session.

•	 Survey questions covered a wide range 
of topics pertaining to health and its 
determinants.

•	 Researchers were granted ethics 
clearance for the study by Research 
Ethics Boards from both Queen’s 
University and PHAC/Health Canada.

Youth perspective

In 2019, the Students Commission of 
Canada (SCC) worked with the Public 
Health Agency of Canada to support youth 
engagement on the HBSC study through 
youth-centered events, workshops, 
activities and youth-generated videos/
materials that engage with the HBSC study 
findings. Young people across Canada 
have engaged in providing reflections, 
context and insight to the most recent 
HBSC findings and they are represented 
in this report through the youth participant 
quotes and youth perspective. 
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Sample

Selection of schools

•	 All provinces and two territories 
(Yukon and the Northwest Territories) 
participated in 2018.

•	 School jurisdictions in each province 
or territory were identified and ordered 
according to key characteristics: 
language of instruction, public/Roman 
Catholic designation (where applicable), 
and community size. 

•	 A list of schools within eligible and 
consenting school jurisdictions was 
created, and schools in the sample were 
selected randomly from this list.

 

Selection of students

•	 The number of classes in specific 
schools was estimated based on the 
grades in the school, the number of 
teachers, the total enrolment, and the 
enrolment by grade, while accounting for 
known variations in class structure. 

•	 Classes had an approximately equal 
chance of being selected.

•	 Students within the selected classrooms, 
following consent, were asked to 
complete the survey questionnaire.

Statistical analysis

•	 Nationally-representative estimates were 
calculated using survey weights, which 
reflected actual enrolments of students 
within each grade (from grades 6 to 10) 
and province/territory. 

•	 Differences between groups are 
considered statistically significant 
(p<.05) if they were three percent  
or greater.
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Number of schools and students in the sample

Schools Students

British Columbia 20 (7.0%) 1,740 (8.1%)

Alberta 29 (10.1%) 2,261 (10.5%)

Saskatchewan 8 (2.8%) 373 (1.7%)

Manitoba 27 (9.4%) 2,569 (11.9%)

Ontario 54 (18.8%) 2,757 (12.8%)

Quebec 25 (8.7%) 1,832 (8.5%)

Newfoundland and Labrador 20 (7.0%) 1,416 (6.6%)

Nova Scotia 21 (7.3%) 2,438 (11.3%)

Prince Edward Island 14 (4.9%) 2,410 (11.2%)

New Brunswick 7 (2.4%) 584 (2.7%)

Northwest Territories 34 (11.8%) 1,724 (8.0%)

Yukon 28 (9.8%) 1,437 (6.7%)

TOTAL 287 (100%) 21,541 (100%)
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Participating students, by grade and gender

Grade
Total

       6        7        8        9        10

Male
n 2,017 2,143 2,114 2,294 1,688 10,256

% 50.6% 47.4% 47.4% 48.0% 46.9% 48.0%

Female
n 1,932 2,315 2,264 2414 1,842 10,767

% 48.4% 51.2% 50.8% 50.5% 51.2% 50.4%

Neither term  
describes me*

n 39 64 78 76 70 327

% 1.0% 1.4% 1.8% 1.6% 1.9% 1.5%

Total n 3,988 4,522 4,456 4,784 3,600 21,350

*  �Students were asked to respond to the question “Are you male or female?” by selecting from the three responses, “male”, “female” or “neither term describes me”. Students who indicated “neither term 
describes me” did not comprise a large enough group to report on by grade level while ensuring respondent confidentiality. This group of students along with those who chose not to respond to the 
question are included in the graphs that do not break down student responses by gender.
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Home and Family Chapter 2

Family structure

Happy home life

Want to leave home

Mother easy to talk to

Father easy to talk to

Parents understand me

Conclusions
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Throughout development, the family is 
an important socializing force, influencing 
young people’s actions, values, and beliefs 
(Parke & Buriel, 2006). As behavioural 
role models, family plays a key role in a 
variety of health-promoting behaviours. 
Parents also play a significant role in 
supporting young people’s psychological 
and emotional health and well-being. Youth 
with strong attachments and supportive 
relationships with their parents are more 
likely to have high self-esteem. These 
positive parental connections may also 
help adolescents to cope with challenges 
and struggles (Bulanda & Majumdar, 
2009), including mental health problems 
(Leone, Ray, & Evans, 2013). 

Family

Adolescence marks a time of great social 
and emotional change, where youth begin 
to expand their networks of social support. 
Despite the increase in social support from 
friends and partners during adolescence, 
parental support continues to be a key 
factor in healthy mental and physical 
development. 

In this chapter, we examine the 
relationships that adolescents have with 
their parents. These relationships are 
assessed by asking students about how 
supported they feel by their family; if 
their parents expect too much of them; if 
they feel understood by their parents; if 
they have a happy home life; if they have 
thoughts of leaving home; and the ease at 
which they communicate with their mother 
and father.
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With increasing grade, fewer girls report 
high family support. 

51% of girls in grade 6 report high family 
support compared to 31% of girls in 
grade 10.

Family support

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report high family support, 
by grade and gender
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The percentage of boys who report high 
family support is higher in grades 6 and 7 
than in grades 9 and 10. 

53% of boys in grade 6 report high family 
support compared to 41% of boys in  
grade 10.

 

Parents are struggling with being over protective and accepting that kids are 
growing up. They also struggle with communication and listening. A lot of 
times parents are on their phones, so they’re struggling to be present.  

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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Majority of students report having a happy home life

Boys are more likely than girls to report 
having a happy home life. 

79% of boys in grade 10 report having a 
happy home life compared to 68% of  
grade 10 girls.

With increasing grade, there are fewer 
students who report having a happy 
home life. This drop is greater for girls 
than boys.

86% of grade 6 boys report having a  
happy home life and it drops 7 percentage 
points to 79% by grade 10.

For girls, 84% report having a happy 
home life in grade 6 and it drops 16 
percentage points to 68% by grade 10.

0 20 40 60 80 100
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Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report having a happy home life, 
by grade and gender
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Girls are more likely than boys to report 
wanting to leave home.  

24% of boys in grade 10 report having 
times when they wanted to leave home 
compared to 35% of grade 10 girls.

With increasing grade, there are more 
students reporting wanting to leave 
home. This increase is greater for girls 
than boys.

19% of grade 6 boys report that there are 
times they would like to leave home and 
it increases 5 percentage points to 24%, 
by grade 10. 

17% of grade 6 girls report that there are 
times they would like to leave home and 
it increases 18 percentage points to 35%, 
by grade 10.

One-third of girls in grades 9 and 10 report that there 
are times when they would like to leave home

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
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Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report that there are times when they 
would like to leave home, by grade and gender
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The majority of students report that 
it is easy to talk to their mother, but 
this decreases with grade

Boys are more likely than girls to report it 
is easy to talk to their mother about things 
that really bother them. 

In grade 10, 74% of boys report it is easy 
to talk to their mother versus 66% of girls. 

With increasing grade, fewer students 
report it is easy to talk to their mother.

In grade 6, 87% of boys report it is easy to 
talk to their mother compared to 74%  
in grade 10. Similarly for girls, ease of 
talking with their mother drops from 84% in 
grade 6 to 66% in grade 10.

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report that it is easy or very easy to talk to 
their mother about things that really bother them, by grade and gender
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Boys are more likely than girls to report it 
is easy to talk to their father about things 
that really bother them.  

In grade 10, 59% of boys versus 44% of 
girls report it is easy to talk to their father. 

With increasing grade, fewer students 
report it is easy to talk to their father.

In grade 6, 77% of boys report it is easy 
to talk to their father compared to 59% in 
grade 10, an 18 percentage point drop. 
Similarly for girls, ease talking to their 
father declines from 67% in grade 6  
to 44% in grade 10, a 23 percentage 
point drop.

Fewer students report that it is easy to 
talk to their father than it is easy to talk to 
their mother. 

With increasing grade, fewer students report that it is 
easy to talk to their father

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report that it is easy or very easy to talk to 
their father about things that really bother them, by grade and gender
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Over time, more students are reporting that they feel 
understood by their parents

In 1990, 51% of grade 10 boys reported 
they were understood by their parents, 
compared to 75% in 2018. 

In 1990, 45% of grade 10 girls reported 
that they were understood by their 
parents, compared to 58% in 2018. 

Boys are more likely than girls to report 
that they feel understood by their parents, 
87% of grade 6 boys in 2018 versus 81% 
of grade 6 girls.

With increasing grade, fewer youth report 
feeling understood by their parents, 81% 
of grade 6 girls in 2018 versus 58% of 
grade 10 girls.

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of boys who report that they are understood by their parents, 
by grade and year of survey 

Percentage of girls who report that they are understood by their parents, 
by grade and year of survey 
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4
5
6

It is concerning that only one-half of Canadian grade 6 students are reporting feeling high support at home and that this 
percentage declines as grade increases, particularly for girls.

It is encouraging that the majority of students report a happy home life. However, it is noteworthy that lower percentages 
of girls than boys report a happy home life and the percentage declines with grade.  

One-third of youth in grades 9 and 10 report thinking about leaving home. Again, older girls are more likely to report these 
feelings. Girls may be experiencing more conflict and stress in the home and may require support. 

Most youth report that it is easy to talk to their mother about things that really bother them, but fewer report it is easy to 
talk to their father. Boys report more ease communicating with parents than do girls. Again it is the older girls who are 
least likely to report ease of communicating, especially with fathers. 

Since 1990, more students are reporting that they feel understood by their parents, although this increase is less for the 
older students, particularly girls. 

