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Overview

• Terminology—AI/AN, NA, etc.
• Policy History & Marginalization
• Impact of Historical & Unresolved Trauma
• Contemporary Challenges
• Potential Solutions & Roles for Prevention Science and 

Indigenous methodologies 



American 
Indian

Alaska 
Native



Enrolled 
Tribal 

Member

American 
Indian

Alaska 
Native



Enrolled 
Tribal 

Member

American 
Indian

Alaska 
Native

IHS 
User 
Pop.



Enrolled 
Tribal 

Member

American 
Indian

Alaska 
Native

Native American



Enrolled 
Tribal 

Member

American 
Indian

Alaska 
Native

Native American

Indigenous





Types of Trauma
Emotional & Psychological Trauma 
• One-time events 

• Accident/injury, death of someone close, loss of a relationship or job, 
humiliating experience, etc. 

• Ongoing, relentless stress (toxic stress) 
• Individual—Poverty, domestic violence, social isolation, pandemic, 

chronic illness/pain, etc. 
• Societal—Racism, war, oppression, politics, hate, etc. 

• Childhood trauma 
• ACEs and beyond… 
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• Societal—Racism, war, oppression, politics, hate, etc. 

• Childhood trauma 
• ACEs and beyond… 

• Indigenous Communities
• Historical Trauma, colonization, loss of land/language/culture, 

discrimination, marginalization/exclusion, racism, etc. 
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You will do well to try to inoculate the Indians by means of 
Blanketts, as well as to try every other method that can serve 
to Extirpate this Execrable Race. I should be very glad your 
Scheme for hunting them Down by Dogs could take effect… 
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Peter Hardeman Burnett, CA’s first 
governor, acknowledged that white 
settlers were taking territory and 
bringing disease, but he felt that it 
was an inevitable outcome.

“That a war of extermination will 
continue to be waged between the 
races until the Indian race becomes 
extinct must be expected. While we 
cannot anticipate this result but 
with painful regret, the inevitable 
destiny of the race is beyond the 
power or wisdom of man to avert.”

State of the state address, 1851

~100,000 AIs died during the first two   
years of the Gold Rush alone; 

By 1873, only 30,000 Indigenous people 
remained of around 150,000.
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Boarding School 
Experiences
• Abuse (physical, sexual)
• Neglect
• Abandonment 
• Forced Removal 
• Loss of culture & language
• Forced Christianity
• Lost traditional parenting 

& family structure
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Historical trauma is the collective 
emotional wounding across generations 
that results from massive cataclysmic 
events – Historically Traumatic Events 
(HTE)*

• The trauma is held personally and transmitted over generations.  
Thus, even family members who have not directly experienced the 
trauma can feel the effects of the event generations later



Epigenetics
 Epigenetics refers to the study of changes 

in the regulation of gene activity and 
expression that are not dependent on DNA 
sequence.  
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• Forced Removal 
• Loss of culture & language
• Forced Christianity
• Lost traditional parenting 

& family structure

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences
• Abuse (physical, sexual)
• Neglect
• Substance Abuse in home
• Mental Health Dx in home
• Witnessing violence
• Divorce
• Food insecurity
• Family member in prison

Genocide

Inter-Generational Basis for Chronic Disease Disparities 
Among American Indians and Alaska Natives



Impact of ACEs on Health



CDC NCIP, DVP
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Adulthood 
Stressors

Boarding School 
Experiences
• Abuse (physical, sexual)
• Neglect
• Abandonment 
• Forced Removal 
• Loss of culture & language
• Forced Christianity
• Lost traditional parenting 

& family structure

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences
• Abuse (physical, sexual)
• Neglect
• Substance Abuse in home
• Mental Health Dx in home
• Witnessing violence
• Divorce
• Food insecurity
• Family member in prison

Adverse Adulthood 
Experiences
• Alcohol / SA / smoking
• Suicide rates / death rates
• Poverty / Poor nutrition
• Racism / Toxic Stress
• Role models

• Few positive
• Many negative
• Parenting

Genocide

Inter-Generational Basis for Chronic Disease Disparities 
Among American Indians and Alaska Natives



South Dakota Health Survey
The survey included questions on: 
• Basic information, including age, sex, race; 

• Self-reported health status, including chronic 

diseases, depression, and other health issues;  

• Mental Health Screening; 

• Access to services, including cost, distance, and 

other access issues; and 

• Adverse Childhood Experiences. 
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Prevalence: Mental Health Screens
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Trauma Informed Care Elements

Understanding the prevalence of trauma

Recognizing how trauma impacts individuals

Putting this knowledge into practice 

to actively resist re-traumatization

SAMHSA
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Holistic Healing from Trauma

