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elonging is a fundamental human need that is achieved by participating in lasting, stable,
positive, interpersonal relationships. At its core, belonging reflects the belief that we are
valued and cared for by others, across time, and even during periods of conflict.1 A child’s early
relationships and attachments with caregivers shape their working models of self, the world,
and the future close relationships they form into adulthood. The degree of connection a young
person feels to siblings, caregivers, teachers, friends, extended family, community, and their
culture directly impacts their overall well-being.2
The quality of the social environment, including how well a young person is protected from
harm, is also critical to developing a sense of belonging. The UNCRC affirms that children
have a fundamental right to be protected from violence, abuse, neglect, exploitation and
discrimination (UNCRC Articles 2, 19, 23, 30, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36 and 37).3 Governments also
have a duty to implement appropriate measures to protect children and youth, to support
families to stay together, and to provide care and rehabilitation grounded in dignity when harm
occurs (UNCRC Articles 9, 10, 20 and 39).3
Although most children and youth in Nova Scotia are well cared for and enjoy nurturing
relationships, there are too many who are hurting and deserve greater protection from harm.
Improving information about this aspect of well-being is important, but we know enough now
to act.
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at a
glance
Nova Scotia
Canada
Dimension
Identity and
basic socialemotional
needs

Indicator
Trust in others
Percentage of students in grades 6 to 10 that agreed or strongly agreed they
could trust people around them
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey, 2018/2019*

Connection to self
Percentage of students in grades 6 to 10 that reported a high connection to self
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey, 2018/2019*

Connection to others
Percentage of students in grades 6 to 10 that reported a high connection to
others
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey, 2018/2019*

Connection and a sense of belonging to the local
community
Percentage of young people 12 to 17 years of age that experienced a sense of
belonging to their local community
Statistics Canada, Canadian Community Health survey, Annual Component,
2019 Table 13-10-0096-01

Acceptance by classmates
Percentage of students in grades 6 to 10 that agreed or strongly agreed that
other students accepted them as they were
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey, 2018/2019*

A sense of belonging at school
Percentage of students in grades 4 to 12 that feel they belong at their school
Province of Nova Scotia, 2018/2019 Student Success Survey

*
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Indicates a custom data request from the data source indicated.
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87.9%
86.9%

66.9%
65.9%

59.7%
56.5%

85.1%
86.5%

64.3%
63.9%

78%
N/A

Nova Scotia
Canada
Dimension
Family
and social
relationships

Indicator
High level of family support
Percentage of students in grades 6 to 10 in the highest third of the family
support scale
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey, 2018/2019*

High level of friend support
Percentage of students in grades 6 to 10 that reported high friend support on
a friend-support scale
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey, 2018/2019*

A friend to talk with
Percentage of students in grades 4 to 12 that have at least one friend they can
go to if they need to talk to someone
Province of Nova Scotia, 2018/2019 Student Success Survey

An adult to talk with
Percentage of students in grades 4 to 12 that have at least one adult they can
go to if they need to talk to someone
Province of Nova Scotia, 2018/2019 Student Success Survey

A supportive teacher
Percentage of students in grades 4 to 12 that agreed or strongly agreed their
teacher believes they can do well in school
Province of Nova Scotia, 2018/2019 Student Success Survey

An encouraging teacher
Percentage of students in grades 4 to 12 that agreed or strongly agreed their
teacher encourages them to be themselves
Province of Nova Scotia, 2018/2019 Student Success Survey

Public policies
related to
family and
social services

Children and youth that received child protective
services
Substantiated cases of abuse or neglect that required child protective services
from the Department of Community Services

37.3%

41.1%
42.3%

94%
N/A

84%
N/A

95%
N/A

85%
N/A

3,686
N/A

Nova Scotia Department of Community Services, 2019

Children and youth in care
Children and youth from birth to 24 years of age in the care of the Department
of Community Services
Nova Scotia Department of Community Services, 2019

*

38.3%

1,622
N/A

Indicates a custom data request from the data source indicated.
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Nova Scotia
Canada
Dimension
Violence and
harm

Indicator
Incidence of being bullied
Grades 7 to 9
Percentage of students that reported being bullied in the last 30 days
Health Canada, 2018-2019 Canadian Student Tobacco, Alcohol and
Drugs survey

Grades 10 to 12
Percentage of students that reported being bullied in the last 30 days
Health Canada, 2018-2019 Canadian Student Tobacco, Alcohol and
Drugs survey