Nonetheless, parents play an important role in the healthy development of youth (Parke & Buriel, 2006).
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Risky peer behaviours

Easy to talk to friends

Friend support

Online friend communication

Trends in close friends
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Friends

Relationships with friends are highly 
influential for school-aged youth, 
contributing to psychological, social, 
and emotional development (Bukowski, 
Burmester, & Underwood, 2011). 
Friendships become especially salient 
during adolescence, as youth pursue 
greater autonomy from parents and deeper 
engagement with peers (Steinberg & 
Morris, 2001). This includes friendships 
with peers of the same and opposite sex 
(Lam, McHale, & Crouter, 2014). With the 
increased importance of peer relationships, 
friends become important sources of 
companionship, validation, and mutual 
support during adolescence (Juvonen, 
Espinoza, & Knifsend, 2012).  

This chapter examines students’ 
friendships with their peers. These 
relationships are assessed by asking 
students how supported they feel by  
their friends and the ease with which they 
can communicate and share concerns  
with their friends. This chapter also 
explores positive social behaviours and  
the risk-taking behaviours of their peers.
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The majority of students in grades 9 and 
10 report having friends who do well at 
school, with a higher percentage of girls 
than boys with friends who do well at 
school (71% versus 66%). 

43% of grade 9 and 10 boys versus  
53% of girls report having friends who  
help others. 

16% of boys and 18% of girls report 
having friends who engage in cultural 
activities.

Majority of students report that most of their friends 
do well at school and get along with parents

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Do well
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in cultural
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Get along
with parents

Care for
environment

Help
others

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students in grades 9 and 10 who say most of their 
friends engage in positive behaviour, by gender
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In grades 9 and 10, 4% of boys and 5% 
of girls report that most of their friends 
smoke.

6% of students report that most of their 
friends get drunk at least once a week. 

Minority of grade 9 and 10 students report that most 
of their friends engage in risky behaviours
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Smoke
cigarettes

Get drunk
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week or

more

Used drugs
to get high

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students in grades 9 and 10 who report that most of 
their friends engage in risky behaviour, by gender
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Grade 9 and 10 students are more likely to 
report that most of their friends use drugs 
to get high (11% of girls; 9% of boys) than 
smoke cigarettes (4%).

Both boys and girls agreed that 
they would likely participate in 
risky behaviours if their friends 
were doing them. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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44% of girls in grade 8 compared to  
30% of grade 8 boys report having high 
friend support. 

A higher percentage of girls than boys report having 
high friend support

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report high friend support, 
by grade and gender
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For girls, with increasing grade, fewer 
report high friend support, 48% of girls in 
grade 6 to 39% in grade 10.

 



24

Girls are more likely than boys to 
communicate frequently with their close 
friends online.

In grade 10, 69% of girls versus 58% of 
boys report having online communication 
with close friends several times a day.

With increasing grade, students report 
increased online communication with 
close friends.

26% of grade 6 boys report 
communicating online several times a 
day versus 58% of grade 10 boys.

With increasing grade, students are more likely to 
communicate with friends online

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report they have online communication 
with close friend(s) at least several times a day, by grade and gender
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In the survey, ‘online communication’ was defined as ‘sending and receiving text messages, emojis, and photo, video, or audio 
messages through instant, social network sites, or e-mail  (on a computer, laptop, tablet, or smartphone)’.
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Over time, fewer grade 8 and 10 girls 
report having a same-sex friend to talk to 
about things that bother them, while for 
boys it is relatively stable. 

For example, in 1994, 90% of grade 8 
girls report having a same-sex friend to 
talk to versus 79% in 2018.

In 1994, 94% of grade 10 girls report 
having a same-sex friend to talk to 
versus 79% in 2018.

Compared to 1994, fewer grade 8 
and 10 girls report having a same-
sex friend to talk to in 2018

1994 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014 2018

1994 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014 2018

73

72

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of boys who report that they find it easy to talk to same-sex 
friends about things that really bother them, by grade and year of survey

Percentage of girls who report that they find it easy to talk to same-sex 
friends about things that really bother them, by grade and year of survey
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4
5

The majority of youth are reporting having friends who engage in positive behaviours. These friendships can have the 
benefit of strengthening adaptive behaviours (Bukowski et al., 2011).

A minority of students report having friends who engage in risky behaviour – although 11% of grade 9 and 10 girls report 
having friends who use drugs. Having close friends who engage in risky behaviours can increase the likelihood that the 
youth will also engage in that behaviour (Lam et al., 2014).

More girls than boys report having high friend support. Since 1994, fewer girls are reporting having a same-sex friend that 
they can talk to about issues that bother them. Social support is a protective factor for mental health (Reinke et al., 2011).

A majority of students have daily online communication, and it is more prevalent for girls. Communication among friends 
provides opportunities to develop intimacy, to share interpersonal issues, and to support one another (Bukowski et al., 2011).

Healthy relationships with peers can help prevent negative outcomes and promote healthy development  
(Craig & Pepler, 2014).
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Schools

In addition to educating students, schools 
also influence their social-emotional 
health and well-being (Anderman, 2002; 
Kidger et al., 2012; McLaughlin, 2008). 
Students who have positive experiences 
at school are less likely to have mental 
health problems and engage in risk-taking 
behaviours than students who experience 
school negatively (McLaughlin, 2008). On 
the other hand, students who experience a 
negative school climate report lower self-
confidence and lower self-esteem (King  
et al., 2002). 

This chapter examines students’ 
experiences of pressure at school. In 
addition, it explores students’ relationships 
with school teachers and classmates. 
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Compared to those in the younger 
grades, more grade 10 boys report 
feeling a lot of school pressure. This 
pattern is found consistently from 1994 to 
2018.

For example, in 2018, 21% of grade10 
boys versus 6% of grade 6 boys report  
feeling a lot of school pressure. 

From 2014 to 2018, the percentage of 
grade 10 boys reporting feeling a lot of 
school pressure has increased from 16% 
to 21%.

In 2018, 1 in 5 grade 10 boys report feeling  
a lot of school pressure
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Percentage of boys who report that they feel a lot of pressure because 
of school work, by grade and year of survey
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Compared to those in the younger grades, 
more grade 10 girls report feeling a lot of 
school pressure and this pattern is found 
consistently from 1994 to 2018.

In 2018, 2 in 5 grade 10 girls report feeling a lot of 
school pressure
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Percentage of girls who report that they feel a lot of pressure because 
of school work, by grade and year of survey
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For example, in 2018, 39% of grade 10 
girls report feeling a lot of school pressure 
versus 8% of grade 6 girls.

For Grade 8 girls, and especially grade 10  
girls, the proportion reporting that they feel  
a lot of pressure from school work increases  
dramatically between 2014 and 2018.
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In grade 6, 76% of girls report that 
teachers care about them versus 56%  
of girls in grade 10.

Similarly, 73% of grade 6 boys report that 
their teachers care about them versus 
59% of grade 10 boys.

In grades 8, 9, and 10, boys are more 
likely than girls to report that teachers 
care about them.

Students in higher grades are less 
likely to report that teachers care 
about them

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report that their teachers care about them 
as a person, by grade and gender
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Young people talked about the need to feel respect from teachers in order to feel supported. When students were asked 
what makes them feel supported at school they said: “When teachers believe in you and know your strengths and 
weaknesses.”; “Teachers greeting us and saying hello.”; “Teachers that stand by you and respect you and talk to you.” 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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65% of grade 6 boys versus 56% of  
grade 10 boys report that other students 
are kind and helpful. 

With increasing grade, students are less likely to 
report that other students are kind and helpful

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report that other students are kind 
and helpful, by grade and gender
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64% of grade 6 girls versus 54% of  
grade 10 girls report that other students 
are kind and helpful. 
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School climate assesses students’ 
opinion of school (liking school, feeling a 
sense of belonging, feeling their school 
is a nice place to be and that the rules at 
school are fair).

The percentage of boys reporting a more 
positive school climate decreases from 
Grade 6 (57%) to Grade 9 (40%). 

For girls, the drop in the percentage who 
report a more positive school climate is 
even greater than it is for boys, from 60% 
in Grade 6 to 31% in Grade 10.

In Grades 6 and 7, the percentage of 
girls and boys who report a positive 
school climate is similar, but by  
Grade 10, there are many fewer girls 
than boys who report a positive  
school climate. 

In the higher grades, fewer students report  
a positive school climate

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report a positive school climate, 
by grade and gender
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“Teachers think that [older students] are more mature and don’t need as 
much help; trying to prepare [us] for the ‘real world’.”  

[Youth Workshop Participant]
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4
5
6

It is concerning that the percentage of students reporting a lot of school pressure in grade 10 has increased over the past 
4 years, particularly for girls. 

Grade 10 girls report more school pressure than boys and this trend is consistent over time.

A cause for concern is that with increasing grade, fewer students are reporting that teachers care about them. While a 
majority of students still reported that teachers care about them, a decline in social support from teachers may have a 
negative impact on student mental health and well-being (Kidger et al., 2012). 

With increasing grade, fewer students are reporting that their peers are kind and helpful. This lack of support from peers 
may also have a negative impact on students’ well-being (Craig & Pepler, 2014). 

Support from schools and families may help students cope with feelings of school pressure (Craig & Pepler, 2014). 

With increasing grade, fewer students report experiencing a positive school climate. Having a positive school climate is 
related to increased academic performance and more positive social relationships (McLaughlin, 2008).
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Community

Communities refer to the neighbourhoods 
where young people live, play, and grow 
up. Groups and activities in which young 
people participate represent important 
parts of such communities. Together, these 
neighbourhoods and groups offer important 
benefits to health. A healthy community 
will provide support to young people in 
making good behavioural choices, and 
in educating them about decisions that 
enhance their health and well-being (Ellen, 
Mijanovich, & Dillman, 2001).

