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Facebook Usage among Urban 
Indigenous Youth at Risk

Channarong Intahchomphoo, André Vellino, and Odd Erik Gundersen

Help for vulnerable Indigenous youth frequently arrives too late. It normally takes 
quite some time for family, friends, community members, and government agencies 

to identify Indigenous youth at risk.1 It also usually takes a certain amount of time for 
people voluntarily seeking help to inform their family members and friends about their 
situation.2 In addition, some matters carry social stigmas, such as and especially drug 
addiction and mental health. The delayed identification of Indigenous youth at risk 
poses great challenges for how to provide them with assistance and treatment.

In this research, we used social computing perspectives to study how urban 
Indigenous youth in Ottawa, Canada express themselves on Facebook when they are 
or believe they are at risk, either physically or psychologically. Social computing is 
described by Farzindar and Inkpen as “an area of computer science that is concerned 
with the intersection of social behaviour and computational systems.”3 Similarly, 
Facebook defines social computing as “computational techniques and tools to study 
human social behavior.”4 The field of social computing is thus comprised of two essen-
tial elements: social behavior and the computer systems that enable this behavior.

This research project focuses only on Facebook, and not other social media plat-
forms, because in the past decade Facebook has continued to be the social media 
platform with the highest global adoption.5 Some previous studies on Indigenous 
peoples’ use of Facebook state that the application has increasingly become integrated 
into many aspects of Indigenous peoples’ daily activities and has contributed to their 
well-being, specifically in connecting and maintaining relationships with other people, 
enabling cyberactivism and digital archives to preserve and promote their culture, and 

Channarong Intahchomphoo is a research fellow in Digital Transformation and 
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offering health education and virtual health support groups. Clearly, the intersection 
of Facebook and well-being of Indigenous peoples deserves further investigation by 
academic communities. This is particularly important given that urban Indigenous 
youth use Facebook and other social media daily, and heavily. In the summer of 2017, 
we conducted five focus group discussions in Ottawa, Canada, with twenty urban 
Indigenous youth ages 14 to 35. We coded the data generated from the discussions 
based on patterns identified through thematic analysis.6

This article contributes an analysis of how urban Indigenous youth at risk express 
themselves on Facebook. We have found that many urban Indigenous youth gener-
ated and shared content on Facebook when they were, or felt, at risk physically or 
psychologically. The topics ranged from personal emotions to Indigenous community 
issues. While most of our focus-group discussion participants did not see any content 
in their Facebook newsfeed that was relevant to risk management, health services, or 
public services, they were able to recognize if a friend was at risk through the language 
used and tone of the content that they would generate or share on Facebook. We 
believe that the findings from this study could be used to flag users at risk and develop 
Facebook newsfeed algorithms that mitigate the risks from online sites of these flagged 
users and connect them to health and public services.

IndIgenous PeoPles and socIal MedIa usage: Background and 
lIterature revIew

UNESCO defines youth as the population group ranging from fifteen to thirty-five 
years of age.7 Youth, according to that definition, are the most at-risk age group in 
populations across societies and cultures.8 Transitioning through this stage of life 
requires coping with changes in hormones, physical state, mood, and social behavior in 
their exploration of identity and quest for autonomy. Youth in vulnerable and impov-
erished populations face even higher levels of risk, since the challenges of poverty and 
vulnerability compound with transitional challenges.9

In this research article, the term at risk means that individuals face a high prob-
ability of being exposed to physical and/or psychological harm or danger. We focused 
on urban Indigenous youth for this study because they face enormous risks in terms 
of health care, education, housing, unemployment, racial and cultural discrimina-
tion, substance addiction, murdered and missing Indigenous women, sexual abuse 
and domestic violence, and youth suicide.10 Additionally, this paper uses the term 
Indigenous throughout as the preferred term in academic writing and among Indigenous 
peoples in Canada. The term is also internationally recognized by the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. However, Canadian constitutional 
laws recognize only three groups of Indigenous peoples: “Indians” (under the Indian 
Act and often referred to as First Nations), “Inuit,” and “Métis.”

We chose to narrow the geographic scope of this study to urban populations in the 
city of Ottawa, Ontario, given that data from Statistics Canada shows that the majority 
of Indigenous peoples live in the province of Ontario and mostly in urban areas rather 
than on reserves, which are often more rural and remote. Census data collected in 
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2011 indicates that out of Canada’s total Indigenous population of 1.4 million, 21.5 
percent (301,425) reside in Ontario.11 This amounts to 2.4 percent of the population 
of Ontario as a whole, considerably less than the national percentage of Indigenous 
peoples in Canada, 4.3 percent.12 The percentage of Indigenous peoples with registered 
Indigenous status living off-reserve in Canada stands at 50.7.13 Many of them now live 
in populous urban areas of Ontario such as Toronto, Ottawa, Thunder Bay, Sudbury, 
Hamilton, and Sault Ste. Marie.14

The capital of Canada, Ottawa has a population of approximately one million 
people.15 As the seat of Parliament and the main location of the federal government, 
important policy decisions are made in Ottawa that impact all Indigenous communi-
ties across the country. According to the 2011 statistics, about 18,180 Indigenous 
people live in Ottawa.16 The number is quickly growing and many of the Indigenous 
people in the city are young, with four in ten being under the age of twenty-five.17 
Ottawa is therefore a suitable location for this study as it attracts Indigenous youth 
from many communities within Ontario and from other provinces as well.

Given that urban centers pose significant risks for urban Indigenous youth,18 it 
is critically important to develop an understanding of how urban Indigenous youth 
express themselves on Facebook when feeling and/or being at risk.