Feelings of being unsafe or threatened in school
Percentage of students in grades 4 to 12 that report feeling unsafe or
threatened at school in the last 30 days
Province of Nova Scotia, 2018/2019 Student Success Survey

Victims of family violence
Rate of children and youth aged 17 years and younger that experience violence
by parents, siblings, and extended family reported to police
Statistics Canada, Canadian Centre for Justice and Community Safety
Statistics, Incident-based Uniform Crime Reporting Survey, 2019 Table 2.4

Victims of non-family violence
Rate of children and youth aged 17 years and younger that experience violence
committed by non-family perpetrators
Statistics Canada, Canadian Centre for Justice and Community Safety
Statistics, Incident-based Uniform Crime Reporting Survey, 2019 Table 2.4

Victims of violence during dating relationship
Percentage of students in grades 9 and 10 that reported being victims of teen
dating violence in last 12 months
Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey, 2018/2019*

*

5

Indicates a custom data request from the data source indicated.

do we belong? are we protected?

31.2%
23.6%

27.1%
19.9%

19%
N/A

343 per 1,000,000
308 per 1,000,000
839 per 1,000,000
655 per 1,000,000
21.9%
17%

Do children and youth in Nova Scotia feel they belong?
In Nova Scotia, there is no systematic collection of data about children prior to school entry.
As such, it is difficult to know the extent to which younger children feel they belong and feel
connected. The Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey gathers responses from
children and youth in grades 6 to 10 on the quality of their relationships and connections.15
Additional information on the quality of child and youth relationships is found in the 20182019 Nova Scotia Student Success Survey.16
Connection with others often stems from a foundation of trust. A large number of Nova Scotian
respondents in grades 6 to 10 agreed they can trust the people around them (87.9 percent).15
Many students also reported strong feelings of connectedness to others (59.7 percent) and
themselves (66.9 percent) at rates similar to their Canadian peers (Others: 56.5 percent, Self:
65.9 percent). Boys in grades 6 to 8 and grades 9 to 10 were less likely than their peers to
report a high connection to others.15
The perception of trust, as reported by Nova Scotian students, is influenced by affluence;
children who reported lower family wealth were nearly twice as likely to say they are unable to
trust others compared with those who report high family affluence.15
Home and family
The attachments young people form with parents or caregivers provide
a critical foundation for the development and organization of their
emotions. It is important to recognize that family units are diverse
and may include one or more adults, multiple generations, or
blended families, among other possibilities.
Attachment theory stresses the need for caregivers, key
players in children’s psychological and emotional health, to
create a safe base for children to explore their environment
and return for support if distressed.17 Obtaining consistent
support and understanding helps children and youth
develop the emotional regulation needed for future
relationships. The family unit also influences a developing
child’s morals, values, and beliefs.

40%

Almost
of students in grades
6 to 10 felt they had
high family support
in 2018-2019
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According to the 2018-2019 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey, the percentage
of students in Nova Scotia who feel they have high family support is similar to other Canadian
youth, 38.3 percent versus 37.3 percent.15 A greater proportion of boys in grades 6 to 10
reported high family support (81 to 86 percent) than girls (70 to 80 percent). The majority of
young people in grades 6 to 10 surveyed in Nova Scotia reported they feel understood by their
parents at rates comparable to their Canadian peers.15 Of note, Nova Scotian girls in grades 9
and 10 were least likely to feel understood by their parents (61 percent).15
Peers
Peer relationships and friendships are also vital to nurturing a young person’s sense of self.
Friendship is particularly important for young people who may not find support at home.
Encouragingly, 94 percent of Nova Scotian youth who responded to the 2018-2019 Nova
Scotia Student Success Survey have a friend to talk to when in need.16
Results from the 2018-2019 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children survey suggest,
however, that just 41.1 percent of Nova Scotian students in grades 6 to 10 feel high levels of
friend support.15 Girls in grades 6 to 8 were most likely to report high levels of support from
friends (50 percent), while boys in grades 9 to 10 were least likely to report high levels (27
percent).15 This feeling may be driven by acceptance, with just 64.3 percent of youth in grades
6 to 10 reporting they felt accepted by their classmates.15
Trusted adults and sense of community
When faced with difficult situations, proximity to a caring adult critically contributes
to a child’s sense of safety and can buffer the negative impacts of toxic
stress.18 Eighty-four percent of grade 4 to 12 students in Nova Scotia
who responded to the 2018-2019 Nova Scotia Student Success
Survey could identify at least one adult to turn to if they are in
need.16 While this represents most students in these grades, it
is concerning that more than one in 10 of these young people
cannot identify a supportive adult.
Children and youth spend many of their waking hours in
school, and the relationship children forge with teachers
can be central to their overall well-being. In the 20182019 Nova Scotia Student Success Survey, children and
youth in grades 4 to 12 generally reported having a positive
relationship with teachers, with 85 percent feeling their
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84%