In this chapter, we examine young people’s 
perceptions of the supports that they 
receive in their communities, and the 
extent to which they trust the people in 
their neighbourhood. We also examine the 
proportions of young people who volunteer 
on a regular basis. 
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Here we report on a scale that 
measures community support using 
five items that ask about the quality of 
social relationships, safety, trust, and 
community leisure spaces.

One-half or fewer students in each grade 
and gender group report a high level of 
community support.

Among both boys and girls, perceived 
levels of community support decline as  
grade increases. For example, 48% of  
grade 6 girls report a high level of 
community support versus 38% of  
grade 10 girls, a difference of  
10 percentage points.

Overall, boys are more positive than girls 
about their level of community support. 
For example, in grade 10, 43% of boys 
report a high level of community support 
compared to 38% of girls.

Perceived levels of community support decline  
with grade

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report high community support, 
by grade and gender
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Among both girls and boys, levels 
of distrust of the people in their 
neighbourhoods is low.

For example, in grade 10 boys, the 
proportion expressing distrust of the 
people in their community is one-fifth or 
less across the years.

However, among both girls and boys, 
levels of distrust in their community rise 
between 2002 and 2018.

For example, in grade 10 girls, the 
proportion expressing distrust of the 
people in their community rises from 9% 
in 2002 to 18% in 2018.

Young people’s level of neighbourhood distrust  
is on the rise

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who agree or strongly agree that people 
in the area where they live would try to take advantage of them 
if they got the chance, by grade, gender and year of survey
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“If something isn’t right in your 
neighbourhood, you don’t feel like 
you belong there. Because I didn’t 
know a lot of people there it really 
wasn’t my space.” 

[Youth Workshop Participant]
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In each of grades 6 to 10, more girls 
report involvement in volunteer work than 
do boys.

For example, in both grades 9 and 10,  
the percentage of girls who report 
volunteering is 57% versus 37% of boys.

In boys, proportions reporting 
involvement in volunteer work range from 
a low of 25% in grade 6 to a high of 37% 
in grades 9 and 10.

Girls get involved in volunteer work more than boys
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Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students reporting involvement in volunteer work, 
by grade and gender
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Conclusions

1
2
3

It is concerning that less than one-half of young people feel high levels of support from the communities where they live. 

Increases in levels of neighbourhood distrust are noteworthy and should be monitored over time.

In Canada, girls appear to be more likely to get involved in volunteer work, a prosocial behaviour.
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Movement behaviours

Movement ranges in intensity from 
vigorous exercise at the high end to sleep 
at the low end. Movement behaviours 
include physical activity (e.g., sports, 
outdoor play), sedentary behaviour (e.g., 
screen time), and sleep. For optimal 
health, the Canadian 24-hour Movement 
Guidelines (Tremblay et al., 2016) 
encourage youth to achieve high levels of 
physical activity, low levels of sedentary 
behaviour and recreational screen time, 
and sufficient sleep each day.  

In this chapter, we describe the amount 
of time youth report that they spend 
engaged in physical activity, recreational 
screen time, and sleep. Collectively, we 
refer to such behaviours as “movement 
behaviours”.



46

Among boys, the proportion who report 
being active for at least 60 minutes a day 
over the past seven days declines from 
38% in grade 6 to 26% in grade 10.

Among girls, the proportion who report 
being active for at least 60 minutes a day 
over the past seven days declines from 
30% in grade 6 to 13% in grade 10.

More boys than girls participate in regular 
physical activity at all grade levels.

Most young people are not participating in regular 
physical activity, and girls are participating less  
than boys
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Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students that were physically active each of the past 
seven days for a total of at least 60 minutes per day, by grade and gender 
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Young people attribute the lower levels of engagement of girls in physical activity to a number of factors, including:  
(1) girls are often less comfortable engaging in activities in front of others; (2) girls often have less opportunities to engage 
in physical activities than do boys (for example, contact sports such as football, rugby or hockey), and (3) boys have 
more friends who engage in physical activities than do girls, and they also have more role models in sports to look up to. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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Among students in grades 6 to 10, those 
reporting at least 60 minutes per day of 
moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical 
activity varied from 20% to 25% from 2002 
to 2018.

25% of young people report at least 60 minutes per day 
of moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity
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Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of grade 6 to 10 students reporting at least 60 minutes 
per day of moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity for each 
of the past seven days, by year of survey

24%

23%

20%

22%

25%



48

Among boys, participation in organized 
sports declines from 76% in grade 6 to 
63% in grade 10.

Among girls, this decline goes from 70% 
in grade 6 to 54% in grade 10.

Higher percentages of boys than girls 
report participating in a team-based 
organized sport.

Higher percentages of girls than boys 
report participating in an individual-based 
organized sport.

Participation in organized sports is more common  
in boys, and declines by grade

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students reporting participation in organized sports, 
by grade and gender
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One-third or fewer students across all 
grades use active transportation to go 
to school in the morning and there is a 
general decline as grade increases.

Higher percentages of boys than girls 
report regularly walking or bicycling  
to school. 

Higher proportions of students who 
report they take 15 minutes or less to 
get to school report that they use active 
transportation (36%) compared to those 
who took more than 15 minutes to get to 
school (12%).

Active transportation to school

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students reporting they walk or bicycle to school 
in the morning, by grade and gender
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In 2019, the Canadian Paediatric Society 
published new recommendations 
for screen time use in children that 
emphasized four “essential Ms”: 
managed, meaningful, modeled, and 
monitored (Ponti et al., 2019).

Among boys, average amounts of screen 
time increase from 4 hours and 19 
minutes per day in grade 6, to 5 hours 
and 16 minutes in grade 10.

Screen time differs by grade  
and gender

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Average hours and minutes of screen time, by grade and gender
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Among girls, screen time increases  
from 3 hours and 28 minutes per day in 
grade 6, to 4 hours and 33 minutes in 
grade 10.

Boys consistently report more screen time 
than girls.

Screen time increases from grade 6 to 10 
in both boys and girls.
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The Canadian 24-hour Movement 
Guidelines (Tremblay et al., 2016) 
suggest that from ages 5 to 13, children 
require 9 to 11 hours of sleep per night. 
This recommendation changes to 8 to10 
hours among those aged 14 to 17.

Among boys, average amounts of sleep 
drop from 9 hours and 24 minutes  
per night in grade 6, to 8 hours and  
26 minutes in grade 10.

Among girls, average amounts of sleep 
drop from 9 hours and 34 minutes  
per night in grade 6, to 8 hours and  
20 minutes in grade 10.

Sleep duration differs by grade  
but not by gender

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Average hours and minutes of sleep, by grade and gender
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4

The proportion of Canadian students in grades 6 to 10 that report participating in at least 60 minutes per day of 
moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity has not exceeded 25% from 2002 to 2018.

The average levels of screen time reported by boys and girls at all grade levels far exceed the 2 hours per day of 
recreational screen time recommended in the Canadian 24-hour Movement Guidelines for Children and Youth.

Most young people adhere to sleep recommendations in the Canadian 24-hour Movement Guidelines.

One-third or fewer students across all grades use active transportation to go to school in the morning.
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Healthy eating

Healthy eating is important for the healthy 
development of children and youth (Health 
Canada, 2019) and to reduce the risk of 
obesity later in life (Public Health Agency 
of Canada, 2012). Unhealthy eating 

behaviours that begin during adolescence 
may continue into adulthood, creating 
negative conditions for a wide variety of  
eating-related concerns (Vereecken, 2005).  

Where and when young people eat, or not, 
can have a great influence on their body 
weight and other related nutritional and 
mental health outcomes. Food insecurity 
can also have a bearing on their eating 
habits (Kirkpatrick et al., 2015).

This chapter describes the foods that 
young people eat, and behaviours and 
practices that may influence their nutrition. 
These include the frequency of eating 
at fast food restaurants and skipping 
breakfast. The frequency of going to school 
or bed hungry due to not having enough 
food in the home is also presented.
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From 2002 to 2018, the proportion of  
young people reporting daily consumption 
of fruits increases from 38% to 52%.

Daily consumption of vegetables 
increases from 42% to 54% over the 
same time period.

Daily consumption of sweets decreases 
from 23% to 16% from 2002 to 2018.

Daily consumption of soft drinks 
decreases from 22% to 6% in the same 
time period.

The dietary habits of young 
Canadians are improving

Fruits

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students reporting eating different types of food 
on a daily basis, by grade and year of survey 
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Weekly consumption of food in a fast 
food restaurant increases as young 
people grow older.

For example, 18% of grade 6 boys, 22% 
of grade 8 boys, and 34% of grade 10 
boys report eating fast food at least once 
per week.

In girls, the proportion reporting fast food 
consumption is slightly less than boys,  
in grades 6 to 9.

Fast food consumption occurs 
more often in higher grades

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students reporting eating in a fast food restaurant 
at least once per week, by grade and gender
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In boys, proportions reporting that they 
usually consume breakfast decline from 
76% in grade 6, to 59% in grade 10. 

In girls, these proportions drop from a 
high of 70% in grade 6, to a low of 43% 
in grade 10.

Breakfast consumption is more common 
among boys than girls in all grades.

Breakfast consumption patterns 
vary by grade and gender 
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Percentage of students reporting that they usually eat breakfast 
(more than a glass of milk or fruit juice) every day on school days, 
by grade and gender

There are lots of factors involved in skipping breakfast, including the need to 
get ready, finishing homework and the time required to travel to school. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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In all grade levels and for both genders,  
2 to 4% of students report often or always 
going to school or bed hungry because 
there is not enough food at home.

