
 

Native American communities have the
highest suicide rates, yet interventions are
scarce
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Non-Hispanic Indigenous people in the United States die by suicide at
higher rates than any other racial or ethnic group, according to the
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Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The suicide rate among
Montana's Native American youth is more than five times the statewide
rate for the same age group, according to the Montana Budget and Policy
Center.

Montana ranked third-worst among states for suicide deaths in 2020, and
25% of all suicides in the state from 2017 through 2021 were among
Native Americans, even though they represent only 6.5% of the state's
population.

Despite decades of research into suicide prevention, suicide rates among
Indigenous people have remained stubbornly high, especially among
Indigenous people ages 10 to 24, according to the CDC. Experts say
that's because the national strategy for suicide prevention isn't culturally
relevant or sensitive to Native American communities' unique values.

Suicide rates have increased among other racial and ethnic minorities,
too, but to lesser degrees.

Systemic issues and structural inequities, including underfunded and
under-resourced services from the federal Indian Health Service, also
hamper suicide prevention in Indigenous communities.

Mary Cwik, a psychologist and senior scientist at the Center for
Indigenous Health at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health
in Baltimore, said the systemic shortcomings MorningStar has witnessed
are symptoms of a national strategy that isn't compatible with Indigenous
value systems.

"It is not clear that the creation of the national strategy had Indigenous
voices informing the priorities," Cwik said.

The cause of high suicide rates in Indigenous communities is complex.
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Native Americans often live with the weight of more adverse childhood
experiences than other populations—things such as emotional, physical,
and sexual abuse, intimate partner violence, substance misuse, mental
illness, parental separation or divorce, incarceration, and poverty.

Those adverse experiences stack upon intergenerational trauma caused
by racial discrimination, colonization, forced relocation, and government-
sanctioned abduction to boarding schools that persisted until the 1970s.

"There's no way that communities shaped by these forces for so long will
get rid of their problems fast by medical services. A lot of people in
Indian Country struggle to retain hope. It's easy to conclude that nothing
can fix it," said Joseph P. Gone, a professor of anthropology and global
health and social medicine at Harvard University and member of the
Gros Ventre (Aaniiih) tribal nation of Montana.

Most tribal nations are interested in collaborative research, but funding
for such work is hard to come by, said Gone. So is funding for additional
programs and services.

Stephen O'Connor, who leads the suicide prevention research program at
the Division of Services and Intervention Research at the National
Institute of Mental Health, said, "Given the crisis of suicide in Native
American populations, we need more funding and continued sustained
funding for research in this area."

Getting grants for scientific research from NIMH, which is part of the
National Institutes of Health, can be challenging, especially for smaller
tribes, he said.

Officials at the NIMH and the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration said that they continue to build research
partnerships with tribal nations and that they recently launched new
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grants and multiple programs that are culturally informed and evidence-
based to reduce suicide in tribal communities.

NIMH researchers are even adjusting a commonly used suicide
screening tool to incorporate more culturally appropriate language for
Indigenous people.

Teresa Brockie, an associate professor at Johns Hopkins School of
Nursing, is one of a small but growing number of researchers, many of
whom are Indigenous, who study suicide prevention and intervention
strategies that respect Indigenous beliefs and customs. Those strategies
include smudging—the practice of burning medicinal plants to cleanse
and connect people with their creator.

Without this understanding, research is hampered because people in
tribal communities have "universal mistrust of health care and other
colonized systems that have not been helpful to our people or proven to
be supportive," said Brockie, a member of Fort Belknap reservation's
Aaniiih Tribe.

Brockie is leading one of the first randomized controlled trials studying
Indigenous people at Fort Peck. The project aims to reduce suicide risk
by helping parents and caregivers deal with their own stress and trauma
and develop positive coping skills. It's also working to strengthen
children's tribal identity, connectivity, and spirituality.

In 2015, she reported on a study she led in 2011 to collect suicide data at
the Fort Peck reservation in northeastern Montana. She found that
adverse childhood experiences have a cumulative effect on suicide risk
and also that tribal identity, strong connections with friends and family,
and staying in school were protective against suicide.

In Arizona, Cwik is collaborating with the White Mountain Apache
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Tribe to help leaders there evaluate the impact of a comprehensive
suicide surveillance system they created. So far, the program has
reduced the overall Apache suicide rate by 38.3 % and the rate among
young people ages 15 to 24 by 23%, according to the American Public
Health Association.

Several tribal communities are attempting to implement a similar system
in their communities, said Cwik.

Still, many tribal communities rely on limited mental health resources
available through the Indian Health Service. One person at IHS is tasked
with addressing suicide across almost 600 tribal nations.

Pamela End of Horn, a social worker and national suicide prevention
consultant at IHS, said the Department of Veterans Affairs "has a
suicide coordinator in every medical center across the U.S., plus case
managers, and they have an entire office dedicated to suicide prevention.
In Indian Health Service it is just me and that's it."

End of Horn, a member of the Oglala Lakota Sioux Tribe of the Pine
Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota, blames politics for the
discrepancy.

"Tribal leaders are pushing for more suicide prevention programs but
lack political investment. The VA has strong proactive activities related
to suicide and the backing of political leaders and veterans' groups," she
said.

It is also hard to get mental health professionals to work on remote
reservations, while VA centers tend to be in larger cities.

Even if more mental health services were available, they can be
stigmatizing, re-traumatizing, and culturally incongruent for Indigenous
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people.

Many states are using creative strategies to stop suicide. A pilot project
by the Rural Behavioral Health Institute screened more than 1,000
students in 10 Montana schools from 2020 to 2022. The governor of
Montana is hoping to use state money to expand mental health screening
for all schools.

Experts say the kinds of strategies best suited to prevent suicide among
Native Americans should deliver services that reflect their diversity,
traditions, and cultural and language needs.
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