In recent years, researchers have looked at social media and Internet usage by 
Indigenous peoples who live in rural and remote areas around the world, mainly in 
Australia, Canada, United States, and New Zealand.19 The purpose of social media 
usage among Indigenous peoples includes cyberactivism,20 digital channels to record 
and promote their culture,21 connecting and maintaining relationships with other 
people,22 and seeking health information as well as establishing virtual health support 
groups.23 Social media gives a voice to the voiceless. For Indigenous peoples, social 
media empowers their communities.24 Since they are socially and economically disad-
vantaged, their voices are not often heard in the mainstream media. The Internet 
and social media provide them with an opportunity to send their messages out to 
the world directly.25 Moreover, Indigenous peoples can use social media to encourage 
people to protest against inequality and injustice and demonstrate in support of civil 
rights.26 As will be clear in the following discussion, however, no academic literature 
currently documents the voices of urban Indigenous youth and analyzes how they are 
expressing themselves on Facebook when they feel, or actually are, at risk.

Yueh-Min Huang, Mu-Yen Chen, and Shuen-Shiang Mo found that social media 
can be used as a tool to preserve and promote Indigenous culture for educational 
purposes27 and Sheena Kennedy Dalseg and Frances Abele, as well as Wan Shun Eva 
Lam and colleagues, note that this is especially true for Indigenous languages and 
music.28 Research by Timothy Pasch provides a good example of Indigenous cultural 
preservation and dissemination using YouTube, on which Indigenous peoples can 
showcase their old cultural videos.29 Indigenous youth, especially, are engaging on 
social media and are active online content producers. These youth use social media 
to record and transmit their cultural memories, revealing pride in their Indigenous 
cultural heritage.30
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Used as tools to connect and maintain relationships with other people within and 
between local Indigenous communities,31 social media create community awareness 
and inform the community about information and events.32 Facebook is an extremely 
well designed social media tool for this kind of group communication. Anthony K. 
Webster shows that the Navajo people are no different from most community groups 
in the way that they express and exchange opinions on Facebook about their local 
government.33 In Canada, a study by Catherine Middleton and Barbara Crow notes 
that the Indigenous peoples of the Lac Seul Band Council in Ontario use Facebook 
more than their local community websites to keep up-to-date with community news.34 
Another similar study by Heather Molyneaux and colleagues examines the use of 
social media in the remote Indigenous communities in the Sioux Lookout region of 
northwestern Ontario, where many Indigenous communities spread out over a large 
geographical area.35 They use social media to maintain relationships and share and 
exchange information with other people within and between communities.

Social media can not only assist healthcare providers in connecting with Indigenous 
peoples in hard-to-reach locations,36 but also can be an online source of health infor-
mation and education.37 Healthcare providers use social media for telemedicine in 
order to improve access to healthcare services and health education among Indigenous 
patients living in remote areas around the globe.38 In the United States, healthcare 
providers use YouTube videos produced in local Indigenous languages to disseminate 
information to Indigenous communities about respiratory diseases, especially those 
that result if they do not use woodstove filters.39

research QuestIons and MethodologY

Social Media and Youth Suicide
Social media has both positive and negative links to youth suicide. Social media gives 
an opportunity quickly to detect teenage suicidal tendencies in real time and on a 
large scale.40 Contemporary youth often express suicidal thoughts on social media 
even before talking face-to-face to friends, family members, or healthcare professionals 
about their mental health issues. Because they are always connected through the 
Internet and social media, social media has become a powerful monitoring tool for 
suicide among youth, especially when data-mining technology, artificial intelligence, 
and machine-learning algorithms are applied.41 Facebook was found to be extremely 
helpful for youth with suicidal thoughts to be able to recognize their own mental 
health conditions. It helps them to agree to receive psychiatric and medical treatment.42

In 2011, Facebook launched a tool for people to report suicidal content. Users can 
report if they see their Facebook friends have posted suicidal messages. This Facebook 
feature was designed to identify people with self-harm potential. Facebook will link the 
person with suicide prevention hotlines.43 There are some Facebook studies focusing 
on university students. College students could notice and recognize the suicidal content 
of their peers’ posts on Facebook. They intervened by calling or having a face-to-face 
conversation with friends who posted suicidal content on social media44 or report to 
the school staff.45 In this situation, Facebook is utilized for helping youth to combat 
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with stigma associated with mental health issues. Usually, suicidal thoughts are kept 
private. Social media has completely changed how youth communicate to other people 
about their suicide attempts.46

The cause of several youth suicides, cyberbullying through social media involves 
one person or group of people targeting the adolescent victims by sending or posting 
harmful and hurtful messages, pictures, and videos. Personality disorders and jealousy 
about those in close relationships are found to be factors associated with cyberbul-
lying among young people.47 Furthermore, a metadata and content analysis of videos 
on Vine, a video-based social network, detected a number of videos that exhibited 
cyberbullying threats to young people.48 Erick Messias, Kristi Kindrick, Juan Castro, 

and Eric Rice and colleagues report that female youth are more often both the perpe-
trators and victims of cyberbullying compared to their male counterparts.49 Often, 
the perpetrators of cyberbullying remain anonymous and not many young people 
inform their parents, guardians, or teachers about the cyberbullying they have encoun-
tered.50 They often do not seek help but try to cope by themselves.51 Youth protect 
themselves from cyberbullying by deleting or blocking abusive Facebook social media 
users. Furthermore, some of them decide to stop using the platform.52 Social media 
platforms such as Yelp, Facebook, and YouTube address the need to counter cyber-
bullying by including policies in their corporate values and terms of service for their 
platforms that prohibit hate speech, a form of cyberbullying that may contribute to 
teenage suicide.53

In a differing scenario, youth with suicidal ideation seek to build relationships 
with people using online social media as a means of combating their social isolation. 
Social media can be harmful when users observe that other people’s lives appear to 
be much happier than their own. Such perceptions, whatever their basis in fact, for 
this group can lead to even higher suicide risk.54 In addition, Stoney Brooks and Phil 
Longstreet conclude that young people become more exposed to emotional messages 
when they spend more time on Facebook.55 These messages could lead to accumu-
lating bad feelings and increasing levels of depression and suicide. Related research by 
Julie A. Phillips argues that social media enhances the way people communicate and 
connect, but for some people, it still does not decrease loneliness.56 Social isolation and 
misleading information are damaging for youth, particularly those coping with mental 
and psychiatric disorders.