A further 11 to 17% report that they 
sometimes experience such hunger.

There is no consistent pattern in the 
occurrence of hunger by gender or 
grade.

Hunger is experienced by many young Canadians
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Percentage of students reporting that they have gone to school or bed 
hungry because there is not enough food at home, by grade and gender
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Young people talked about how 
expensive it can be to eat healthy, 
especially in more northern and 
remote communities, and how this 
can be a barrier to eating healthy. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4

The proportion of young people reporting daily consumption of fruits and vegetables continues to increase, while the 
proportion reporting consumption of unhealthy foods such as sweets and soft drinks continues to decline.

Despite this positive trend, one-third of grade 10 boys and girls report eating in a fast food restaurant at least on  
a weekly basis. 

Although not eating breakfast is associated with increased risk of nutritional inadequacies and poorer cognition,  
daily breakfast eating declines dramatically in the older grades.

Up to 1 in 5 young people report going to school or bed hungry at least sometimes because there is not enough food 
at home. For 2-4% this occurs often or always. There are many possible explanations for this hunger, but it remains an 
important concern affecting the health and academic success of young people.
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Healthy weights

A healthy weight is a weight that is 
appropriate for a person’s height and 
promotes good health and well-being. 
Simply defined, the terms overweight 
and obesity represent a state where an 
individual has excess body weight and 
fat to the extent that it affects his or her 
health in a negative way (World Health 
Organization, 1998). Body weight issues, 
and the behaviours and stigmas to 
which young people are subject, due to 
perceptions of the look of their bodies, are 
also major adolescent health concerns 
among young people (Puhl & Suh, 2015).

In this chapter, we report on overweight 
and obesity, weight-based teasing (body 
shaming) and body image. Overweight 
and obesity were determined using body 
mass index (BMI) based on self-reported 
height and weight. Height and weight 
measurements were not taken as part of 
the survey.
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In grades 6 to 10, between 7% and 14% 
of boys have a BMI categorized  
as obese.

By grade, between 16% and 20% of boys 
have a BMI categorized as overweight.

Among boys, obesity peaks in grade 7,  
then declines as they enter the high 
school years.

Among boys, the prevalence of 
overweight remains relatively stable by 
grade level.

1 in 4 boys in Canada have a BMI categorized as 
obese or overweight
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By grade, between 5% and 7% of girls 
have a BMI categorized as obese.

By grade, between 13% and 18% of girls 
have a BMI categorized as overweight.

Overall prevalence of obesity, based on 
self-reported heights and weights, are 
lower among girls than boys.

Overweight and obesity remain 
common in girls
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Among boys in grades 6 to 10 combined, 
the prevalence of obesity ranged from 
9% to 11% and overweight ranged from 
18% to 22% between 2002 and 2018.

Among girls, the prevalence of obesity 
ranged from 5% to 7% and overweight 
ranged from 13% to 16% between 2002 
and 2018.

Percentages of students with a BMI categorized as 
overweight and obese have not changed much  
over time
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Among boys, the prevalence of reported 
weight-based teasing varies from 5% to 
9% by grade level.

Among girls, the prevalence of reported 
weight-based teasing varies from 6% to 
10% by grade level.

Body shaming is experienced by almost 1 in 10  
young people
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In general, girls report that they perceive 
their body to be “too fat” more often  
than boys.

Up to 1 in 3 young people perceive 
that their body is “too fat”
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Among boys, the percentage that perceive 
their body as being “too fat” ranges from 
18% to 25% by grade level.

Among girls, the percentage that perceive 
their body as being “too fat” rises from 19% 
in grade 6 to 34% in grade 10.

“Boys are told by social media 
and society that they should be 
“buff”, but naturally in grades 6 
to 10 they are often skinny.  Girls 
are told that they should have a 
“perfect hour glass figure”. 

[Youth Workshop Participant]
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Among boys, the proportion that perceive 
their body as being “too thin” rises from 
14% in grade 6 to 20% in grades 9  
and 10.

Among girls, the proportion that perceive 
their body as being “too thin” varies from 
9% to 11%.

In all grade levels, more boys than girls 
perceive their body as being “too thin”.

Many other young people perceive that their body  
is “too thin”
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4
5

Between 7% to 14% of boys, and 5% to 7% of girls, have obesity.

Between 16% to 20% of boys, and 13% to 18% of girls, are overweight.

Between 2002 and 2018, percentages of students with a BMI categorized as overweight and obese have not changed 
much in young Canadians.

Body shaming (being teased because of their weight) is reported by 5% to 10% of young people.

A greater percentage of girls than boys think that their body is “too fat”, whereas a greater percentage of boys than  
girls think that their body is “too thin”, illustrating the complex social pressure faced by young people with respect  
to their body image.
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Injuries

Injuries are the leading cause of death in 
Canadian children over the age of one 
(Public Health Agency of Canada, 2018). 
Youth injury has an enormous impact on 
Canadian society in terms of premature 
mortality, person years of life lost, inpatient 
and outpatient medical treatment, disability, 
and loss from productive activities for both 
youth and the adults who care for them 
when they are injured (Parachute, 2015). 
In addition, concussions have emerged 
as a major health issue in recent years, 
as awareness of their importance to the 
health of young people has grown.

This chapter describes how frequently 
young people report the occurrence 
of medically treated injuries. The vast 
majority of these are unintentional injuries, 
but HBSC does capture some injury events 
with intentional causes. It examines trends 

in the occurrence of more serious injuries 
over time, and where these more serious 
injuries occurred. Finally, it examines novel 
data on the occurrence of concussions that 
has not been available in past cycles of 
HBSC.
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In boys, proportions reporting one or 
more medically treated injuries in the last 
12 months range from 51% to 53%.

In girls, these proportions range from 
43% to 49%.

Boys report injuries more often than girls 
in all grades.

There is no clear difference in injury 
prevalence reported by grade.

Injuries requiring medical treatment 
by a doctor or nurse represent a 
substantial burden
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Boys have more contact sports options than girls, and these provide more 
opportunities to get injured. Most girls don’t play tackle football, rugby, or 
hockey; activities that are associated with a higher risk for injury. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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Serious injuries are those requiring 
a cast, stitches, an operation, or an 
overnight hospital stay.  

Higher proportions of boys report serious 
injuries than girls in all grade levels.

Among girls, the proportion reporting 
serious injuries over time increases, 
while these trends are less consistent  
for boys.

The differences in the reporting of injury 
by gender are similar for all grade levels; 
grade 6 and 10 data are provided to 
illustrate these patterns.

Reports of serious injuries are 
stable or increasing over time
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The majority of injuries (78% of boys, 
79% of girls) are experienced in one of 
three locations: sports facilities, schools, 
and homes or yards.

Children in the younger grades are more 
likely to experience serious injuries in 
home locations, while the locations for 
incurrence of injury for older children are 
much more diverse.

Serious injuries most commonly 
occur in three locations
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In boys, between 10 and 14% of students 
report experiencing a concussion in the 
past 12 months.

In girls, these proportions range from 7% 
to 12% across the grades.

The majority of these concussions (59.1%)  
occur while participating in sports.

There is no clear increase or decrease in  
concussion prevalence reported by grade.

About 1 in 10 young Canadians have experienced  
a concussion in the past year
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It was concerning to some young people that they may report concussion-
like symptoms to adults, but they may be ignored by people other than their 
parents.  Those who had experienced concussion-like symptoms reported that 
their parents generally viewed them “very seriously”, but coaches and  
team-mates did not. [Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4

Injuries happen frequently, and result in an enormous burden in terms of the costs of treatment, lost time and potential, 
and disability (Parachute, 2015).

Boys consistently report the occurrence of medically treated injuries and serious injuries more often than do girls.

Three types of locations (sports facilities, schools, and homes) are associated with 4 out of every 5 serious injuries that 
occur. This may provide direction for the targeting of interventions.

About 1 in 10 Canadian youth report that they were diagnosed with a concussion in the past year, with most of these 
concussions occurring while participating in sports. 
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Bullying and Teen Dating Violence

Bullying is repeated and targeted 
aggression within a relationship in which 
one person has greater power than the 
other person. Bullying is a destructive 
relationship that is characterized by 
disrespect. Children who bully are  

learning to use power and aggression 
to control and distress others. Children 
who are victimized become increasingly 
powerless; they find themselves  
trapped in relationships in which they are 
being abused.

Teen dating violence also involves the 
combination of power and aggression and 
can take the form of physical, emotional, 
psychological, or cyber-violence. Although 
sexual violence is recognized as an 
important aspect of teen dating violence,  
it was not assessed in the HBSC study.

For both bullying and teen dating violence, 
there are negative long term physical and 
mental health effects (Wolke & Lereya, 
2015).

In this chapter we examine young people’s 
reports of bullying and teen dating 
violence, two forms of an abuse of power 
within peer relationships.
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In general, more girls report being bullied 
than boys at all grades. For example, 25% 
of boys in grade 6 report being bullied 
compared to 31% of girls. 

For both boys and girls the lowest 
percentages of students who report being 
bullied are in grade 10, 22% of boys and 
26% of girls. 

Approximately one in three girls report being bullied
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Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

In the HBSC international report, the percentage of students being bullied and bullying others are each based on a single question. 
In Canada, a more comprehensive method is used: the percentage of students being bullied and bullying others are each based on six 
questions that measure frequency on specific types of bullying behaviours, in addition to the question used in the international report. 
The international approach results in lower percentages compared to the approach used in this report. 