of students in grades
4 to 12 could identify
one adult to turn to in
2018-2019

teacher encouraged them to be themselves, and 95 percent feeling their teacher believed in
their ability to do well.16 Based on this same survey, just 67 percent of children and youth felt
their teachers would notice if something was bothering them and only 37 percent felt teachers
would know what their home life was like.16 These troubling figures point to the need to support
our province’s teachers with the time and resources they require to serve as critical adults in
the lives of children and youth in Nova Scotia.16
The percentage of young people aged 12 to 17 across Canada who experienced a sense of
belonging to their local community has been stable since 2017.19 In 2019, 85.1 percent of
Nova Scotian youth reported having a sense of belonging to their community, just below the
national average (86.5 percent).19

Protection from harm
Harm arising from bullying, stressors in the home (such as parental substance misuse
or incarceration), witnessing domestic violence, experiencing abuse, neglect, racism, or
discrimination are sometimes collectively referred to as adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).4
When a child is exposed to these types of negative or traumatizing experiences in a repeated
fashion and without the mitigating presence of a supportive adult, there can be a prolonged
activation of the body’s stress-response system that disrupts brain development and organsystem function. This is known as toxic stress.5
The toxic stress produced by ACEs has been linked to poorer physical health outcomes in
adulthood including heart disease, liver disease, and cancer.6 In addition to impacts on physical
health, ACEs have been linked to poorer mental health and social outcomes beginning in early
childhood and extending into adulthood. These range from challenges with social development,7
behaviour,8 and school readiness9 to substance dependance and suicide attempts.10–12 ACEs
are cumulative: the greater number of traumatic events, the greater the risk of poorer health
and well-being.10
Awareness about ACEs arose in large part due to a major longitudinal health study that began
in 1995 as a joint initiative of Kaiser Permanente and the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention in the United States.6
The study explored 10 categories of childhood adversity that included physical, sexual, and
emotional abuse; physical and emotional neglect; and five measures of household dysfunction
such as domestic violence, parental mental illness, and/or substance abuse, an incarcerated
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relative, and separation/divorce. The group found that
such experiences in childhood were common; 61.7
percent of adults in the study reported at least one adverse
childhood experience and 16.7 percent had experienced
four or more.6

1 in 5

students felt unsafe or
threatened at school
in 2018-2019

In Canada, trends are similar. Research carried out in Alberta
found that almost 70 percent of participants in a study sample
had experienced at least one type of adverse childhood experience,
and almost one in five (18.1 percent) reported four or more.13 A
2018 study conducted in rural Nova Scotia found 73 percent of survey
respondents reported one adverse childhood experience, and 31 percent reported
four or more.14