Two questions guided this research:
Research question 1: How are urban Indigenous youth expressing themselves on 
Facebook when they feel, or are, at risk?
Research question 2: In what ways can Facebook data and interactions be used to 
identify urban Indigenous youth at risk and enable Facebook systems to address 
their needs?

In the summer of 2017, coauthor Channarong Intahchomphoo conducted five 
focus groups with a total of twenty urban Indigenous youth who were living in Ottawa 
at the time, with ages ranging from fourteen to thirty-five. Each discussion lasted 
between thirty and sixty minutes. The focus group method helps to obtain qualitative 
insights and feedback from research participants.57
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Recruitment
The authors recruited participants by displaying posters in Indigenous organizations 
in Ottawa. These types of Indigenous organizations included Indigenous governance 
organizations, Indigenous community-service and Indigenous health organizations, 
and Indigenous news organizations. We chose those organizations for recruitment 
purposes because their main offices were located in Ottawa. The posters used for 
recruitment purposes included information about the use of Facebook, research objec-
tives, potential research contributions, focus group and demographic survey procedures, 
estimated time of participation, eligibility criteria, voluntary participation, reimburse-
ment for participants travel expenses, data confidentiality, meeting time and place, 
research ethics approval, and researchers’ contact information. With the help of our 
Indigenous organization partners in Ottawa, we also recruited through their internal 
announcements and by word-of-mouth. Given the unpredictable number of partici-
pants who would show up at each scheduled focus group, one of our scheduled groups 
had a single participant and thus became a one-on-one interview. It was nonetheless 
appropriate to conduct this interview since it would be unkind to turn that participant 
away. Between two and eight participants comprised the other three focus groups.

Data Collection
We held our focus groups in private meeting spaces located in the Indigenous organi-
zations’ headquarters. At the beginning of each focus group, participants were asked 
to provide demographics and social media usage information by answering survey 
questions. The questions covered their age, gender, education, occupation, income, 
family status, language, Indigenous title, birthplace, and the extent of their access to 
social media. This was followed by the focus groups, which were semi-structured and 
followed discussion guidelines that allowed participants to freely express their personal 
opinions and to add their own comments beyond the prepared questions. The focus 
group inquiries concerned their personal use of Facebook: the types of content they 
read, generated, and shared; their usage when they felt at risk either physically or 
psychologically; how they felt about topics, motivations, challenges, Facebook news-
feeds, online security, and privacy; their observations about what happens when fellow 
Indigenous friends seem to be at risk, judging by the language or verbal tone of the 
Facebook content that they have generated or shared; and support of Indigenous 
culture by generating and sharing content on Facebook. All participants were reim-
bursed forty dollars (CND) in travel expenses for participating in this research.

Data Analysis
The focus groups were conducted in person and audio recorded. The data generated 
from the focus groups was manually transcribed in English and then coded based on 
patterns identified through thematic analysis.58 This approach allowed us flexibly to 
explore common patterns and relations across the focus group data from multiple 
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participants. Below is a summary codebook of the focus group discussions showing 
how the coding process was carried out and how the themes were derived (table 1).

Channarong Intahchomphoo created the codebook for the themes and was the 
principal coder for all the focus group data. André Vellino and Odd Erik Gundersen 
guided the overall analysis and discussion. The data analysis process began during 
the data collection period and continued through data coding and interpretation 
with regular in-person and online meetings and email exchanges between the three 
authors of this study. We resolved different opinions on the interpretation of the find-
ings through consensus. Initially, we each reviewed data analysis separately, then we 
integrated everyone’s comments and worked more on discordant components together. 
Based on our research questions and discussion guidelines, we developed predeter-
mined codes and then created additional codes to capture specific emergent themes 
as we became more familiar with the data. Then we did second-level and third-level 
thematic analysis to identify relationships between themes. Given that the number of 

taBle 1. suMMarY codeBook oF the Focus grouP dIscussIons
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our discussions was not large, we were able to make comparisons between each discus-
sion to find the similarities and differences as a means of further improving our data 
analysis with special attention to the participants’ age and gender. Data saturation of 
this project was reached at the third focus group; however, we continued to conduct 
two more focus groups to confirm thematic saturation.

Within the existing Indigenous ontology of using Facebook to connect with 
youth at risk, Indigenous organizations use the platform to listen to news related to 
Indigenous peoples’ well-being and engage with, or provide help to, urban Indigenous 
youth at risk.59 In Canada, this is a social reality among its Indigenous communities. 
We are proposing an epistemologically complementary way of knowing and learning 
more about the social reality of Indigenous youth at risk and their social media usage. 
We view Indigenous youth as leaders who can make real changes for their peoples 
to improve living conditions and to exercise rights that are equal to those of the 
dominant population. In publishing the results of this research, we offer an additional 
channel through which the voices and stories of our research participants can be heard. 
These ideas shaped and motivated our approach in this research project.

In October 2017, we presented our preliminary findings to the Indigenous organi-
zation partners who helped us recruit participants for this research. This process helped 
to enhance the quality of our findings.60 The feedback from the partner organizations 
was positive and they indicated that all our findings were interpreted accurately and 
portrayed the social reality of many urban Indigenous youth in Ottawa. In the end, 
we had to remove data from one participant in our focus groups, since that person did 
not provide his or her Indigenous title in our survey questionnaires. Their data did not 
qualify for the study because we wanted to ensure we obtained data exclusively from 
urban Indigenous youth. Therefore, the number of qualified participants in this study 
dropped from 21 to 20.

