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Abstract

Native American youth are placed
at greater risk for suicide than any
other age or ethnic population

in the United States. Resilience
has helped Native Americans
overcome adversity. In this paper,
authors provide an example of
how intergenerational mentoring
can moderate or reduce these risk
factors. The Intergenerational Con-
nection Project at Native PRIDE
(ICP) works with advisory councils
in four Native communities in
Montana and South Dakota. To
better understand resilience, this
paper answers two questions:

(1) how do communities define
cultural resilience, and (2) how can
cultural resilience be operational-
ized in a cultural context? The

ICP team worked with community
advisory councils to develop a
cultural resilience scale that was
administered at the beginning of
the project and six months later, at
the end of the Project. An indepen-
dent samples #-test demonstrated

a significant increase in all scale
items from baseline and at six-
month follow-up. Results indicate
that all community definitions in-
clude terms related to adversity and
the transfer of cultural knowledge
through sharing, participation, and
involvement. Community defini-
tions also included conversations
about spirituality, language, values,

and interactions between clders

and youth. Authors conclude with

a strong message that strengths-
based interventions like the ICP are
needed to address suicide risk in
Native communities.

Key words: mentoring programs,
cultural resilience, American Indian
youth, strengths-based, suicide risk

Introduction

his paper describes how four Native

communities define and measure
cultural resilience to lower suicide risk.
Suicide is the third leading cause of death
among young people in the United States
(Cash and Bridge 2009). Major risk factors
for suicide among youth in general include
previous suicide attempt, psychiatric disor-
der, personality disorder, impulsive aggres-
sion, access to lethal means, hopelessness,
family history of depression or suicide,
loss of parent to death or divorce, family
discord, physical or sexual abuse, lack of
support, and dealing with homosexuality
in an unsupportive family, community, or
school (Cash and Bridge 2009).

Native Americans have the highest
rates of attempted and completed suicide
in the United States (Anderson 2002).
American Indian/Alaska Native youth
aged 10 to 24 years have the highest
suicide rates of all ethnic populations in
the United States (Wexler et.al, 2015).
Previous studies on suicide among Na-
tive youth attribute general suicide risk
factors combined with extreme alienation
from family and community where cul-
tural connections are particularly vital to
identity specific to Native Americans and
consumption of hard liquor, poor general
health, and female gender (Grossman,
Milligan, and Deyo 1991). Many feel the
manifestations of these risk factors are

linked to historical trauma related to colo-
nization and oppression unique to Natives’

lived experiences. (Whitbeck et al. 2004).

Many tribes were left without their land
base and live with persistent socioeco-
nomic disadvantages rooted in limitations
established by government policies that
define the relationship between the United
States government and natives, such that
this relationship is different than with any
other population in America (Brave Heart
1998). However, resilience has helped Na-
tive communities overcome colonization
and maintain their culture and way of life
(Kelley and Small 2016).

This paper describes how four Native
communities define and measure cultural
resilience to lower suicide risk.

Resilience

Resilience is most often defined as
a positive adaptation despite adversity
(Luthar 2005). Researchers categorize
resiliency models using three primary
types: (1) compensatory, (2) protective,
and (3) challenge (Fergus and Zimmerman
2005). In this study, the focus is on the
protective model, where a resiliency factor
(cultural resilience and the intergenera-
tional mentoring connection) moderates or
reduces the effects of a risk factor (trauma,
violence, discrimination, family discord).
For the purposes of this article, culture is
defined as, “shared learned behavior and
belief systems and value orientations that
influence customs, norms, practices, and
social institutions™ of a group of people
(American Psychological Association
2003:380). Cultural resilience refers to the
role that culture may play in the resilience
of an individual or community (Fleming
and Ledogar 2008). Community resilience
is defined as the ability of a community to
utilize resources to respond and recover
after a disturbance (Norris et.al 2008).

