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Tribally led wellness encampment in Wyoming. Credit: Gordon Belcourt, CC
BY-SA
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I was an American Indian student pursuing a doctoral degree in clinical
psychology in the 1990s, when I realized the stark contrast between my
life experiences growing up on my home reservation and those of my
non-Native peers.

Many incredible family members and friends had sacrificed and broken
a trail for me to realize my academic dreams. My rich and generous
native culture and traditional ways helped sustain my family over the
years.

However, as each year of school unfolded, I lost family members due to
early causes of death, including homicide, suicide, motor vehicle
accidents, cancer and pneumonia. I had to drive over four hours to the
nearest Indian Health Service provider for prenatal visits for my children
and nearly lost one child due to lack of access to proper medical care.

Unfortunately, my story isn't uncommon for most Native Americans. As
a collective, American Indians and Alaska Natives live more challenging
and shorter lives. These are statistics I'm acutely aware of as researcher
in clinical psychology. Understanding the sources of and solutions to
these inequalities is the focus of my career.

The Indian Health Service is in the position to change these trends for
the better. Outside of Native communities, few Americans know what
this agency does, that its leadership is under fire and that the current
nominee to head this IHS is a controversial figure. There is much work
to be done to reverse American Indian health problems.

Health inequality

The IHS is the primary health care provider for most American Indians.
It is responsible for providing health care under historical treaty
agreements between the federal government and tribes.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/family+members/
https://www.ihs.gov/dps/publications/trends2014/
https://www.ihs.gov/dps/publications/trends2014/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/trump-nominee-to-lead-indian-health-services-faces-claims-of-misrepresentation-1515170335
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health/
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In many ways, American Indian health has improved under the IHS over
the past 20 years. For example, infant mortality decreased 67 percent
between 1974 and 2009.

  
 

  

The author with her great-grandmother, on left, and grandmother, on right, on
the Blackfeet reservation. Credit: Gordon Belcourt, CC BY-ND

But there are steep divisions between the health of American Indians and
other Americans. American Indians continue to have lower life
expectancies than other Americans and lose more years of productive
life. They also have the nation's highest rates of death due to suicide.
High rates of premature death due to diabetes, cardiovascular disease,
cancer and accidents plague Native Americans.
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These disparities are shaped by social inequality, historical trauma and
discrimination. Most American Indians live in chronic poverty, with
limited access to health care, adequate housing, quality education and
adequate law enforcement services.

Early exposure to traumatic events and losses, including sexual and
domestic violence, are common for many American Indians. This
childhood trauma can translate to a lower quality of life and a wide
variety of poor health outcomes.

My home state of Montana includes seven reservations and multiple
urban centers of American Indians, with tribal representation from many
of the 657 federally recognized tribes. American Indians live on average
20 years less than whites in the state. Montana currently has the highest
rate of suicide in the nation.

The IHS has historically been inadequately funded. Federal funding only
provides for 54 percent of needed services. Recent estimates show
increased patient use despite proposed funding cuts. What's more, the
majority of American Indians live in urban settings with very limited
access to IHS facilities.

As a result, many American Indian patients receive health care that may
be inadequate or of minimal quality. Others must wait a long time for
urgently needed care. These experiences have collectively led to a
distrust of institutions, including health care centers. Many will avoid or
delay necessary screenings and care. It should be a priority to find better
ways to create outreach and directly provide services.

Hope for health

These experiences have motivated many Native people to work toward
health equity.
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http://www.usccr.gov/pubs/na0703/na0204.pdf
https://www.nij.gov/journals/277/Pages/violence-against-american-indians-alaska-natives.aspx
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/toxic-stress/
https://dphhs.mt.gov/Portals/85/publichealth/documents/Epidemiology/StateOfTheStatesHealth.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2567901/#R7
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4035886/
https://oig.hhs.gov/oei/reports/oei-06-14-00011.pdf


 

  
 

  

Native-led organizations like The National Council of Urban Indian
Health, the National Indian Health Board and the National Congress of
American Indians have worked to improve health for all Native people.
The National Indian Health Board has a number of public health
initiatives working to inform tribes on best practices in obesity, violence,
suicide and substance abuse prevention. The National Congress of
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American Indians advocates policies to improve health by engaging
elected tribal leadership.

To improve access to health care, some also call for change in the way
tribal health is funded and provided. Many tribal communities have even
taken over the health care provision structure.

Many tribes have worked to bring back traditional healing methods, 
education, languages and traditional foods. This revitalization is showing
promise to improve health the entire family and community. For
example, The Piegan Institute on the Blackfeet reservation created
language and culture immersion schools to help restore these practices.

These efforts are important, due in part to the significant lack of Native
American health care workers. Many Native patients respond better to
Native providers. Some educational programs are working to increase
Native health professionals, researchers and educators.

Personally, I have sought a career in public health to help communities
explore potential solutions to the many challenges we collectively face as
Native people. I sit in my office today, looking upon the photos of
family members lost too soon, and reflect upon the hope of healthier
futures for my daughters, my niece and all Native youth.

My late father wrote a poem some years ago and a portion of that prose
resonates today:

"I said to the old man who stood at the Door of the Lodge, 'Give me a
light that I may tread safely into the unknown." He replied, "Go into the
darkness and put your hand into the hand of the Creator. That shall be to
you better than light and safer than any known way.'"

It is my hope that leaders in health harness the many gifts we have as
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http://www.ncai.org/policy-issues/education-health-human-services
https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/education/native-education/teaching-the-whole-child-language-immersion-and-student-achievement/
https://www.pieganinstitute.org/our-schools/
https://news.aamc.org/diversity/article/native-american-health-disparities/
https://news.aamc.org/diversity/article/native-american-health-disparities/


 

Native peoples to build a healthier future. Our children are worth
fighting for.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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