Research Ethics
This research received ethics approval from the Health Sciences and Science Research 
Ethics Board of the University of Ottawa (File# H02-17-01). We asked research 
participants to give written consent of their willingness to participate in the focus 
groups. They were given as much time as needed to read the consent form, prior to the 
focus groups taking place. We also read the contents of the consent form aloud to the 
participants prior to the start of each focus group. In the results section, we omitted 
all personally identifiable information including participants’ names, residential areas, 
and physical traits. We used pseudonyms for our participants’ observations reported in 
this paper. No data from this research was stored online in a cloud-computing envi-
ronment. Data were not, and will not, be shared with any third parties. We informed 
participants that there may be some psychological or emotional discomfort and social 
repercussions to participating in this study such as negative judgments by other focus 
group participants that were known or associated with this study, especially when they 
were asked about how they interacted with Facebook when they felt or were at risk. 
We provided participants with a list of Indigenous organizations in Ottawa where 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://m

eridian.allenpress.com
/aicrj/article-pdf/45/2/103/3049937/i0161-6463-45-2-103.pdf by U

niversity of C
alifornia Los Angeles user on 14 Septem

ber 2022



IntahchoMPhoo, vellIno, & gundersen | FaceBook usage aMong urBan IndIgenous Youth 111

they could seek help and support for any potential psychological or emotional discom-
fort that might have occurred after participating in this research. Participants did not 
have to answer questions they did not want to answer. They could decide to end or 
withdraw from the focus groups at any time they wished. Their participation in this 
study thus was completely voluntary.

Engaging with Indigenous Scholarship
This paper was written with the approval of three Indigenous scholars/activists and 
one Indigenous organization that asked to remain anonymous. They had an oppor-
tunity to review the drafts of this work. The engagement with Indigenous scholarship 
occurred at the beginning of this research project. Some of the Indigenous scholars we 
consulted with have provided a letter to support our project and ethics approval appli-
cation to the Health Sciences and Science Research Ethics Board of the University of 
Ottawa. The letter indicated how this research project would be beneficial and would 
incur no harm toward the Indigenous communities. Moreover, the work we have 
done to better understand Indigenous peoples’ histories in Canada beyond reading 
literatures was by attending Indigenous communities’ events in Ottawa where we met 
many Indigenous elders, community leaders, and social workers. They were helpful in 
providing feedback and guidance on how the research project might be improved. This 
community engagement took place over several months involving in-person meetings, 
telephone conversations, and email communications. After this research project ended, 
the first researcher, Channarong Intahchomphoo, kept in touch with the Indigenous 
individuals and organizations that assisted the project.

Sharing Researcher Background and Positionalities with Participants
We shared our background and positionalities with the participants during the recruit-
ment and data collection. Channarong Intahchomphoo identified himself to research 
participants at the time as an Asian, middle-class male doctoral student who was born 
and received early education in Thailand, and an immigrant who has lived in Canada 
for the past decade. Channarong Intahchomphoo learned about and witnessed the 
suffering caused by the colonization in Southeast Asian countries and this experi-
ence informs his belief that the well-being of Indigenous peoples in North America 
who also suffered from colonial domination must always be a priority. Coauthors 
André Vellino and Odd Erik Gundersen identified as male university professors in 
Information Studies and Computer Science with experience conducting interdisci-
plinary research.

PartIcIPant characterIstIcs

Twenty urban Indigenous youth in Ottawa participated in five focus groups, nine 
females and eleven males, aged between 14-20 (n=13), 21–25 (n=3), 26–30 (n=3), 
and 31–35 (n=1). None of our focus group participants indicated other gender identi-
ties or preferred not to answer (table 1). Eleven participants reported high school as 
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their highest academic achievement or current education, five self-identified with less 
than a high school education, three had a trade certificate or diploma, and one had an 
undergraduate degree. In terms of occupation, twelve participants in our focus groups 
identified themselves as students. One person was employed in an administrative and 
secretarial capacity. Another person worked in a professional job and two participants 
were in skilled trade jobs. Four participants were unemployed. Out of all of the urban 
Indigenous youth in our focus groups, fifteen reported their annual income as less than 
$10,000 CDN, three focus group participants earned between $10,000 and $24,999 
CDN per annum, and two participants reported their income to be between $25,000 
to $49,999 CDN per year. Sixteen of our focus group participants were single or never 
legally married and four participants were legally married or in common-law family 
status. None of the participants reported their being separated, divorced, or widowed.

While English and French are the official languages of Canada, Indigenous people 
have their own languages. All of our focus group participants speak, read, and write 
English. Four participants also speak French. At least one focus group participant 
could speak one of the following Indigenous languages: Inuktitut, Algonquin, Oji-Cree, 
and Ojibway. In addition, Swampy Cree was the spoken Indigenous language of three 
participants in our focus groups. Seven focus group participants said they could read 
French. Moreover, at least one person from our focus groups could read Inuktitut, 
Oji-Cree, Swampy Cree, Plains Cree, or Ojbway. In addition to being able to write 
in English, participants reported being able to write in Inuktitut, Oji-Cree, Swampy 
Cree, and French. According to the Indian Act of Canada, fifteen of our focus group 
participants were First Nations including both status and non-status, one was Inuit, 
and four were Métis (see table 2 below).

Eight participants were born in Ottawa, two were born in Moose Factory, Ontario 
and another two in Kingston, Ontario. Two participants declined to specify their 
birthplaces. Among the rest of our focus group participants born outside Ottawa, 

taBle 2. sex and age grouP oF the twentY Focus grouP PartIcIPants
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the following residential areas were documented as birthplaces, with each the birth-
place of a single participant: Sarnia, Ontario; Edmonton, Alberta; Iqaluit, Nunavut; 
Maniwaki, Quebec; and Regina and Lloydminster, Saskatchewan (see fig. below). The 
twelve focus group participants who were born outside of Ottawa moved to the city 
between 1990 and 2017. We found focus group participants had different motivations 
for moving. Five persons moved to follow their parents, three moved for school, and 
two participants moved to Ottawa because they were in the foster care system. Four 
participants each identified another motivation for moving to Ottawa: to receive health 
care, to live with their partner, to raise kids, and to find a job.

