
Reclaiming Indigenous Health by 

Centering Kinship within 

Cancer Survivorship Programming



American Indian Cancer Foundation (AICAF)

American Indian Cancer Foundation 
(AICAF) is a national non-profit 
organization established to address 
tremendous cancer inequities faced 
by American Indian and Alaska 
Natives.

Mission:
Eliminate cancer burdens on 
American Indian and Alaska Native 
people through education and 
improved access to prevention, early 
detection, treatment and survivor 
support.



AICAF Approach

We believe Native communities have the 

wisdom to find the solutions to cancer 

inequities, but are often seeking the 

organizational capacity, expert input, and 

resources to do so.

We support innovative, community-based 

interventions that engage Native populations 

in the discovery of their own cancer best 

practices.

We strive to be a partner trusted by tribal 

and urban community members, leaders, 

health care providers, and others working 

toward effective and sustainable cancer 

solutions.



Relations

● Lindsey Petras, MSN, RN

● Cancer Programs Project Manager

● Located in Wisconsin, on Ojibwe land

● Misha LaPlante

● Cancer Programs Project Manager

● Bay Mills Ojibwe/Blackfeet

● Located in Mni Sota; on Dakota land

If you would like to share, please provide in 

the chat: 

● Name

● Role 

● Who stewards the land you are on? 

● Who do you dedicate your work to?  

Gnoozhekaaning; Bay Mills, MI w Nookomis 



Learning Objectives

By the end of the presentation, attendees will be able to:

1. Define kinship in relation to public health programming and

services, specifically cancer survivorship programming.

2. Understand ways to reclaim and revitalize Indigenous

health and sovereignty by centering kinship.

3. Strategize several ways to support cancer survivors in

leading the movement to reclaim Indigenous health.



Survivorship Definition

Cancer survivorship begins at diagnosis and lasts throughout one's 

lifespan. Survivors can be community members, caregivers, 

and/or other loved ones intimately impacted by a cancer 

diagnosis, such as a child, other dependents, or a relative.



Kinship

An intentional act to honor the sacredness of relationships,

including acknowledging, uplifting, and celebrating the shared

responsibilities and interconnectedness of these connections

How do we honor our relationships so that they support each

person in being the relative and ancestor they are meant to

be?



Health System Partnerships:

● Champion inter-tribal collaborations to define cancer barriers and solutions in and across native communities

● Assist health systems to identify gaps and find solutions to effective cancer prevention and care

● Offer systems support to improve cancer screening and tracking systems

● Conduct health care provider education to increase awareness of the importance of the provider role in recommending the 

right screening, referrals, and treatment for every native patient

Community Education And Outreach:

● Perform community education and outreach to raise awareness of cancer prevention, promote early detection, and 

encourage positive health behaviours that can aid in healing our families

● Deploy community health workers to help men and women overcome screening barriers

Community-Based Research:

● Work with communities to identify research questions, methods, and funding opportunities

● Support the collection and use of population-specific data to guide efforts

● Make sure our findings are shared and published so all Native communities can benefit from new health ideas, knowledge, 

and methods



AICAF Guideposts for Collaboration

➢ Prioritize

○ Relatives 

○ Tribal & Community Sovereignty & Self-Determination

○ Indigenous Lifeways/Ways of Knowing 

➢ Trust that the community has the wisdom and solutions to address health disparities 

which affect their community 

➢ Seek input early on from the community 

➢ Change organizational practices 

➢ Actualize change through strategies that are conceived through community member 

engagement and conversation 



Cancer in Indian Country



Cancer in Indian Country



AICAF Survivor Support Survey (2022) 

● Results collected so far in 2022…

● Demographics: 
○ Diagnosed >50

○ Representation from 

○ Most responded as cancer survivors 

○ Most were in remission

○ Mostly female respondents 

○ Most were diagnosed in stage 4, with a range between 0-3

○ Nearly half lived in rural areas, with the other half in urban settings 



Survivor Support Survey Results 



Cancer in Indian Country During COVID-19

How has COVID-19 

impacted your 

traditional medicine 

cancer treatment?