It is necessary to understand how
cultural resilience is operationalized within
Native communities to support Native

youth in response to risk and adversity.
First, both Native and non-Native must
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Figure 1. ICP Conceptual Model for Strengthening Resilience

be taught awareness about colonization
and its effects (Small 2014). This includes
ways to empower the colonized (Small
2014). Second, there must be a shared
understanding of what cultural resilience
means based on a continuum of less
optimum resilience to optimum resil-
ience (Hunter and Chandler 1999). Third,
cultural resilience requires the presence of
a distinct culture (set of values, language,
beliefs) and substantial risk (Fleming and
Ledogar 2008). With 567 federally recog-
nized tribes and approximately 250 who
are not federally recognized but every bit
as valid in the United States, there are dif-
ferences in culture, and at the same time,
there are common values, beliefs, and
behaviors that help promote understanding
of cultural resilience (HeavyRunner and
Morris 1997). Finally, culture as a resource
for individual or community resilience
has not been studied extensively (Fleming
and Ledogar 2008). Chandler and Lalonde
(1998, 2005) studied the concepts of cul-
tural resilience (also referred to as cultural
continuity) and found that as cultural
resilience increased in Native populations,
suicide rates decreased.

Resilience and Mentoring

Mentoring programs in Native com-
munities can promote cultural resilience.
Mentoring relationships include pairing
a non-parental adult with a youth (Keller
2005). These relationship-based initia-
tives hold promise for youth who are at
high risk for suicide (Zand et.al 2009).
Previous research on mentoring programs
demonstrated efficacy of school-based
functioning, healthy relationships, and life
skills (Zand et.al 2009). However, empiri-

cal research is in its infancy on the role
or mentoring relationships and cultural

resilience, and outcomes regarding Native
youth at this time are limited (Zand et.al
2009).

To address this gap in the literature
and work toward an evidence base, the
Intergenerational Connection Project
(ICP) was designed to lower suicide risk
and strengthen individual and community
resilience through youth-elder mentoring
(see Figure 1).

The Curricula

In response to the limited number
of tribal-specific mentoring interven-
tions for at-risk youth, Native PRIDE
partnered with four Native communities
to design and implement a mentoring
project for Native youth and elders. In
these partner communities, alcohol and
drug use is common, and family discord,
violence, and trauma place youth at
higher risk for suicide. Native PRIDE
has a long history of working with these
communities to implement the Good
Road of Life and Native HOPE. These
culturally-based curricula build on the
strengths of Native communities while
building leadership skills in youth. Since
2007, Native PRIDE has trained more
than 5,000 Native community members.
The Indian Health Service, Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Ad-
ministration, and the Association for Na-
tive Americans recognize Native HOPE
and Good Road of Life as promising
practices for addressing suicide and the
related risk factors of substance abuse,
violence-bullying, trauma, and depres-
sion. To assess the impact of these curri-
cula, Native PRIDE uses strength-based

measures like the Sources of Strength

(see Kelley and Small 2016).

The Intergenerational Connection Project

In October 2016, Native PRIDE re-
ceived a five-year Administration for Na-
tive Americans Initiative for Leadership,
Empowerment, and Development grant
(https://www.acf hhs.gov/ana) to develop
and implement the ICP. The goals of ICP
are to reduce risk factors in youth that lead
to suicide while promoting protective fac-
tors that increase resiliency. The ICP team
includes one project director, one project
coordinator, four site coordinators, and one
evaluator.

ICP facilitates mentoring relationships
between communities, Native youth, and
Native elders. In the last eight months,
advisory councils have been established in
each community, and members attended
a two-day ICP introductory training in
all four communities. The purpose of the
advisory council trainings was to launch
the ICP council and to develop a one-year
ICP action plan that includes cultural
activities with youth, family and elders
in the community, mental health provid-
ers, and spiritual leaders. During advisory
council trainings, members learn about
the ICP and participate in team building
activities, mentoring, and role play. Train-
ing begins in a large circle and then breaks
into small groups dubbed Clans. Clans are
led by experienced adult facilitators and
create a safe and sacred place for learn-
ing and establishing norms. This process
incorporates culture, spirituality, and
wellness-healing. Clans defined cultural
resilience and developed a list of cultural
activities and sacred sites they would like
to visit (mentors and youth) during the
five-year ICP. Afier clans create defini-

tions of cultural resilience and activity lists
to operationalize it. the facilitator brings
everyone back into a large circle to review
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definitions and reach a consensus about
how they want to define cultural resilience
as a community. These trainings reached
more than 220 youth, elders, and com-
munity members in the project’s first year
(2016-2017).