To connect to Facebook, our focus group participants used more than one device 
and also used various types. They identified six technology platforms for accessing 
Facebook. Their methods of connecting to the internet included home internet, mobile 

taBle 3. language data oF the twentY Focus grouP PartIcIPants
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phones, access in publicly funded organizations, and free Wi-Fi made available by 
businesses (see table 3 below).

All twenty focus group participants currently use Facebook and other social media 
tools as well including Twitter, YouTube, Google+, Pinterest, Instagram, Tumblr, 

Figure. Map of birthplaces of the ten focus group participants born outside Ottawa. World of Maps 
(open access), https://www.worldofmaps.net/maps.htm.

taBle 4. FaceBook connectIvItY data oF the twentY 
Focus grouP PartIcIPants
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SnapChat, Musical.ly (TikTok), Reddit, and LinkedIn (see table 4 below). Thirteen of 
the twenty focus group participants used Facebook every day, four used it occasionally, 
and three used Facebook once a week.

Nineteen focus group participants indicated that they used Facebook to connect 
and maintain relationships with other people. Nine participants used Facebook to seek 
information. Two participants indicated that they used Facebook for cyberactivism 
and to preserve and promote Indigenous culture. At the end of our survey question-
naires, several focus group participants wrote some additional comments about their 
Facebook usage. The comments include, “I do not post often,” “I just talk to friends 
on Facebook and to see their posts,” “Not really on it much,” “Facebook is good for 
families,” “Family conversations,” and “I use Facebook to post my artwork as well as to 
stay connected with others.”

results

Our data supports six main conclusions about this population of Indigenous people:

1. They are concerned with their shared Indigenous culture and the well-being 
of family and friends.
Facebook posts related to Indigenous culture were discussed in two of our five focus 
groups. This topic created interesting discussions among our focus group participants. 
Several participants agreed that the Indigenous culture-related posts on Facebook 

taBle 5. socIal MedIa tools data oF the twentY 
Focus grouP PartIcIPants
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were very valuable for Indigenous peoples’ online communities. Participants explained 
ways that they shared culture, including “I posted my artworks on Facebook. Trying 
to get some responds how it looked” (Mikom, male, aged 31–35); “I used Facebook 
to message friends and also used it to look other people’s artworks like music, movies” 
(Megis, female, aged 14–20); “I posted about pow wow and anything that was going 
on in the [Indigenous] community” (Waabigwan, female, aged 21–25).

Our five focus groups with urban Indigenous youth in Ottawa also suggested that 
they read, generated, and shared Facebook posts about the well-being of their family 
and friends. Three focus group participants, Ishkode (male, aged 14–20), Wenona 
(female, aged 21–25), Nibaa (male, aged 26–30) indicated that they generally used 
Facebook to look at or comment on what other people posted and then would share 
some of those posts. Moreover, Namid (female, aged 26–30) explained in detail how 
she used Facebook to keep herself up to date about her family and friends’ well-being: 
“I read everyone’s posts from my friends, my family, and my boyfriend’s family. A lot 
of them were sick and they posted that on Facebook.” Interestingly, some focus group 
participants used Facebook as a place to store and view their family’s happy memories. 
As Ishkode (male, aged 14–20) explained, “I used [Facebook] to view family posts,” 
like Megis (female, aged 14–20), who also described, “I used [Facebook] to view old 
photos of our family. We had it pile up. We had stuff from 2008 onward. It was like 
a time capsule.”

In four out of five focus groups, eighteen participants discussed their humorous 
posts on Facebook. They said that they used the platform to read, generate, and share 
different kinds of humorous posts. Bineshii (male, aged 14–20) explained, “I shared 
other people’s memes [an amusing picture or video widely shared on social media]. 
They were like little comic books.” Our focus group participants also discussed other 
types of humorous Facebook posts. Waagosh (male, aged 14–20) explained, “I just 
posted stupid jokes,” while others explained, “I used to use Facebook every day for 
finding jokes. Every morning I would post a bunch of weird things” (Ziibi, male, aged 
31–35), and from Aki, female, aged 14–20, “If someone went to the Walmart and 
stole their shopping carts or something like that. They posted on their Facebook like 
a little blog. I did not know why it was amusing for me. I liked to share them.. . . If I 
looked at it and I enjoyed it, I would share it.”

2. The content of their personal status updates showed a lot of variability.
Participants in all five focus groups gave a variety of answers when they discussed 
whether they read, generated, or shared their personal status updates on Facebook. 
Zenibaa (female, aged 14–20) told us, “I texted people, shared pictures, and wrote 
what I was doing.” Zenibaa posted personal status updates on Facebook all the time, 
as a normal activity in her everyday life, whereas Bineshii (male, aged 14–20), said that 
“I did not share much about my personal status [but] I posted my check-in location 
every once a while.” If Bineshii shared personal status updates less frequently, Nagamo 
(female, aged 14–20), described that she rarely updated her personal status, especially 
posts related to food or eating out, as “people did not care what I ate.”

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://m

eridian.allenpress.com
/aicrj/article-pdf/45/2/103/3049937/i0161-6463-45-2-103.pdf by U

niversity of C
alifornia Los Angeles user on 14 Septem

ber 2022



IntahchoMPhoo, vellIno, & gundersen | FaceBook usage aMong urBan IndIgenous Youth 117

3. They expressed their physical or psychological status when they felt at risk 
and posted media (i.e., text, photos, videos) to validate their at risk status.

“When I was upset, I needed somebody to message me to talk me out of stuff. I 
thought it was a good way to reach out to people asking for help” (Zenibaa).
“If a family member died, I shared it because I knew other family members felt the 
same and would do the same thing [posting their sad feelings on Facebook]” (Aki).
“Sometimes I had complex feelings or thoughts, I would reword and reformat it 
and then I would roll it out on Facebook or Twitter. After I put it out, I left it. I 
did not go back if anyone left a like or notification or anything. It was as a way to 
vent. Sometimes, I needed to let a few things go but not all of it” (Mikom).

