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A legacy for Calgary's children

Building naturally supportive communities to promote
well-being

The current situation with the COVID-19 pandemic, and why children and youth may be
particularly vulnerable:

Canadians’ mental health and well-being have been impacted by social isolation, physical distancing
and closure of workplaces, schools and recreation spaces during the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19
data collected from Calgary families suggests that up to 35% of mothers experienced increased stress,
anxiety and depression; and 30% of caregivers were concerned about their child’s behaviour and
mood.! Children and youth, because of their brain and social-emotional development stage, are
particularly vulnerable to COVID-related disruptions.2? Strategies that enhance mental health and
well-being, such as a natural supports approach can enable children and youth to thrive through
supportive interactions, relationships and friendly environments.

What are natural supports, and why are they important?

For me: Natural supports are informal give-and-take
social connections.* In addition to relationships with
friends and family, they include interactions with
neighbours, mentors, organizations and local businesses.
These occur wherever people intersect, such as libraries,
parks, and grocery stores. These connections create a
sense of belonging, help develop skills, reduce stress,
and increase well-being.

For children and youth: Children and youth with
natural supports are less likely to commit crimes, like
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assault and theft,5 and are more likely to be successful in school.¢” Natural supports also enhance
mental health.8910 However, almost 30% of Canadian children report they have “no important adults”
in their lives.’* and many have difficulties making friends,2 which suggests an absence of natural
supports. Investing in approaches that build supportive relationships and environments can enable
our children and youth to thrive.

Why communities?
Communities are best positioned to understand and support the needs of local residents.

Naturally supportive communities create opportunities for activities that will enhance safety, security
and sense of belonging; all essential to building resilient communities and residents.

What can I do to create more naturally supportive communities?

e Tell people about why natural supports are important: Spread the word about natural
supports and how they can benefit your community.

e Participate in and promote social snacking: Social snacks are brief, positive interactions in
daily events that contribute to well-being and promote a sense of belonging.214 These
interactions can result in the release of the hormone, oxytocin.?> This leaves giver and receiver
feeling good, and builds feelings of trust. Examples of these actions include saying hello to your
neighbour while walking outside, or chatting with someone at the grocery store. Practice saying
hello to people you don’t know.

e Ask community leadership if they are using a natural supports approach: Connect with
community leadership and those active in your community to see what is currently in place,
and what you can do to participate.
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e Create spaces, participate in activities, and build a sense of belonging in your community:
Connect with businesses, not-for-profits, Community Associations or Leagues, schools, etc., to
find spaces and create activities where community members can meet up and connect.
Engaging with your community will build a greater sense of safety and belonging.

Additional resources:

Please visit the Connections First website if you would like additional resources, including evidence
summaries, indicators, infographics, and a guide to building naturally supportive communities:

www.connectionsfirst.ca



http://www.connectionsfirst.ca/
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