Percentage of students who report being bullied at school more than 
once or twice in the past two months, by grade and gender
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In all grades, more boys than girls report 
bullying others. For example, 15% of boys 
in grade 6 report bullying others compared 
to 10% of girls.

For boys, the percentage of students 
who report bullying others increases from 
grade 6 to grade 10, from 15% to 23%.

More boys than girls report bullying others
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Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report bullying others at school more 
than once or twice in the past two months, by grade and gender
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Some young people were surprised by the statistics. They thought that 
bullying rates would be higher than reported and questioned whether 
students might not be candid in answering whether they had bullied others or 
had been bullied. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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More boys than girls report both bullying 
others and being bullied in grades 7 
through 10. For example, 12% of boys in 
grade 8 report both behaviours versus  
7% of girls. 

In general, the percentages of students 
who report bullying others and being 
bullied is fairly consistent across the 
grades for both boys and girls. The lone 
exception is the lower percentage for 
grade 6 boys compared to the older 
grades.

More boys than girls report bullying others  
and being bullied

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report being both bullied and bullying 
others at school more than once or twice in the past two months, 
by grade and gender
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The percentages of students who report  
being bullied, bullying others and being  
both victims and bullies have been 
relatively stable over the past 12 years.  
The notable exception is lower 
percentages of both bullying perpetration 
and being both a bully and a victim were 
lower in 2014 compared to 2018.

Percentages of students who report being bullied and 
bullying others are relatively stable over time
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A lot of young people felt that bullying will likely never go away because it’s an 
evolving problem and cyber-bullying is hard to catch and address. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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Percentage of students who report being bullied physically 
or being bullied verbally (being teased or called mean names), 
by grade and gender
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Verbal bullying is more often reported than  
physical bullying

More boys than girls report being bullied 
physically with the exception of grade 6.

9% of boys in grade 6 and 9% of girls in 
grade 6 report being bullied physically.

Similar percentages of boys and girls 
report being verbally bullied.

12% of boys and 14% of girls report being 
verbally bullied in grade 10.
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With increasing grade, more boys report 
verbally bullying others.

For example, 6% of grade 6 boys report 
verbally bullying others versus 13% of 
grade 10 boys. 

More boys than girls report bullying others physically 
and verbally

Percentage of students who report bullying others physically 
or verbally (by teasing or calling mean names), by grade and gender
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Girls are more likely to report being cyber-victimized 
and boys are more likely to report cyber-bullying others

Girls are more likely to report being cyber-
victimized than boys.

For example, 16% of girls in grade 10  
and 9% of boys in grade 10 report being 
cyber-victimized.

With increasing grade, more boys report 
cyber-bullying others than girls.

9% of boys and 5% of girls report cyber-
bullying others in grade 10.

“[Cyber-bullying is a] lot more 
scary because people are more 
likely to say stuff over social 
media than to your face; ‘keyboard 
warriors’.” 

[Youth Workshop Participant]

Young people commented on the effects of cyber-bullying and how easy it 
is to bully people online because of the anonymity and being removed from 
the situation. They felt like this was something that is going to continue to 
increase over time. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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A high proportion of students in grades 
9 and 10 report being victimized in their 
dating relationships, versus significantly 
fewer reporting perpetrating the dating 
violence.

Girls report more dating violence victimization  
than boys

Victimization Perpetration

Percentages of students in grades 9 and 10 who report being victimized 
and perpetrating dating violence in their dating relationships, 
by grade and gender
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40% of grade 10 girls compared to 32% of 
grade 10 boys.

Boys and girls are equally likely to report 
perpetrating dating violence, 14% of grade 
9 girls and 12% of grade 9 boys.
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A greater percentage of students reported 
cyber- and emotional victimization than 
physical victimization in teen dating 
relationships. 

For example, 19% of boys in grade 9 and 
34% of girls in grade 10 report emotional 
teen dating violence victimization.

17% of boys and 20% of girls report 
being cyber-victimized by their dating 
partner in grade 10.

Girls are more likely to report emotional and cyber-
victimization than boys in teen dating relationships
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4
5
6

Prevalence of bullying victimization has remained relatively stable over the past 12 years. There is a similar trend for 
bullying perpetration with the exception of 2014 when the prevalence was considerably lower.

In general, more girls report being bullied, and more boys report bullying others. The percentage of students who report 
bullying others increases with grade for boys. 

Boys and girls both report higher prevalence of being verbally bullied and being victims of cyber-bullying than being 
physically bullied.

Students who understand what is a healthy relationship; how to engage in a healthy relationship and how to develop 
strategies for seeking support if they are bullied in their romantic relationships tend to experience less bullying  
(Craig & Pepler, 2014). 

About 1 in 7 students in grades 9 and 10 report perpetrating teen dating violence. Developing healthy relationship skills 
may help support youth to engage in healthy romantic relationships (Craig & Pepler, 2014). 

Many students experience aggression through the abuse of power in their peer and romantic relationships. The 
development of intervention and prevention programs to prevent future abuse can contribute to supporting healthy 
development (Vagi et al., 2013). 
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Mental Health

Canadian youth who experience mental 
health problems often have difficulties 
adjusting at home (Buote, 2009), struggle 
academically, and experience social 
difficulties at school (Mychailyszyn, 
Mendez, & Kendall, 2010). Students 
struggling with their mental health are 
less engaged in the classroom, have 
lower levels of academic performance 
and achievement (Owens, Stevenson, & 
Hadwin, 2012), and are more likely to drop 
out of school (Meldrum, Venn & Kutcher, 

2009). Mental health problems that emerge 
during school-age years can persist and 
lead to adverse outcomes throughout 
one’s lifespan (Waddell, Shepherd, Chen, 
& Boyle, 2013).

Young people identified the things that define positive and negative mental health for them - “Quality mental health 
and wellness is.... Self-care, keeping in touch with the land, self-respect, knowing you are capable, respect, talking 
about your problems with family and friends, resilience training, confidence, caring, being happy, good self-esteem, 
being healthy, being sober.”  “It is not.... self-judging, putting yourself down, self-criticism, self-medicating, poor health 
habits, lack of exercise.” 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]

This chapter examines students’ mental 
health and life satisfaction. 
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18% of grade 6 boys report feeling 
hopeless versus 24% of grade 10 boys, 
an increase of 6 percentage points.

25% of grade 6 girls report feeling 
hopeless versus 48% of grade 10 girls,  
an increase of 23 percentage points.

Compared to boys, a higher percentage of 
girls report feeling hopeless.

48% of girls in grade 10 report feeling 
hopeless or sad for two weeks or more 
in a row in the past year versus 24% of 
boys in grade 10.

With increasing grade, higher proportions of students 
report feeling hopeless for two weeks

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report that during the past 12 months they 
felt sad or hopeless almost every day for two weeks or more in a row, 
resulting in them stopping  usual activities, by grade and gender
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“As you get older, poor mental 
health increases, stress levels 
rise, more pressure and 
responsibilities.” 

[Youth Workshop Participant]
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14% of grade 6 boys report feeling lonely 
versus 22% of grade 10 boys,  
an increase of 8 percentage points.

21% of grade 6 girls report feeling lonely 
versus 38% of grade 10 girls, an increase 
of 17 percentage points.

Compared to boys, a higher percentage of 
girls report feeling lonely.

38% of girls in grade 10 report feeling 
lonely versus 22% of boys in grade 10.

With increasing grade, higher proportions of students 
report feeling lonely, particularly girls

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who agree or strongly agree that they often 
feel lonely, by grade and gender
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67% of girls in grade 10 report feeling 
nervous versus 42% of boys in grade 10.

32% of grade 6 boys report feeling 
nervous versus 42% of grade 10 boys,  
an increase of 10 percentage points.

38% of grade 6 girls report feeling 
nervous versus 67% of grade 10 girls,  
an increase of 29 percentage points.

More girls than boys report 
feeling nervous and the difference 
increases with grade

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018
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Compared to boys, a higher percentage of 
girls report more than weekly subjective 
health complaints, such as headaches or 
stomachaches.

55% of girls in grade 10 report more than 
weekly subjective health complaints 
versus 27% of boys in grade 10.

20% of grade 6 boys report frequent health 
complaints versus 27% of grade 10 boys, 
an increase of 7 percentage points.

30% of grade 6 girls report frequent 
health complaints versus 55% of grade 
10 girls, an increase of 25 percentage 
points.

More girls than boys report frequent subjective health 
complaints and the difference increases with grade

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who report 2 or more of 8 subjective health 
complaints more than weekly, by grade and gender
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67% of boys in grade 10 report being 
confident versus 47% of girls in grade 10.

76% of grade 6 boys report feeling 
confident versus 67% of grade 10 boys,  
a decrease of 9 percentage points.

66% of grade 6 girls report feeling 
confident versus 47% of grade 10 girls,  
a decrease of 19 percentage points.

More boys report having confidence 
in themselves than girls

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who agree or strongly agree that they have 
confidence in themselves, by grade and gender
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“You’re more confident when you’re younger; when you think of something 
you want to do, you just go do it, you don’t think about the consequences or 
judgement. You don’t think ahead as much when you’re younger.” 

[Youth Workshop Participant]

“When you are not confident it is 
hard to be happy.” 

[Youth Workshop Participant]
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In 2018, 14% of grade 10 boys versus 28%  
of grade 10 girls report low life satisfaction.  

With increasing grade, more girls report 
low life satisfaction. In 2018, 18% of grade 
6 girls versus 28% of grade 10 girls report 
low life satisfaction.