As three of our focus group participants Zenibaa (female, aged 14–20), Aki (female, 
aged 14–20), and Kikom (male, aged 31–35) gave us details about personal motiva-
tions for generating and sharing content on Facebook when they felt at risk physically 
or psychologically, the rest of the focus group participants intently listened. Six of our 
twenty focus group participants reported that they did not generate or share personal 
content on Facebook when they felt, or were, at risk.

However, some of them noticed many of their Facebook friends did actually 
post content when they felt or were in danger. As Namid (female, aged 26–30) said, 
“When I was upset and very mad, I did not want to touch Facebook. I did not want 
to share something that I would regret after . . . because the whole world would 
see that. But everyone [her Facebook friends] was talking about their emotions on 
Facebook.” Moreover, Waawaatesi (female, aged 21–25) put into words that “I saw 
[that] my Facebook friends posted about their at-risk situations, hugely.” Immediately, 
Waagosh (male, aged 14–20) added to Waawaatesi’s comment, “All the time. I scrolled 
down, their [Facebook] posts mostly were about their depressions and sadness.” This 
supports the findings that at-risk status is posted on Facebook and that the platform 
is a channel for sharing personal physical and emotional well-being information with 
their peers.

Additionally, when at risk, urban Indigenous youth generated and shared content 
on Facebook such as text, photos, and video. The topics ranged from personal emotions 
to Indigenous community issues. They had different motivations and no difficulties 
posting on Facebook when they felt, or were, at risk.

“Just text. I did not post photos when I was crying” (Aki, female, aged 14–20) and 
(Azaadi, male, aged 14–20).
“Through text, I was not going to take a photo of my face [to post on Facebook] 
when I felt low” (Mikom, male, aged 31–35).
“I had some friends on Facebook said they were so sad, [and it] helped me. They 
would also post pictures of they were crying too” (Nagamo, female, aged 14–20).
“I saw a lot of negative [Facebook] posts. Sometime there was no picture. They 
were just texts. Sometimes I saw videos people trying to cut or hang themselves. 
They were very messed up” (Wenona, female, aged 21–25).
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All five focus groups showed that urban Indigenous youth generated and some-
times shared content such as text, photos, and video on Facebook when they felt at 
risk physically or psychologically. In some serious cases, Facebook was used as a tool to 
livestream suicide attempts among contacts within the Indigenous youth population. 
The topics that urban Indigenous youth at risk generated and shared ranged from 
personal emotions to critical social issues in Indigenous communities. As Zenibaa 
(female, aged 31–35) described, “I lived in children services foster care. I just talked 
about my problems on my Facebook such as schools, friends, my day, and stuff like 
that. It has been three years that I lived in the foster system.” Mikom (male, aged 
31–35), classified as “personal emotions” his Facebook posts when he felt, or was, at 
risk. Additionally, Mikom told us why he shared his personal emotions on Facebook: 
he believes that if you hold onto something and do not let it go, it will build up inside 
of you. Mikom said that he wrote about his negative emotions on Facebook as a way 
to cope with complex emotions.

Waawasstesi (female, aged 21–25) underscored the broader trends underlying the 
topics that urban Indigenous youth at risk generated and shared on Facebook. She 
“saw a lot of stuff about Indigenous girls that have gone missing. That is a huge issue 
in the Indigenous communities. I saw posts about Indigenous girls that have gone 
missing from North Bay and went the way to my reserve and to Alberta because I had 
a big network. So when I was on Facebook, I saw stuff happening all over the place.” 
Waawasstesi further explained that finding missing and murdered Indigenous women 
and girls has motivated her to generate and share posts about them. She hoped people 
would see pictures of the missing Indigenous women and girls on Facebook and that 
they would recognize the faces when they saw them in person somewhere. She spoke 
about her actual experience of a cousin who went missing when they lived together in 
Toronto. Fortunately, her cousin came home two days later; as it turned out she was 
simply sleeping at a friend’s house. At the time, her family put a missing person post 
on Facebook and reported it to the police. People in Waawasstesi’s Facebook network 
urgently shared her post and it spread very quickly, showing her how fast a Facebook 
post could spread to a wide audience.

Finally, none of our focus group participants reported any challenges that might 
prevent them from posting on Facebook when they felt, or were, at risk.

4. They reported that there was a lack of content for addressing risk, such as 
risk management, health, or public services.
Eighteen participants from our five focus groups indicated that they did not see any 
content in their Facebook newsfeed that was relevant to risk management, health 
services, or public services. As Aki (female, aged 14–20) said, “I mostly saw advertise-
ments for clothes or something like that.” However, two participants indicated that 
they saw risk management content in their Facebook newsfeed. Bineshii (male, aged 
14–20), told us he saw crisis hotline ads and he thought it was good information 
for urban Indigenous youth at risk. Nagamo (female, aged 14–20), was the second 
participant who saw the risk management content in their Facebook newsfeed. She 
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explained, “I saw the suicide help hotline. It showed up on the side [of the Facebook 
page] as an ad. But sometimes it was on my newsfeed. I thought it was a good thing. If 
someone was at risk, and they did not want to talk with anyone they knew. They could 
just call and ended up talking with a totally [sic] stranger.”

Among our five focus groups with urban Indigenous youth at risk in Ottawa, there 
were sixteen focus group participants out of the total of twenty who reported that 
they did not feel concerned about their own online security or privacy on Facebook. 
As Bineshii (male, aged 14–20) described, “My Facebook did not really have much to 
see that I was worried about what people would see. Facebook is a platform that you 
needed to be open.” Also, Zenibaa (female, aged 14–20) explained to us that “There 
was no point using Facebook if you were really concerned about privacy. When you 
posted, it would be out there. You could delete it, but some people could still screen-
shot them. It would practically be still out there. You could not really delete anything 
off the Internet.”