Cancer in Indian Country During COVID-19

How has COVID-19 

impacted your 

non-traditional/ 

commercialized 

medicine cancer 

treatment?



Additional Takeaways

● Some of the biggest challenges: 
○ Barriers: finances, transportation, culturally-responsive health care team, etc. 

○ Treatment & side effects 

○ Dealing with the day-to-day feelings 

● More support is needed: 
○ Barriers to care: finances, transportation, culturally-responsive health care team, etc. 

○ Clinical Trials 

○ Social-Emotional Support

○ Financial Support  

● Native cancer survivors can participate throughout 2022. The survey will 

close on December 30, 2022. 
○ Survey Link: https://bit.ly/AICAF-Survivorship-Survey



Reclaiming And Revitalizing Indigenous Health 

And Sovereignty By Centering Kinship



How do we support the 

patient/relative/community member 

to make decisions on their health that 

best reflect the person/relative/ancestor 

they are and want to be?





Indigenous Lifeways

● Ancestral life addressed the many potential root causes of cancer.  

● Adopting many ancestral principles are intuitively, as well as 
scientifically, supported to reduce cancer risk and bolster natural 
defenses at all stages along the disease continuum. 

● The reductionist approach undermines Indigenous wisdom. 

○ The interconnectedness of the whole, rather than focusing on just 
one aspect of the person, is true medicine. 

● Our interconnectedness is our relationships.



Trauma-Informed Care

Guiding Principles to Trauma-Informed Care (TIC): 

● Safety 

● Choice

● Collaboration 

● Empowerment 

● Trustworthiness

Recognizes the connection to adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs) 

Cancer is an experience that can be traumatizing 

- Preventative screenings come with the potential 

risk of additional trauma 

- Normalizing screenings will take time 

Experience of trauma can 

remove a person from 

their bodies 



“Characteristics of 

Indigenous primary 

health care service 

delivery models” -

Stephen Harfield, Carol 

Davy, Alexa McArthur, 

Zachary Munn, Alex 

Brown, and Ngiare 

Brown

Harfield et al. Globalization and Health (2018) 14:12 DOI 10.1186/s12992-018-0332-2







Possible perspective: choosing a screening, if the results are 

abnormal, can be choosing to experience trauma

● “Applying a diagnosis all too often pathologizes the person rather 

than the process that they experienced, which brought about the 

injuries. Furthermore, diagnoses complicate identity 

development. Given these issues, and the fact that most of the 

imbalance and disharmony experienced by Indigenous people is a 

result of external colonial focus, it is important to reframe 

current realities in ways that support healing and wellness.” 

(Linklater, 2014) 



Relationships/Kinship

● The foundation of our 

lives is our deep 

relationships with
○ One another 

○ The earth, animal, plant 

nations 

○ Ancestors 

● Building 

relationships/kinship is 

more than just building 

rapport. It is deepening 

relationships for 

collective collaboration

● Kinship
○ Reciprocity 

■ Collaboration

■ Trustworthiness

■ Community Participation 

■ Continuous Quality 

Improvement 

○ Respect 

■ Safety

■ Culturally-Appropriate & 

Skilled Workforce

■ Flexible Approach to Care 

○ Self-Determination 

■ Empowerment

○ Freedom/Sovereignty 

■ Choice 

■ Accessible Health Services 

■ Holistic Health Care 



Kinship with Patients & Survivors

What is the health story (or stories) they are sharing? 

- Oral Storytelling is a traditional, ancestral practice 

● What do they value?  

● Opportunities for Connection: 
○ Tribal Nation Connection 

○ Family/Loved Ones

○ Traditional Medicine/Healing 

○ Traditional/Ancestral Lifeways

How do we support the patient/relative/community member to be leaders 

and make decisions on their health that best reflect the 

person/relative/ancestor they are and want to be?