The percentage of boys reporting low life 
satisfaction is relatively consistent over 
time. For girls in grade 10, the percentage 
who reported low life satisfaction increased 
from 22% in 2014 to 28% in 2018.

More girls than boys report low life satisfaction

Percentage of boys who report low life satisfaction, by grade and 
year of survey 

Percentage of girls who report low life satisfaction, by grade and 
year of survey 
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4
5
6

Almost one-half of grade 9 and 10 girls and one-quarter of boys report feeling sad or hopeless almost every day for two 
weeks or more resulting in them stopping usual activities. There are also high percentages of students who report feeling 
lonely. These findings are concerning.

Similarly, there are concerning high percentages of students who report feeling nervous. In grade 6, about one-third of 
students report feeling nervous, but by grade 10, this proportion has increased to two-thirds of girls. Subjective health 
complaints increase with grade, especially for girls.

For grade 10 girls, there has been an increase in the percentage reporting low life satisfaction from 2014 to 2018.

Three-quarters of grade 6 boys and two-thirds of grade 6 girls report having confidence in themselves. In grade 10 these 
percentages drop to two-thirds for boys and less than one-half of girls.

Consistently on all indicators, girls are reporting more symptoms that are consistent with depression and anxiety than 
boys and older students are reporting more symptoms than younger students. The concern is that poor mental health 
during school-age years can persist and lead to adverse outcomes throughout one’s lifespan (Waddell et al., 2013).

Taken together, these results indicate that many students, particularly older girls, are reporting symptoms that are 
consistent with depression (sadness, hopelessness) and anxiety (nervousness, psychosomatic complaints).
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Spiritual Health

Spirituality has been defined as the 
“connections in life that make us human” 
(Michaelson et al., 2016). Not to be 
confused with formal religion, the right to 
a healthy spirituality in the development of 
young people is enshrined in the United 
Nations’ Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (General Assembly UN, 1989). 
Spiritual health often considers four 
domains: connections to self, others, 
nature and to something greater (the 
transcendent) (Hay and Nye, 2006).

This chapter describes young people’s 
perceptions of the importance of spiritual 
health according to those four domains.

In the views of young people, there is a distinct overlap between spiritual 
health and “quality mental health and wellness”. In that regard, spiritual 
health is very much a positive health asset. Both include the need for strong 
connections to your inner self.  This includes self-care, self-respect, and 
knowing you are capable and resilient (connections to self).  For some, 
it includes “keeping in touch with the land” (connections to nature), or 
being connected to something greater (connections to the transcendent).  
For others it is being able to talk over problems with family and friends 
(connections to others).  All of these are core domains of spiritual health. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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In boys, proportions reporting that 
connections to self (i.e., sensing meaning 
in life, experiences of joy) are important 
vary from a high of 73% in grade 6 to  
a low of 57% in grade 9.

Connections to self are important to the majority  
of young people
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Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students reporting that connections to self are 
important, by grade and gender
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“Growing up in a trades household 
and a heavy stigma [I was taught] 
to never cry.  I’ve never seen a 
guy in my family cry except for 
one time in my entire life.  So I 
feel that I lost my self connection 
with emotions for a long, long time, 
because I didn’t think my feelings 
were important enough to be 
validated”. 

[Youth Workshop Participant]

In girls, these proportions range from a  
high of 76% in grade 6 to a low of 67% in 
grades 8 and 9.

The proportions who report that connections 
to self are important are higher for girls than 
boys in all grades.
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In boys, proportions reporting that 
connections to others are important vary 
from a high of 58% in grade 6 to a low  
of 46% in grade 9.

In girls, these proportions range from a 
high of 69% in grade 6 to a low of 61%  
in grades 8 and 9.

More girls than boys in all grades report 
that connections to others are important.

More girls than boys rate 
connections to others as being 
important
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Percentage of students reporting that connections to others are 
important, by grade and gender
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In boys, the proportion reporting that 
connections to nature are important 
declines from 58% in grade 6 to 35% in 
grade 10.

Students in older grades report connections to nature 
as being less important

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Grade 6

Grade 7

Grade 8

Grade 9

Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students reporting that connections to nature are 
important, by grade and gender
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In girls, these proportions drop from a  
high of 68% in grade 6 to a low of 44%  
in grade 10.

More girls than boys in all grades report 
that connections to nature are important.
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Fewer than one in four girls and boys 
report that connections to something 
greater (the transcendent) are important  
in their lives.

This is the spiritual health domain that is 
most closely affiliated with formal religion.

Transcendent connections have less importance to 
most young Canadians than the other domains of 
spiritual health
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Percentage of students reporting that connections to the transcendent 
are important, by grade and gender
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Conclusions

1
2
3

Spiritual health is an ancient concept with contemporary application to the health, and health experiences of young 
people in Canada (Brooks et al., 2018).

Of the four domains used to measure spiritual health, connections to self seems to be most important to young people, 
followed by connections to others, to nature, and to the transcendent.

The proportion of students who perceived that connections to nature were important declined by grade. This is particularly  
relevant to adolescent health discussions in Canada, since connections to nature are known to be positive health assets 
(Piccininni et al., 2018).
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Substance use

During adolescence, many young people 
begin to experiment with tobacco, 
alcohol, or other drugs. Frequent use of 
these substances is related to a diversity 
of health problems (Paglia-Boak & Adlaf, 
2007). It is therefore important to monitor 
substance use behaviour in order to 
understand their harms, and to inform 
public health policy and practice. For 
similar reasons, it is also vital to monitor 
the emergence of newer substance use 
behaviour such as e-cigarette use and 
the use of illegal drugs and prescription 
medications to “get high”.

In this chapter, we examine the reporting 
of key indicators of substance use. 
Questions about tobacco, alcohol use, and 
e-cigarettes were asked across grades 

6 to 10, while questions about the use of 
cannabis and illegal drugs were asked only 
of students in grades 9 and 10. 

Young people use substances to 
cope, to deal with stress, and to  
“fit in” with others. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections] E-cigarettes are a type of vaping product used for consuming e-liquids that can 
contain nicotine and/or flavourings. Students were asked if they had used “e-cigarettes 
(electronic cigarettes that look like cigarettes/cigars, but produce vapour instead of 
smoke)” in the last 30 days.
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Among boys, smoking cigarettes daily 
in the last 30 days ranges from 0.1% in 
grade 6 to 2% in grade 10.

Among girls, responses range from 0% in 
grade 6 to 1.8% in grade 10.

The percentages of students smoking 
cigarettes are similar for boys and girls 
across the grade range and remain at 
historic lows.

Percentages of students who smoke cigarettes daily 
are low
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Percentage of students reporting smoking cigarettes on each of the 
last 30 days, by grade and gender
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In boys, reported use of e-cigarettes in  
the last 30 days ranges from 7% in  
grade 6 to 28% in grade 10.

In girls, reported use of e-cigarettes in the 
last 30 days varies from 4% in grade 6 to 
24% in grade 10.

With the exception of grade 7, more boys 
than girls report smoking e-cigarettes. 

1 in 4 grade 10 students are reporting e-cigarette use
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Percentage of students reporting use of e-cigarettes in the last 30 days, 
by grade and gender
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Young people had many suggestions for prevention efforts.  These included: (1) lowering the amounts of nicotine 
that go in to a vape; (2) publicizing some of the negative health effects (e.g., collapsed lungs) that sometimes go with 
vaping; (3) removing popular flavours from the market; (4) introducing legislation to make the legal age consistent 
with cigarettes, mandating the use of plain packaging, and prohibiting companies from advertising these products on 
television and social media. 

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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Among boys, drunkenness on two or more 
occasions (lifetime) ranges from 1% in 
grade 6 to 26% in grade 10.

Among girls, these proportions range from 
1% in grade 6 to 29% in grade 10.

Similar percentages of boys and girls 
report drunkenness in their lifetimes.

Boys and girls report very similar patterns  
of “getting really drunk” 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Grade 6

Grade 7

Grade 8

Grade 9

Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students reporting “getting really drunk” on two or more 
occasions (lifetime), by grade and gender
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“Everyone drinks or smokes in high school. You feel like you cannot connect 
with anyone without these”. 

[Youth Workshop Participant]



116

The proportion of Grade 9 and 10 boys 
that report using cannabis in the last  
12 months declines from 37% in 2002 to 
17% in 2018.

Cannabis use is declining among grade 9  
and 10 students
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Percentage of grade 9 and 10 students reporting using cannabis in the 
last 12 months, by gender and year of survey
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Among grade 9 and 10 girls, the proportion 
that report using cannabis in the last  
12 months declines from 31% in 2002 to 
17% in 2018.

In 2002 more boys than girls report using 
cannabis, whereas the proportions are 
similar for boys and girls in subsequent 
years.
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Among boys, 2 to 4% report use of specific 
illegal drugs.

Among girls, this proportion is 2 to 3%.

Both boys and girls more commonly 
report use of specific medications to “get 
high”, 18% of boys, and 21% of girls use 
cough and cold medicines to “get high”.

Use of illegal drugs or medications to “get high”

Percentage of grade 9 and 10 students reporting ever using specific 
illegal drugs or medications to “get high”, by gender

Boys Girls
Ecstasy, MDMA (E, Xtc, Adam, X) 3 2

Amphetamines (speed) 3 3

Methamphetamines/Crystal methamphetamine (ice) 2 2

Heroin (horse, tar, junk) 2 2

Cocaine (coke, crack, snow, rock) 3 2

Glue or solvents (e.g., gasoline, butane, model glue) 2 2

LSD and other hallucinogens (e.g., PCP, magic mushrooms, 
mescaline, peyote, Salvia) 4 3

Medication to “get high”:

Pain Relievers (e.g., Percodan, Demerol, Oxycontin, Codeine) 6 4

Stimulants (e.g., Ritalin, Concerta, Adderall) 5 3

Sedatives/tranquillizers (e.g., Valium, Ativan, Xanax) 3 3

Cough and cold medicines 18 21
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4

The very low levels of daily cigarette smoking reported by young people in Canada is encouraging.