Bullying and discrimination
The negative impacts of bullying on broader well-being in childhood and beyond are well
documented globally.20 The harms of bullying can range from physical to emotional and can
profoundly impact a young person’s sense of self and their feelings of belonging and safety.20–22
Based on data from the 2018-2019 Canadian Student, Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs Survey,
Nova Scotian students in grades 7 to 12 consistently reported being bullied at a rate higher
than the Canadian average.23 Those in grades 7 to 9 reported being bullied within the last
month at a rate of 31.2 percent compared to 23.6 percent of their Canadian peers.23 Those
in grades 10 to 12 reported being bullied within the previous month at a rate of 27.1 percent
compared to 19.9 percent nationally.23 Both middle and high school students reported that
non-verbal forms of bullying, (e.g., being ignored, being left out or excluded, being given dirty
looks) were most common, followed by verbal attacks and cyberattacks.23
In the 2018-2019 Nova Scotia Student Success Survey, on average, one out of every five
Nova Scotian students in grades 4 to 12 said they felt unsafe or threatened at school over the
previous 30 days.16 Among those who felt unsafe at school, half believed that their physical
appearance contributed to their mistreatment.16 Other key reasons for feeling unsafe included
how the student behaved with others (33 percent), their mental health (24 percent), their
marks in school (21 percent), the way they speak (20 percent), and how much money their
family has (19 percent).16
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These high rates of bullying and discrimination are deeply concerning and must be addressed
by ensuring children and youth feel safe in environments like schools where they spend a great
deal of their time. Making sure support is available when bullying occurs is also essential.
Child maltreatment and trauma
Instances of physical and sexual violence against children and youth are substantially underreported making it challenging to accurately estimate the number of children in need of
protection or protective services in any jurisdiction. An estimated one in three Canadians
identify as having experienced physical violence, sexual assault, or exposure to domestic
abuse in childhood,24 yet it is estimated that only 1 in 10 cases of child abuse are reported to
authorities.25
In Nova Scotia, the Department of Community Services and the Mi’kmaw Family and Children’s
Services are the two agencies responsible for child protection under the Children and Family
Services Act. Between 2015 to 2019, there were over 70,000 referrals to the Department of
Community Services.26 Reasons for referral vary but include concerns of neglect or physical,
emotional, or sexual abuse. An average of 4,139 cases per year were substantiated prompting
a need for protection as specified in the legislation.26
The number of substantiated cases by type of case (neglect, abuse, etc.) in Nova Scotia was not
available for this data profile; however, across Canadian jurisdictions, neglect is consistently
a top reason that children need formal protection by child welfare authorities.28 Neglect is
defined in Nova Scotia’s Children and Family Services Act as “the chronic and serious failure
to provide to the child (i) adequate food, clothing, or shelter, (ii) adequate supervision, (iii)
affection, cognitive stimulation, or (iv) any other similar failure to provide.”29
While substantiated cases referred to child protective services are one indicator of the
prevalence of violence and maltreatment experienced by children and youth, cases reported
to police provide additional insight into the nature of this problem. In 2018-2019, Nova Scotian
children and youth were victims of police-reported violence (including physical and sexual
assault) by a family member at a rate of 343 per 100,000 people, higher than the Canadian
rate of 308 per 100,000.30 Similarly, police-reported non-family violence against children and
youth was higher in Nova Scotia than across Canada, at 839 per 100,000 children and youth
compared to 655 per 100,000 nationally.30
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We know that too many children and youth are facing the harms
of child maltreatment, yet it must be acknowledged again that
substantiated cases and those reported to police underrepresent
the number of children and youth who are experiencing forms
of cruelty, abuse, and neglect as many forms of maltreatment.
These instances may go undiscovered, unreported, or can be
challenging to substantiate.27
Best practices in trauma and maltreatment service provision
To support the healing of survivors of maltreatment and trauma, best practices in service
provision have been developed such as a collaborative model called Child and Youth Advocacy
Centres (CYACs). This model is founded on bringing together the multi-departmental services
involved in responding to concerns of child abuse to create a more streamlined, coordinated
approach that is client-focused and trauma-informed.
In Nova Scotia, the SeaStar CYAC, based in Halifax, is the province’s first small-scale Child and
Youth Advocacy Centre.31 SeaStar primarily addresses cases of sexual and physical assault
that are investigated by child welfare and/or police, providing coordinated access to medical
care, mental health referrals, and victim support.31 SeaStar serves an average of 200 children
and youth each year.31
Despite greater demand for access, underfunding has prevented the full development and
expansion of this model across the province. Given the much larger number of children and
youth experiencing harm and maltreatment, there is an urgent need to expand support services
for survivors.
Children and youth in care
When a family is impacted by threats to safety, children and youth may be placed in alternative
care under the direction of the Nova Scotia Department of Community Services (DCS) or
Mi’kmaw Family and Child Services (MFCS). Placements may be temporary or permanent,
court mandated, or voluntarily agreed to. Children and youth may be placed with a relative,
with an unrelated caregiver, in a place of safety as defined by the Children and Family Services
Act, or in a residential group home. 29 They may transition through several placements across
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the continuum-of-care arrangements. Transitioning through multiple care environments may
negatively impact the ability of children and youth to form secure attachments and achieve
a sense of belonging. This is especially the case when young people are removed from their
home community, potentially resulting in feelings of diminished cultural safety and connection.
Some children and youth return to their families when there is no longer substantive ongoing
risk of harm. Young people also have the option of doing so when they age out of care, which
occurs at different ages depending on the type of placement. Those who cannot be reunified
with family may be adopted. In general, arrangements that result in reunification with family or
those that result in permanence (an enduring, safe, stable relationship) have been associated
with improved outcomes.32 Placements that favour kinship care – the placement of a child
or youth in need of protection with an individual the child is biologically related to or has an
existing relationship with – have been found to result in greater permanency, lower risk of the
child re-entering care, and fewer placement breakdowns.33,34
On average, 1,723 children and youth per year were in the care of the province of Nova Scotia
between 2015 and 2019.26 There is an overall trend toward fewer children and youth in care
per year during this period, with a total of 1,622 children and youth in the care of the province
in 2019. It is important to note that while there is a decreasing number of children aged 12 to
19 coming into care, the number of children aged 0 to 11 years in care has largely remained
unchanged between 2015 to 2019.26

