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Agenda
¡ Origins of SU

¡ Indigenous understanding of cause of SUD

¡ Indigenous Culture and SUD



Origins of SU
¡ Pre-colonization tobacco, alcohol, and drugs-

such as plant medicines-were used in prescribed 
ways, usually around spirituality and were not 
associated with negative outcomes.

¡ Alcohol was an introduced substance BY settler-
colonialists TO influence treaties, land acquisition, 
and political decisions.



Cherokee Values of 
Wellbeing
¡ ᏙᎯ, Tohi: well-being, balanced state of the 

world. 

¡ ᎣᏏ, Osi: balanced state of the individual 

¡ ᎦᏚᎩ, Gadugi: Interconnectedness, 
Relationships



Cherokee elders 
words about 

SUD



Decolonization

¡ `Decolonization' is a euphemism that only describes the formal 
handing over of the instruments of government, when in reality it 
must be a long-term process involving the cultural, linguistic and 
psychological divesting of colonial parameters. -Tuhiwai Smith 

¡ “…to uncover the detrimental effects of European American 
colonialism and to assist historically colonized groups with 
preserving and reclaiming their distinctive cultural legacies, 
strengths, and institutions.”-Wednt & Gone, 2012 



Decolonizing SUD

Culturally 
Tailored 

Interventions

Culturally 
Grounded 

Interventions

Culture as 
Treatment

Culture as 
Prevention



Cultural Tailoring
Culturally Tailored

¡ Created for non-Native 
people and tailored at a 
later date

¡ Use Western theory and 
techniques

¡ Improvements beyond non-
tailored alternatives

Culturally Grounded
¡ Created for Native people

¡ May use a combination of 
western and Indigenous 
theories and techniques

¡ Improvements beyond non-
tailored and only tailored 
alternatives



Tailoring SUD Treatment
¡ Anishinaabe Example
¡ Prayers, Smudging
¡ Talking Circle
¡ Peer Models
¡ Gifting
¡ Meals
¡ Spirit Plate

¡ Motivational Interviewing (Venner)



Culture as Treatment
¡ “A (post)colonial return to indigenous cultural 

orientations and practices is sufficient for 
effecting abstinence and recovery from 
substance use disorders for American Indians”

¡ An alternative to residential treatment includes a 
seasonal cultural immersion camp designed to 
approximate the day-to-day experiences of pre-
reservation ancestors

Gone & Looking Calf, 2011; 2015



Culture as Prevention
¡ Prevention and/or wellness programs targeted to 

children, youth, pregnant mothers

¡ Example: Cherokee Nation RTR program

T1-T2
Training Period

T1-T3
Return

T1-T4
6 mo f/u

Positive Mental Health +4.29^ +8.67* +4.58*

Stress -0.31 -0.70* -0.45^

Depression -1.80^ -2.60* -3.31*

Anxiety -1.80* -2.53* -1.56

Anger -0.11^ -0.16* -0.20*

Microaggressions -0.14* -0.20* -0.29*



Culture as the “Active 
Ingredient”
¡ Alcohol cessation was significantly predicted by 

“traditional spirituality” and “participation in 
traditional activities”

¡ Situated their recovery in processes of “cultural 
restoration of the self.”

Gone & Looking Horse, 2011



Why does culture work?
¡ Substance abuse is related to

¡ Trauma (Boyd-Ball, 2006; Whitbeck, 2004)
¡ Historical Loss 
¡ Historical Trauma 
¡ Family Stress
¡ Childhood Trauma

¡ Colonization/Assimilation
¡ Racism

¡ Personal
¡ Institutional

¡ Discrimination
¡ Microaggressions

Ø Antidote to Colonization, Historical trauma, Racism, Discrimination that are 
associated with mental illness and substance abuse disorder



SU Predictors for AI

-Colonization
-Historical 
Trauma

-Interpersonal 
Trauma

-Disconnected from 
traditional cultural 

lifeways
-Trauma Experience 
and Symptomology

-Racism, 
Discrimination

Mental Health 
Illness:
PTSD

Anxiety
Depression

Substance Use 



Predictors 



Final Thoughts



Wado!