Almost one in four young people in grade 10 now report the use of e-cigarettes. 

The continued decline in the use of cannabis among young people is encouraging. Given the 2018 Canadian legislation 
that maintains bans on cannabis use among children while legalizing its use among adults, it will be especially important 
to monitor patterns of cannabis use among young people in Canada.

There is a low percentage of students reporting use of illegal drugs to “get high”, but there are a variety of health risks 
for the young people who use them. A higher percentage of students report the use of medications to “get high”, which is 
also associated with health concerns. 
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Sexual Health

Adolescence is characterized by the 
emergence of romantic relationships. 
These relationships enable youth to 
learn intimacy skills and develop healthy 
relationships. Sexual health is important 
to adolescents’ overall health and well-
being (Slater & Robinson, 2014). Romantic 
relationships, however, can also involve 
risky behaviours. Engaging in sexual 
intercourse at an early age is associated 
with greater risk for unprotected sex, 
having an unplanned pregnancy, and 
contracting sexually transmitted infections. 
Moreover, it is linked to other risk-taking 
behaviours such as drug and alcohol use 
(Godeau, Nic Gabhainn, & Ross, 2005). This chapter examines the trends in the 

percentage of students who have had 
sexual intercourse, as well the prevalence 
of the use of contraception, and the age of 
initiation of sexual intercourse.
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In 2018, 25% of grade 10 boys and 27% of 
grade 10 girls reported having had sex.

In 2018, 14% of grade 9 boys and 12% of 
grade 9 girls report having had sex.

Since 2010, there has been a significant 
drop in the percentage of students 
reporting they have had sexual 
intercourse.

In 2018, approximately 1 in 4 grade 10 students report 
they have had sexual intercourse
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Percentage of grade 9 and 10 students who report that they had had 
sexual intercourse, by grade, gender and year of survey

20062002 2010 2014 2018

27

25

17

31

31
24

14

18

29
27

25

14

19 18

12

27

19

18

25
28

Grade 9 Boys Grade 10 Boys
Grade 9 Girls Grade 10 Girls

“Technology has made sexual 
activity [go down]; sexting,  
online chat.” 

[Youth Workshop Participant]
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Girls are more likely than boys to report 
birth control pills as the method of birth 
control (55% versus 47%), whereas boys 
are more likely to report using condoms 
(66% of boys versus 61% of girls) the last 
time they had intercourse.

It should be noted that the boy/girl 
difference in birth control use may be 
impacted by the fact that more boys than 
girls are “unsure” of whether or not birth 
control pills were used.

Less than 2/3 of students report 
using condoms
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Percentage of grade 9 and 10 students who used contraceptive 
measures the last time they had intercourse, by gender
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Young people reported a range of experiences and accessibility of information 
on sexual health, ranging from only talking about abstinence to condoms 
being available at their school for anyone to access.

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]



124

Of the grade 9 and 10 students who have 
had sex, the majority report that they first 
had sex at age 14 or 15.

Of the students who report having had 
sex, 26% of boys in grades 9 and 10 have 
had sex before they were 14, versus 16% 
of girls.

Of the students who report having had sex, most had 
their first experience when they were 15 years old
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4

The percentage of grade 9 and 10 students who report having had sexual intercourse has dropped significantly since 
2010 and the drop is greater in boys than girls.

About two-thirds of students report using condoms, and about one-half of students report using birth control pills, the last 
time they had sex. 

Of the grade 9 and 10 students who report having had sex, they are most likely to initiate it at age 14 or 15. Consent-
based education may help inform students about the risks of early sex initiation and about contraceptive choices.

Sex education enables students to better understand themselves, establish emotional relationships that show respect for 
themselves and others, and develop critical thinking and good judgment along with a sense of responsibility  
(Slater & Robinson, 2014).
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Social Media Use

Social media use has become increasingly 
embedded in the daily lives of youth in 
recent years, leading to concerns about its 
potential impact (Underwood & Ehrenreich, 
2017). Research suggests that intense 
social media use, indicated by the time 
spent using social media, is linked to 
lower mental (Primack & Escobar-Vierra, 
2017), school (Al-Menayes, 2015), and 
social well-being of youth (Underwood & 
Ehrenreich, 2017). 

In addition, problematic social media 
use, indicated by symptoms of addiction 
to social media, such as loss of control 
over social media use or having conflicts 
because of social media use (Van den 
Eijnden, Lemmens, & Valkenburg, 2016), 
is also associated with lower well-being 
among youth (Marino, Gini, Vieno, et al., 
2018). 

In this chapter, we examine young people’s 
engagement with social media, including 
problematic use, ease of use, intensity of 
use, and activities in which they engage.

Students were classified as intensive users 
of social media based on their frequency 
of communication with four groups: close 
friend(s); friends from a larger friend 
group; friends that you got to know through 
the internet, but didn’t know before; and 

people other than friends (Inchley et al.,  
2018). Students were classified as 
problematic users of social media based 
on negative aspects of their social media 
use such as neglecting other activities, 
being unable to focus on other things, 
feeling bad about social media use, and 
having conflict, arguments, or lying to 
family or friends about social media use 
(Inchley et al., 2018). 
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In general, girls are more likely to report 
problematic social media use than boys.

9% of grade 9 girls versus 4% of grade 6 
girls report problematic social media use.

11% of girls in grade 10 are problematic 
social media users compared to 6% of 
grade 10 boys. 

With increasing grade, students are 
more likely to report problematic 
social media use
Percentage of students who report problematic social media use, 
by grade and gender
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Many students recognized the possible negative impacts that social media can have, particularly if they are spending 
too much time on social media:  “Makes you obsessive, rough on mental health, cyber-bullying, takes away from face-to-
face interactions, miss out on sleep, miss out on the present moment, lots of missed opportunities.”  

[Youth Workshop Group Reflections]
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In general, girls are more likely to agree 
that they prefer to talk about feelings on 
the internet compared to boys.

39% of girls in grade 10 agree they prefer 
to talk on the internet versus 32% of 
grade 10 boys.

39% of grade 9 girls versus 15% of  
grade 6 girls report that they can  
more easily talk about their inner  
feelings online. 

With increasing grade, more students prefer to talk 
about their inner feelings online

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who agree they can talk more easily about 
their inner feelings on the internet than in a face-to-face encounter, 
by grade and gender
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“[On social media] you are able to express your feelings at a safe distance.” 
[Youth Workshop Participant]
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At all grades, more girls report intensive 
social media use than boys.

In grades 9 and 10, 46% and 47% of girls 
report intensive social media use, versus 
35% and 38% for grade 9 and10 boys.

As youth age, they are utilizing their 
phones or other devices to stay in contact 
with others frequently and regularly 
throughout the day. 

With increasing grade, more students report  
intensive social media use
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Percentage of students who report intensive social media use, 
by grade and gender
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“[Social media] is addictive, so 
people become more addicted as 
they use it more.” 

[Youth Workshop Participant]
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43% of girls in grade 10 compared to 32% 
of boys spend three hours or more a day 
during the week doing homework or social 
networking on their electronic devices.   

The proportion of girls spending three 
hours or more a day on their electronic 
devices other than game playing 
increases from 12% in grade 6 to 43%  
in grade 10. 

Girls are more likely to spend time using electronic 
devices to do homework and social networking 
activities

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who use electronic devices for reasons other 
than playing games (e.g., homework, email, twitter, Facebook, surfing 
the net) 3 hours or more a day on weekdays, by grade and gender
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24% of boys in grade 6 compared to 12% 
of girls in grade 6 spend three or more 
hours a day during the week playing 
games on their electronic devices.  

The proportion of boys spending time on 
their electronic devices playing games for 
three or more hours increases from 24% 
in grade 6 to 31% in grade 9. 

Boys are more likely to spend time using electronic 
devices to play games

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Canada, 2018

Percentage of students who use electronic devices to play games 
about 3 or more hours a day on weekdays, by grade and gender
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Conclusions

1
2
3
4

The good news is very few students are reporting problematic social media use, although for girls by grade 10,  
it is about 11%.

Students may not have problematic use, but they are spending a significant amount of time online. Boys are more likely 
than girls to be playing games online, while girls are more likely than boys to be doing homework, social networking or 
surfing the net. 

With increasing grade, students report that it is easier to talk about their inner feelings through social media.  
Online communication does not require face-to-face contact or anyone seeing visual cues and students may feel safer 
communicating online (Hudson et al., 2016). 

Students connect, play, and do work online. Understanding the benefits and drawbacks of being online may help the 
development of prevention and intervention strategies to support students online (Best et al., 2014).
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Final Thoughts 

The main purposes of the HBSC are to 
understand youth health and well-being 
and to inform education and health policy 
and health promotion programs, nationally 
and internationally. 

In this national Canadian report, we report 
on key findings aimed at monitoring health 
and health behaviours and social and 
physical contexts of students in grades 6 
to 10.

This chapter highlights key findings of this 
2018 HBSC report. In addition to providing 
a brief snapshot of the various health 
topics covered by the survey, we also 
highlight four major themes that emerged 
when the results are looked at as a whole.
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Home and Family
The majority of students in Canada report having a happy home life. They also 
report positive relationships with their parents, and feel that they are generally 
understood by them. There are some exceptions. The home life for grade 9 and 10  
girls is more challenging – they are less likely to feel understood and are more 
likely to report they would like to leave home at times.  