Using a strengths-based approach to
resiliency (Zimmerman 2013), ICP advi-
sory councils worked in clans to answer
two questions: (1) how do communities
define cultural resilience? and (2) how can
cultural resilience be operationalized in a
cultural context?

How Do Communities Define Cultural
Resilience?

Community 1: Traditional transmis-
sion to younger generation support-
ing confidence in one’s ability to
navigate the world.

Community 2: Staying alive in our
culture by daily participation that
strengthens our cultural traditions
with one another.

Community 3: To involve and
empower youth to positively adapt
to change through participation in
ceremonies.

Community 4: Involvement in cul-
tural activities and cultural values to
overcome negative influences.

Community definitions of cultural resil-
ience reflect unique community perspec-
tives about their culture and what the
term “‘resilience” means within their own
cultural context. All the definitions include
terms related to adversity and the transfer
of cultural knowledge through sharing,
participation, and involvement. Communi-
ty definitions also included conversations
about spirituality, language, values, and
interactions between elders and youth and
taking care of each other.

Youth views about cultural resilience
varied. We met with youth and asked them
to tell us about cultural resilience:

We are a strong community. No
matter what, we don’t give up. My
generation is dying out. I would like
to have more trainings like Native
hope that way we can get closer with
our culture and meeting people in
our community. Every Sunday I go
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sweat, and every day I pray, and ev-
ery summer I go Sundance. We are
culturally resilient, that is how it is
for my generation, we are bouncing
back for the culture. (Male Native
Youth, eighteen years old)

Cultural resilience. [ definitely think
of our past and now because what
was done to us was horrible but you
can tell now that we are coming
back definitely the fact that we are
bringing back our language and way
of life, our ceremonies are strong.

I just think of the fact of what was
ours, they tried to take it away from
us but we knew, we held on it as
much as possible, throughout the
beatings our grandparents shared
with us and it is coming back.
(Female Native Youth, sixteen years
old)

I go to sweat, ceremonies, I have
been Sundancing for ten years. I feel
like I am very active in our culture.
Cultural resilience. Us as Native
people our ability to maintain our
ways despite all of the hardships our
people have endured. How much we
know about it and carryon and teach
it to others. (Male Native Youth,
eighteen years old)

How Can Cultural Resilience be
Operationalized?

Understanding how cultural resilience
can be used to reduce risk factors for
suicide in Native youth was explored by
each community. ICP documented the
kinds of activities that were implemented
in one Native community in the last
twelve months. These activities included
cultural day camps, hand games, teepee
raising and painting, making Native
foods, call back ceremonies, and drum
making. Youth and mentors visited
sacred sites including Bear Butte and
Devils Tower. Another aspect of ICP ac-
tivities were rite of passage ceremonies,
including naming ceremonies, sweat
lodge, and food offerings. Defining and
operationalizing cultural resilience us-
ing community-definitions was the first
step for planning elder-youth mentoring
activities. The next step was document-
ing community resilience in a cultural
context.

Method

First, our team worked with advisory
councils in four Native communities to
develop a cultural resilience scale that
include the following dimensions: cultural
knowledge and connections, language
involvement and usage, sense of com-
munity and attachment to community, and
intergenerational connections. Ratings
were based on a five-point scale, where
1=Crisis, 2=Vulnerable, 3=Safe, 4=Stable,
5=Thriving. Second, ICP youth and elders
completed the baseline cultural resilience
scale in February 2017 (V=32) and in Au-
gust 2017 at the end of the project (NV=37).
Completed scales were collected from
community site coordinators and entered
and analyzed using SPSS version 24.0.