Namid (female, aged 26–30) expressed a different point of view. She was worried 
about her online security and privacy when she used Facebook but she did not give 
us her reasons. Conversely, Wenona (female, aged 21–25) openly discussed her online 
security and privacy concerns, stating “We did not know who were out there looking 
at your Facebook. Even it was set as private. Other people could still see your stuff 
because they could find a way to hack your Facebook.” Immediately, Ziibi (male, 
31–35) added his comment, “Yes, they could use other people’s [Facebook] accounts as 
a way to read [your posts].” Waawaatesi (female, aged 21–25) also commented, “[she] 
was scared of her photos on Facebook being leaked.”

5. They noticed when friends were at risk by observing changes in language or 
tone of the content on Facebook posts.
Nineteen of twenty participants from our five focus groups responded that they could 
tell if one of their friends was at risk from the language or verbal tone of the content 
that they generated or shared on Facebook. Only Zenibaa (female, aged 14–20) said 
no to this question, mainly because she did not usually pay attention to what other 
people posted on Facebook. In contrast, most of our focus group participants could in 
fact tell, as Bineshii (male, aged 14–20) explained,

I could tell by the way they were speaking, what their sentences were like. One 
of my friends, he was really super good in English. But one time he got very mad 
and posted on Facebook and his grammar was absolutely horrible. That was how 
I knew he was actually mad and he was not joking. Another way I could tell was 
[that] they used the F-word swearing.

Additionally, the following is a summary of the thoughts voiced by other focus 
group participants on the matter. Mikom (male, aged 14–20) said that if you knew 
someone, you usually also knew how they acted and what was their regular behavior. 
If they posted something on Facebook that was out of character, you knew that they 
were going through a difficult time. Another comment was made by Nibaa (male, aged 
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26–30) based on his real experience with his father’s family: one of his cousins posted 
on Facebook asking people to please take care of his children after he committed 
suicide. People started commenting on his Facebook asking him not to self-harm. 
His Facebook post caused people to go to his house right away and they had to break 
the door to get into his house. His Facebook post was a cry for help. Nibba went on 
to say that he believes that when people post their pictures on Facebook when they 
are drunk, it could indicate that they were coping with a mental health problem. 
Another way for Nibba to tell whether some of his friends were at risk was when 
they did not use their Facebook for a while and then all of a sudden posted something 
very emotional. Then they disappeared and came back later to post more emotional 
messages on Facebook.

Another comment by Namid (female, aged 26–30) revealed that some of her 
friends posted crazy pictures, for example showing them being very drunk or depressed. 
Some friends also showed on their Facebook relationship status that they had transi-
tioned out of a relationship, and into another relationship with a different person 
or into and out of relationship with the same person again and again. This kind of 
Facebook interaction was what Namid used to tell if her friends were at risk. Another 
female focus group participant, Waawaatesi (aged 21–25) commented that she noticed 
that her Facebook friends who were at risk were usually the victims of bullying. It 
caused them to post their suicidal ideas on Facebook. Waawaatesi said that children at 
thirteen or fourteen years old are insecure and sensitive and likely victims of bullying.

Another comment by Azaadi (male, aged 14–20) was that he could tell if his 
friends were at risk of suicide through the language or verbal tone of the content they 
posted on Facebook. For example, he told us that “most of [the] people [I know on 
Facebook] said [on Facebook] that they did not want to live anymore.” Most of the 
people he knows on Facebook have expressed the desire to die. Please note here that 
Azaadi (male, aged 14–20) is an Inuit youth originally from Iqaluit. He was sent to 
live with his grandparents in Ottawa a few years ago. His Inuit community in Iqaluit, 
Nunavut suffers from a suicide epidemic among their youth populations.61

6. They believed that Indigenous culture supported their posts and were avenues 
to support and promote their culture.
All our twenty focus group participants believed that their Indigenous culture 
supported them in posting content on Facebook. Ziibi (male, aged 31–35) discussed 
that Indigenous culture is very open to new things including Facebook. Moreover, 
our focus group participants also believed that the postings on Facebook are a way 
to support and promote their Indigenous culture. As Nagamo (female, aged 14–20) 
described it: “Sometimes I put my beading works [on Facebook], if I beaded, I posted 
it.” Bineshii (male, aged 14–20) then commented, “I posted pictures of me at pow-wows 
[on Facebook].” Zenibaa (female, aged 14–20) explained that she sometimes was even 
asked by Indigenous organizations to post on her Facebook about what the organiza-
tions were doing to advertise their social and cultural activities and programs for urban 
Indigenous youth, because Zenibaa knew many Indigenous youth and connected with 
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them on Facebook. In addition, Namid (female, aged 26–30) explained her strong 
support toward the Indigenous culture and Facebook usage that “I always posted [on 
Facebook] about our culture and I wanted to share [our] Indigenous culture.”

dIscussIon: studY FIndIngs and lIMItatIons

As previously stated, this project aimed to find answers for two research questions. 
Our first research question is about how urban Indigenous youth are expressing 
themselves on Facebook when they feel or are at risk. Our findings show that most of 
urban Indigenous youth in Ottawa generated and shared content on Facebook when 
they felt at risk physically or psychologically. They posted text, photos, and videos to 
express their complex feeling and thoughts on Facebook as a way to ask for help and 
to vent their frustrations. Their Facebook posts showed them crying, doing acts of 
self-harm, and talking about their problems with school and friends, living under the 
government’s child-welfare system, and awareness of issues confronting Indigenous 
communities across the country, including the missing and murdered Indigenous 
women and girls in Canada.

In addition, data from our focus groups showed that some urban Indigenous 
youth had used Facebook as a tool to livestream their suicide attempts and express 
self-harming ideation. This practice is very dangerous and requires immediate inter-
vention. Spread of this kind of Facebook usage should be countered, especially among 
vulnerable populations. Comparing our findings for the first research question with 
the existing literature shows that both Indigenous and non-Indigenous youth do 
express themselves on Facebook when they feel or are at risk, including the suicidal 
thoughts as similarly reported in recent empirical studies.62 Before the social media 
technology era, suicidal thoughts and other mental health illness issues tended to be 
kept in private, but social media venues such as Facebook have changed how youth 
generate and share information with other people about their suicide attempts, in 
many cases even before they would tell their friends and family about their mental 
health illnesses in person.