Friends
Many students report having frequent contact online with friends, and this 
increases with grade. Of concern, is that the percentage of girls in grades 8 to 10  
who report that they have a same-sex friend to talk to has been decreasing for 
decades. However, it is encouraging that the majority of students report that most 
of their friends engage in positive behaviours, and relatively few report that  
most of their friends engage in risky behaviours.
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School
Over time, more and more grade 10 girls report feeling a lot of pressure around 
school work and school performance. A substantial proportion of students in 
grades 9 and 10 report that their teachers are not supportive, nor are their peers. 
The combination of increased school pressure and perceived lack of support may 
be contributing to mental health challenges experienced by older girls.

Community
Less than one-half of young people in Canada perceive high levels of support from 
the communities that they live in. Increases in neighbourhood distrust observed 
since 2002 are of concern. In each of grades 6 to 10, a higher percentage of girls 
reported involvement in volunteer work compared to boys.
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Physical Activity, Screen Time,  
and Sleep
While the majority of students adhere to Canadian 24-hour Movement Guidelines 
for sleep, adherence to related screen time guidelines is poor. Further, only  
one-quarter of Canadian students report participating in a least 60 minutes per day 
of moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity.

Healthy Eating
The proportions of students that report daily consumption of fruit and vegetables 
continue to rise, while the proportions reporting sweets and soft drink consumption 
continue to decline. The extent of eating in fast food restaurants, skipping breakfast 
during the school week, and going to school or bed hungry due to a lack of food in 
the home were each notable findings related to healthy eating and nutrition.

Healthy Weights
Percentages of students categorized as being overweight and obese in grades 6 
to 10 have not changed substantially since 2002. Higher percentages of girls than 
boys report thinking that their body is “too fat”, while higher percentages of boys 
than girls report thinking that their body is “too thin”, illustrating the complex 
social pressures faced by students with respect to their body image.
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Injury and Concussions
Injuries remain one of the leading causes of death, disability and lost productivity 
among students (Parachute, 2015). Most serious injuries occur in three types 
of environments: sports facilities, schools, and at home, offering targets for 
intervention. About 1 in 10 Canadian youth report that they were diagnosed with  
a concussion in the past year.

Bullying and Teen Dating Violence
The percentages of students who report being bullied have remained relatively 
stable over time. Involvement in bullying is a gendered issue with more girls than 
boys reporting being bullied and more boys than girls reporting bullying others. 
More girls than boys report being victimized in their dating relationships, but boys 
and girls are equally likely to perpetrate teen dating violence. Supporting youth in 
engaging in healthy relationships can help to prevent bullying and teen  
dating violence.
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Mental Health
Of girls and boys in grades 6 to 10, girls in grades 9 and 10 consistently report 
the most negative mental health experiences. They have the highest likelihood 
of reporting feeling hopeless, sad, lonely and nervous, as well as having low 
confidence and subjective health complaints. They are also reporting lower  
quality relationships with parents, teachers, and peers. It is concerning that these 
girls are reporting experiencing the most negative mental health concerns and 
problems in their relationships, as healthy relationships may buffer these mental 
health concerns. 

Spiritual Health
The right to a healthy spirituality has been recognized as a fundamental human 
right for children. Since 2014, HBSC researchers have been measuring spiritual 
health and its four domains describing connections to self, others, nature, and 
the transcendent. Connections to self seem to be of central importance to young 
people. Observed declines in the importance of connections to nature are of 
particular importance to Canada.
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Substance Use
The percentages of students who report daily smoking continue to be very low. 
However, the use of e-cigarettes is a health risk behaviour that is of great concern. 
Further, we need to continue to monitor observed declines in cannabis use, 
especially given the recent changes in legislation. 

Sexual Health
Over time, fewer students are reporting having had sex and about two-thirds 
of those reported using condoms the last time they had sex. Ongoing healthy 
relationship education for Canadian youth will support their healthy sexual 
development. 

Social Media Use
A small proportion of students report problematic social media use and a higher 
proportion report intensive social media use, but both increase with grade. Canadian 
students report frequent use of social media for homework and social connection, 
as well as gaming. Understanding when the intensity of use becomes problematic 
is critical to support healthy engagement with social media.
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Theme 1. 
The mental health and relationships of grade 9 and 10 
girls are of great concern

Girls in grades 9 and 10 are consistently reporting the most negative health experiences relating to 
their mental health and relationships. For example, they have the highest levels of subjective health 
complaints, feeling hopeless, sad, nervous, and low confidence. In addition, high proportions of these 
girls report they feel their parents do not understand them, and they have low levels of teacher and  
friend support.
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Theme 2. 
Positive relationships in homes and families matter

Positive relationships are a cause for celebration. The majority of students are reporting happy home 
lives and positive relationships with their mothers and fathers. These are well established as major 
protective factors for the health of young people (Craig & Pepler, 2014).



146

Theme 3. 
Profiles of risk-taking are changing

While young people report less engagement in many forms of risk-taking (e.g., cigarette smoking, sexual 
intercourse), engagement in other types of risk-taking and negative health behaviours may be on the 
rise and require future attention (e.g., electronic cigarette use/vaping, problematic social media use, and 
cyber-bullying).
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Theme 4. 
Social media use is a growing public health issue 
among young people

Although social media can be used in positive ways to communicate, connect and engage with others, 
its use can also be negative, including exposure to cyber-bullying and symptoms of addiction. Although 
many students report intensive social media use and few report problematic social media use, levels of 
both increase with grade. Increased understanding of social media use can contribute to the promotion 
of healthy social media use and prevention of unhealthy use.



148

The last word:  
What adolescents in Canada told us

We engaged young people across 
Canada to provide reflections, 
context and insight to the HBSC 
findings presented in this report. 
In addition to the perspective(s) 
provided within individual chapters 
of this report, they identified several 
themes that clearly were of great 
contemporary importance to them. 
In this last section, we balance 
the four themes identified by the 
investigators with additional  
themes identified in these youth 
engagement sessions.

Youth Engagement Theme 1.  
Gendered roles and norms
In almost all of the youth engagement sessions, the issues of gender, gender norms, and 
their impacts on the health of adolescents were evident. Almost universally, participants 
identified various ways that gender can impact upon well-being, as well as the ways that 
gendered norms influence and create barriers for them as they grow and develop. There 
are many examples of this theme that emerged within a number of topics. For example, 
youth noted that both girls and boys struggle with weight stigma and body image, but 
there are different gendered ideals in terms of body shapes and sizes. Youth also talked 
about different social expectations for boys compared to girls in terms of participation in  
physical activity and organized sports. With respect to mental and spiritual health, 
youth told us that the social norm is that it is acceptable to acknowledge your feelings 
if you’re a girl, but that there is social stigma to acknowledging and expressing your 
feelings if you’re a boy. When reviewing the results on bullying and teen dating violence, 
youth felt that the higher levels of perpetration by males could be understood as “toxic 
masculinity” and the social norming of aggressive behaviours in boys compared to girls. 
These represent four of many examples of gendered roles and norms as a theme. This 
resonated with participants surrounding many different aspects of health, and this was 
noteworthy.
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Youth Engagement Theme 2.  
Transitions to Adulthood
Adolescence can be a challenging time of life as young people transition from childhood 
to young adulthood. This transition represents a second theme that emerged from 
the youth engagement sessions. While participants understood that becoming more 
independent is an important part of their development, they viewed the corresponding 
declines in support as problematic. Many reported feelings of disconnection from others, 
such as parents, associated with these transitions. Some also suggested that these 
transitions had notable impacts of their self-confidence and sense of well-being, making 
transitions to adulthood a second important theme that emerged from the voices of  
young people. 

Youth Engagement Theme 3.  
Technology and Social Media  
Consistent with what emerged from the survey findings, young people identified the 
influence of technology and social media on adolescent health as a third theme. Youth 
emphasized the existence of both positive and negative aspects of technology in their 
lives. They told us that technology provided an excellent way of staying connected, and 
much of this was beneficial. However, youth also talked about how spending too much 
time online was not a good thing, and the many different physical, mental and other 
problems that could result. The need for balance in the use of technology and social 
media was important to them.  
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Youth Engagement Theme 4.  
New and Emergent Risks
As a fourth youth engagement theme, participants identified that they are currently facing 
many new and emergent risks in their lives. Youth talked about risks associated with 
online environments and use of technology and social media (Youth Engagement  
Theme 3). A second emergent risk they identified was the use of e-cigarettes/vaping. 
While the percentage of students smoking cigarettes continues to be very low, the 
percentages of students vaping are increasing across all grades and genders. Youth had 
much to say about vaping, whether commenting on its trendiness and social acceptability, 
their reliance on vaping to cope with stress, how easy it was to access vapes, or the 
appeal of this vaping, as reinforced by advertising and social media. These represent 
prime examples of new types of health behaviours to be tracked, monitored and better 
understood in the future. 

Unaddressed  
Health Issues
While participants in the youth 
engagement sessions had many 
positive comments about the HBSC 
study, they also noted some areas 
for improvements. These included 
the need for new and improved 
items on: (1) gender identity, so that 
the health of LGBTQ2+ youth and 
other marginalized groups could be 
studied; (2) perceived accessibility 
of resources and supports available 
to students; (3) healthy and 
unhealthy transitions to adulthood; 
(4) confidence and self-esteem; and 
(5) Colonialism and its impact(s) on 
youth health. These suggestions 
provide important considerations for 
future cycles of the HBSC study.
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