Results

An independent samples #test was con-
ducted to compare community cultural re-
silience scores at baseline (February 2017)
and at follow-up (August 2017). There was
a significant increase for all scale items at
baseline and at six-month follow- up—cul-
tural knowledge, language involvement and
usage, sense of community and attachment,
and intergenerational connections.

At the beginning of ICP, elders and
youth rated their community resilience
as vulnerable to safe. At the end of the
ICP year, ratings increased significantly
toward the rating of safe to stable. These
results suggest that ICP cultural activities
and mentoring have increased commu-
nity resilience scores and underscore the
importance of assessing the impact of
culturally-based mentoring programs.

Conclusion

In this brief report, we offered four
community definitions of cultural resil-
ience and summarized youth perspectives
about cultural resilience. We also stressed
the importance of documenting commu-
nity perspectives of cultural resilience and
how cultural resilience can be strength-
ened through projects like the Intergenera-
tional Connection Project.

Preventing suicide and suicidal be-
haviors occurs in a cultural context. This
cultural context is different for each tribe
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Table 1. Community Cultural Resilience Scale

Community cultural knowledge and connections
Community language involvement and usage

Sense of community and attachment

Community intergenerational connections

**p<.01

Vol. 40, No. 4, Fall 2018

Baseline February 2017 Follow-up August 2017

Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
2.75(1.6) 3.73 (1.04) **
2.70 (1.9) 3.72 (1.13) **
2.60(1.4) 3.66 (1.19) **

2.5(1.6) 3.63 (1.12) **

and individual. Every tribe, youth, elder,
and advisory council member has their
own unique history that contributes to
their resilience and vulnerability related

to suicide risk. More funding is needed in
Native communities that supports cultural-
ly-driven strengths-based interventions to
address suicide risk. We urge professionals
and communities to focus suicide preven-
tion efforts on strengths-based resiliency
factors as we have done in the ICP. One
ICP elder said, “...[A]ccording to the pub-
lished risk factors for suicide, every single
person in our community is at risk.”” With
these words in mind, mentoring programs
like ICP may not eliminate all the risk fac-
tors that Native communities experience,
but they can facilitate a connection to the
community and culture and social support
from a trusted elder/mentor. Ultimately,
these are protective against suicide and
will help youth access resources while
feeling more connected to who they are
and their way of life.
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Shawnee White Letter
April 27,2018

Hello,

My name is Shawnee White. I am cur-
rently a freshman student at Little Wound
High School. I am also a proud member of
the ICP Strengthening of the Spirit team.

When [ hear the words “cultural
resilience” I think of how strong our
ancestors were in the past and how our
way of life was lived on a daily basis.
The structure, society, culture, spiritual-
ity, and willingness to survive and live

in harmony with the earth is definitely a
Peautiful thought.
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When that way of life was threatened
by the United States Government through
persecution, punishment, cultural genocide,
massacres, and the boarding school era,
can imagine that it was a time of disparity,
hurt, defeating, and humiliating emotions
that they had endured. The oppression and
depression felt from such atrocities was a
true test of our legacy, natural way of life,
and our existence as human beings.

Our current generation is still faced
with difficult challenges such as drugs,
alcohol, lateral violence and oppression,
suicide along with many other broken
feelings stemming from historical trauma.
Alcohol and drugs has no preference
of age, gender, race, or color; it attacks
all of us in a negative way. Our identity
says a lot about who we are. Preserving
our Sundances, ceremonies, language,
social songs and dances such as powwow,
honorings, rodeos, along with many other
cultural events that reflect our heritage and
traditional customs is a reminder to me
that we, Lakota, are still here, alive and
well, and mirror the strength shown and
taught to us by our ancestors. This is what
cultural resilience means to me.

Thank you for this opportunity and ask-
ing me to write this. I had a good time.

— Shawnee White
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