Cancer Survivorship Programming



AICAF Cancer Survivorship Programming

● Cancer Survivors Leadership Advisory Council 

● Cancer Support Circle 

● 1:1 Check-Ins

● Celebrate Indigenous Life Campaign 

● Surveys

● Survivor/Caregiver Resources 

○ Interviews

■ Webinars 

■ Podcasts 

■ Articles 

○ Print/Digital

○ Policies and Protocols 



Cancer Survivors Leadership Advisory Council

● Overall AICAF programming 

○ Themes that emerged: 

■ Listening, non-judgment, acceptance 

■ Support needed for: 

● Survivor

● Families/Loved Ones

● Health Care Team 

● Projects

○ Cancer Plan 

○ Resources

■ Finding Trusted Resources 

■ How to Use the Family History Tree 

■ Enhancing Your Time with Patients 

■ Resources for Cancer Patients 

○ Celebrate Indigenous Life Campaign

● Ribbon Work Evaluation



AICAF Cancer Support Circle

● IHS Cancer Support Leadership training 

● Restorative Practices/Justice 

● Circle creation was informed by a 2021 Cancer Support 

Circle Evaluation

● Meets twice a month on Thursdays at 6 PM CT





1:1 Check-Ins

● Building Kinship with 

AICAF Interview Survey

● Brief check-ins to review 

AICAF’s survivorship 

opportunities and 

programming 













Advancing Care 



Survivorship Policy & Protocol 

Why policies and protocols? 



What’s the difference? 

Policy is not immediate- it grows overtime with an 

organization. 

Protocol- a defined set of procedures- what are the 

steps



Survivorship Policy & Protocol 

AICAF’s survivorship protocol  



Survivorship Policy & Protocol 

How do we start? 



Cultural & Literacy Tailored Materials



The goal of the AICAF Indigenous Pink national campaign 

is to spread awareness, educate all Indigenous people on 

the importance of early detection, and remind our 

relatives to keep up to date on their breast cancer 

screenings.









Turquoise Thursday

Turquoise Thursday is a national cervical cancer awareness campaign for Native people. 

Our team invites Indigenous people of all ages to join us by wearing turquoise clothing 

and jewelry, and sharing photos on social media using the hashtag #TurquoiseThursday. 

Native women are nearly twice as likely to develop cervical cancer compared to White 

women. Turquoise Thursday aims to educate people about the importance of early 

detection, and remind women to stay up to date on their cancer screenings. 







Blue Beads Awareness Campaign

The idea for the name came from the 

traditional and spiritual art form of 

beadwork. While there are multiple 

meanings behind the symbolism in 

beadwork, Blue Beads at the 

American Indian Cancer Foundation 

symbolizes the acknowledgment and 

honoring of Native relatives whose 

life has been affected by a colorectal 

cancer diagnosis and contains prayers 

for reducing the impact of colorectal 

cancer in Indigenous communities. 







Empowering Traditional Wisdom in Public Health

● Relationships are central to our work 

● Holistic approach to care 

○ Individual, family, community, ancestors, earth

● Community participation & active, ongoing, reciprocal 

engagement

● Self-determination/body sovereignty

● Look to the land 



We imagine a 

world without 

cancer. 



How do you envision 

supporting, celebrating, honoring
the cancer survivor leaders in your community? 



Questions?

Contact AICAF

health@aicaf.org

612-484-9670

Miigwech/Pidamaya!

www.AmericanIndianCancer.org

mailto:nbccedp@aicaf.org
http://www.americanindiancancer.org/
https://www.facebook.com/AmericanIndianCancer
https://twitter.com/AICAF_Org?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.linkedin.com/company/american-indian-cancer-foundation/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCZr30h9PbBQjgNEk5YoO88g