The second research question investigates ways in which Facebook data and inter-
actions can be used to identify urban Indigenous youth at risk and enable Facebook 
systems to address their needs. Our research reveals how urban Indigenous youth 
could tell if one of their friends was at risk as a result of: (1) the language or verbal 
tone of the content that their friend has generated or shared on Facebook; (2) the 
images they used; and (3) the changes in their relationship status. We believe these 
indicators could be used to develop Facebook algorithms that can help identify urban 
Indigenous youth at risk and provide them with targeted information that could help 
reduce the risk and connect them to mental health services. When comparing our 
data with the existing literature, our findings are similar to studies conducted with 
non-Indigenous college students on their responses to suicidal content and mental 
health status updates on social media.63 Therefore, we found both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous youth could easily notice and recognize the suicidal content of their 
friends’ posts on Facebook.
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However, our focus groups also showed that with one or two exceptions, notably 
Nagamo (female, aged 14–20), most of our interviewees did not see any content in 
their Facebook newsfeed that was relevant to risk management, health services, or 
public services. We identify this issue as being worthy of further research. We think 
Facebook should continue to create a supportive environment that promotes resil-
ience among youth at risk, as the findings reported in this paper that touched on the 
youth-suicide prevention aspect and social support led by friends and family members 
of Indigenous youth at risk after they learned about those resources from Facebook 
posts and notifications. Therefore, our findings indicate that Indigenous communi-
ties in Ottawa have a strong social support environment both online and offline 
and it showed the resilience of Indigenous peoples to overcome difficulties together. 
We suggest Facebook should work on developing operational strategies on how to 
encourage users to generate and share more social support posts, especially among 
youth from underserved communities including Indigenous youth. This action would 
highlight how the youth are resilient to overcome difficulties in lives lived with social 
support from their communities. Facebook also needs to learn what are the online and 
offline effects that youth at risk experience when they have social support conversa-
tions with friends and family on Facebook during challenging times.

Furthermore, this study showed that urban Indigenous youth at risk sometimes 
generate and share content (text, photos, and video) on Facebook because they want to 
vent and seek help from others. There is a real need to develop technologies that could 
better detect Indigenous youth at risk based on the content they post on Facebook, 
such as the methods used in the work on sentiment analysis by Farzindar and Inkpen,64 
and provide alternative information for them to feel supported in their Facebook experi-
ence such as changing their newsfeed or providing them with an online referral system 
to access the healthcare services that they need when at-risk behavior is detected.

The same mechanism mentioned above could be applied to advertisements on 
Facebook. Useful information could be injected into the Facebook newsfeed of Indigenous 
youth in the same way that targeted Facebook advertisements currently sell products, as 
it appears Nagamo (female, aged 14–20) experienced. Facebook advertisements are 
highly personalized, depend on users’ “likes,” the online behavior of users, keywords 
in posts, and the like. For example, Indigenous organizations could advertise for their 
crisis help services and suicide prevention interventions under the same conditions as 
Facebook advertisements. The ads could target Facebook users who identified themselves 
as Indigenous peoples, are in the youth age range, and live near the Indigenous organiza-
tion that used the Facebook platform to promote their crisis help ads. It would closely 
align with Facebook’s existing work on developing suicide-prevention tools.65

We also argue that Facebook is not only a forum in which to communicate states 
of distress with friends and family, but a part of the problem of perpetuating them. 
Urban Indigenous youth experience copycat suicides, cyberbullying, and online harass-
ment on Facebook leading to greater at-risk situations for them. Youth in Canada 
who are exposed to their schoolmates’ suicides were found to have increased rates of 
suicide ideation and suicide attempt.66 The research presented in this paper confirms 
the fact that urban Indigenous youth are exposed to content related to their friends’ 
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suicide attempts on Facebook, and hence that Facebook could be expected to pose 
an increased risk of suicide for the urban Indigenous youth. However, we think that 
Facebook could be used to reduce risks as well. The Facebook newsfeed and adver-
tising can be shown to urban Indigenous youth at risk and help change their behavior 
by getting them to seek help. The root causes of many social issues and problems 
among Indigenous youth in Canada are poverty and discrimination, and social media 
such as Facebook are not among them.

Our study had some limitations. Since Ottawa is a capital city, there may be some 
unidentified features about this location that bias our sample. We did not conduct this 
research in other cities in Ontario, nor did we conduct research in other provinces and 
territories of Canada where many other urban Indigenous youth also reside. Thus, we 
do not aim to report findings of all urban Indigenous youth at the national level.

conclusIon

Most urban Indigenous youth in Ottawa expressed themselves on Facebook when 
they were or felt at risk physically or psychologically. Urban Indigenous youth at risk 
generated and shared content on their Facebook because they wanted to vent, but also 
because they are looking for help from others, confirming our hypothesis that urban 
Indigenous youth use the capabilities of Facebook to communicate to their peers 
about their being in at-risk situations in ways both explicit (e.g., live stream their 
suicide attempts and sharing personal emotions) and implicit (e.g., discuss Indigenous 
community issues such as missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls which 
did not happen to them personally, but nevertheless made them feel somewhat at risk).

We think Facebook (now rebranded as Meta) is a platform that could be lever-
aged to help reduce risk among urban Indigenous youth if we can better detect how 
they express themselves on Facebook when at risk. We hope that the findings in this 
paper can assist and encourage the development of Facebook newsfeed algorithms to 
mitigate their risks.

We urge researchers and government agencies to look into this issue seriously. 
Researchers could conduct more studies to find solutions on how to use Facebook to 
communicate with urban Indigenous youth at risk at the time they need help the most. 
For government agencies, they should think about interventions and policies that will 
help to improve lives of all urban Indigenous youth through Facebook.
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