PRAYER 
RE-CONNECTION

MEDITATION, 
CBT

EXERCISE, 
MOVEMENT

SOCIAL CONNECTIONS, 
COUNSELING



https://www.whitehouse.gov/ceq/news-updates/2021/11/15/white-house-commits-to-elevating-
indigenous-knowledge-in-federal-policy-decisions/

https://www.whitehouse.gov/ceq/news-updates/2021/11/15/white-house-commits-to-elevating-indigenous-knowledge-in-federal-policy-decisions/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/ceq/news-updates/2021/11/15/white-house-commits-to-elevating-indigenous-knowledge-in-federal-policy-decisions/
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Research in Balance



Building Relationships
First Steps and Collaboration 
• Community Engagement

– Tribal Leaders 
– Elders 
– Tribal Health Programs 
– Tribal Colleges 
– Traditional Healers 
– Informal Community Leaders
– Local Health Professionals / IHS?
– Others



Building Relationships
Institutional Review Boards
• IHS IRB Process 

– 12 Areas, most with IRBs
– National IHS IRB

• Tribal IRBs? 
– OST RRB
– SRST IRB (Sitting Bull College) 
– TM—Tribal Nations Research Group 
– Others?

• University IRBs



Research Regulation in American Indian/ Alaska 
Native (AI/AN) Communities

• Researchers working in AI/AN communities 
experience a complex set of IRB review 
processes

• Tribal sovereignty a unique consideration
– Tribal government relationship with university



CBPR and AI/AN Communities
• CBPR has become ethical gold standard for 

conducting research with AI/AN communities
• History of research abuses and mistrust (also for 

other disadvantaged communities)
• Many AI/AN communities will not approve 

projects without full partnership
• Data ownership a major issue (NIH v Tribe?)
• Publication review common
• Whose responsibility is it to protect community?
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Challenges for University IRBs
• Protection of individual vs. community

– Group risks and harms
– Anonymity of individuals and communities

• Jurisdictional issues with tribal IRBs
– Which IRB should review project first?
– Changes requested by tribal vs. university IRBs?
– When to review a project – when does the research 

truly begin?
– Role of community member-researchers?



AI/AN Data Sovereignty

• Data sovereignty is the idea that data are subject to 
the laws and governance structures within the nation it 
is collected. The concept of data sovereignty is closely 
linked with data security, cloud computing, network 
sovereignty and technological sovereignty.

• Tribal Data sovereignty is the right of a nation to 
govern the collection, ownership, and application of its 
own data. It derives from tribes' inherent right to govern 
their peoples, lands, and resources.







Considerations/Challenges
• Contributions of AI/ANs to US PH

• Efficacy of ORS and of routine vaccines (Hib, PCV, Rotavirus, COVID-19)
• Diabetes management

• Promote respect for Indigenous healing systems & methodologies
• Botanical medicines (ASA, digoxin, echinacea, etc.) 
• Osteopathy 
• Indigenous STEM 

• Pre-K to Post-Doc disparities 
• Few role models in PH leadership, health sciences, & higher education 
• Poverty (housing, education, addiction, crime, ACEs…)
• One size fits all approach… 





Equality, Equity, Systemic Barriers



• Research by and for Indigenous Peoples, using techniques and methods drawn 
from the tradition and knowledges of those people

• Recognition of colonial past and of Indigenous Peoples.
• Resist colonial narratives.
• Resurgence of Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Being
• Preventing research extraction
• Indigenous self-determination
• Combating power dynamics in currently dominant research practices
• ” (Evans, Hole, Berg, Hutchinson & Sookraj 2008)
• Indigenous Research Guide: https://guides.library.ualberta.ca/

Indigenous Methodologies

https://guides.library.ualberta.ca/




Indigi-Centered Research

• Community-led
• Incorporates Indigenous World Views
• Purposeful
• Personal
• Based on relationships
• Pushes back against colonial boundaries
• Focused on resiliency and resistance
• Raises up Indigenous voices and peoples



Potential Solutions
• Respect & integrate Indigenous knowledge and health sciences education
• Wise Practices approach to PH and Epidemiology
• Trauma-informed epidemiology & public health 
• Develop the Indigenous public health evidence-base 
• Develop the Indigenous public health workforce
• Respect & integrate principles of Tribal data sovereignty 
• Funding for infrastructure support and for data collection 
• Respect & integrate Indigenous methodologies 
• Engage communities & focus on community-based priorities 
• Develop and honor critical allies
• Establish an Indigenous EIS program or Field Epi Training Program





BLACK ELK

Of course it was not I who cured.  It was 
the power from the outer world, and the 
visions and ceremonies had only made 
me like a hole through which the power 
could come to the two-leggeds.  If I 
thought that I was doing it myself, the 
hole would close up and no power could 
come through.



dwarne1@jh.edu
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