TUITION-WAIVERS FOR FORMER YOUTH IN CARE

emerging
issue

Recently, several universities and colleges in Nova Scotia instituted tuition-waiver
and support programs for students who were former youth in care to increase access
to higher education.36 It will be important to track the impact of these initiatives
to better understand the effects of implementing supports aimed at targeting key
inequities faced by children and youth who have been in care.
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Data from DCS also indicate that there was a steady decrease in the number of kinship-care
placements by almost 50 percent (385 to 202) between 2015 and 2019.26 Rates of reunification
after being in care were not available for Nova Scotia but are an important indicator.
More information is needed to understand the factors contributing to the trends seen in the
data. At present, there are no published evaluations assessing the well-being of children while
in care, nor the outcomes of youth who transition from child welfare programs and services in
Nova Scotia.

Understanding the long-term outcomes of children and youth in
care is essential.
This information could be used to design effective programs and supports for children and youth
with DCS and MFCS involvement, and to appropriately prioritize family unity and reunification
in home communities. In other provinces where outcomes have been studied, youth exiting the
care system have been found to face greater challenges with their health and education, and
are at increased risk of experiencing homelessness or involvement with the criminal justice
system.35
Intimate partner violence and human trafficking
Children and youth may face safety issues in their own intimate relationships and need the
appropriate education, supports, and protection from adults for this type of harm as well. In
Nova Scotia, over one in four girls in grades 9 to 10 (26 percent) and just under one in five
boys (18 percent) reported being victimized in their dating relationships over the previous
year.15 These rates are higher than the national average for girls (girls: 19 percent,
boys: 18 percent).15 Experiencing dating violence in adolescence has been
shown to increase risk of re-victimization in adulthood as well as negatively
impacting health outcomes including poor mental health and substance
Nova
37
use.
Scotia has
Commercial sexual exploitation, commonly known as trafficking, is also a
devastating form of violence that impacts young people. It should alarm
us all that Nova Scotia has the highest rate of human trafficking incidents
in Canada, at a rate of 1.0 per 100,000 people between 2009 and 2018
compared to 0.5 incidents per 100,000 nationally.38 The rate of incidents
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the highest
rate of human
trafficking
incidents in
Canada

per 100,000 population in the census metropolitan area of Halifax was the highest nationally,
at 2.1 per 100,000.38 Nearly half (45 percent) of victims of police-reported human trafficking
in Canada since 2009 were between 18 and 24 years of age, and roughly 3 in 10 victims were
under the age of 18 (28 percent).38 Data on the age composition of victims is not available at
the provincial level, nor are data recorded on the longer-term outcomes these young people
experience.
In February 2020, the government of Nova Scotia announced an annual investment of
$1.4 million dollars over five years to support initiatives related to human trafficking in the
province.39 This includes educational outreach initiatives, improved police and justice support,
and partnerships with community groups.39 As provincial investment in supports and programs
continues, attention should be given to evaluating interventions and improving information
about the scale of this issue and outcomes of survivors.
Resilience: Not a reason for inaction
Despite the prevalence of many harms and stressors in childhood, many children and youth are
resilient even in the face of adversity. While bolstering resilience and supporting the strengths
of children and youth is important for enhancing well-being, adults cannot view this as a
justification for inaction to address factors that lead to toxic stress and adverse experiences.

The bottom line
Many Nova Scotian children can rely on the support of their families, peers, and broader
community, but too many young people in Nova Scotia face threats to their personal
belonging and safety.
Failing to protect and provide healing for those who experience adversity in childhood will
have long-lasting consequences. Implementing supports and services that protect child
rights requires a community effort and full systems approach. Attention must be paid
to the structural and systemic factors that influence experiences of neglect, bullying,
discrimination, and violence in childhood, such as racism and poverty.
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