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Abstract
The themes and topics found in this Prevention Science supplemental issue on Promoting Health Equity through Rigorous,
Culturally Informed Intervention Science: Innovations with Indigenous Populations in the United States represent a compre-
hensive array of essential considerations for the ethical and principled conduct of health-related research with indigenous
communities. The topics are inclusive of what must be considered when researchers realize “culture matters” in the conduct of
ethnocultural field-based research. The reader is introduced to profound insights, engaging observations, important research
results, and cutting-edge commentary on the future of health-centered research and practice with indigenous populations. In
reflecting on the general intent of the issue, two additional themes are considered. Attention is given to the research relationship
and requirements for a significant degree and depth in the cultural competence and sensitivity of field-based research teams.
Consideration also is given culture and leadership style at the local community level in research programs. These twin consid-
erations have bearing on two important questions facing future research in Indigenous health. In effect, who will guide the
community’s policies, practices, and experiences of the research teams? Who will lead the funding and policy sources and the
next generation of researchers?

In the late twentieth century, Joseph Eagle Elk (1931-1991), a
traditional Lakota spiritual leader and holy man, is believed to
have said, “We have seen that if you wish to achieve anything
of value it is not enough for you to depend upon yourself.”
The conceptualization, organization, preparation, and writing
of this Prevention Science supplemental issue on Promoting
Health Equity through Rigorous, Culturally Informed
Intervention Science: Innovations with Indigenous
Populations in the United States relied on the commitment,
cooperation, and dedication of close to 50 indigenous com-
munity members and researchers from a variety of academic
disciplines. All are members of research teams funded under
the NIH multi-institute Intervention Research in Native

American Health (IRINAH) program, actively conducting
the research studies described through this issue.

The list of contributors is impressive. They represent a
cross-section from young grassroots community leaders to
respected elders, and from early career investigators to senior
level researchers. I want to use this special occasion to express
my profound complements to those kindred spirits, because as
Joseph Eagle Elk appropriately stated, this author group could
not have produced this essential handbook on important topics
in indigenous health research without each other.

The supplemental issue’s topics and themes represent a
comprehensive array of fundamental considerations for the
ethical and principled conduct of health-related research with
indigenous communities. In many ways, the work described
grapples with issues presented in the field-based research lit-
erature with indigenous populations almost 50 years ago. For
this reason, I will include concepts from a number of these
classic citations that, while too often neglected at the time of
their publication, remain highly relevant today and demon-
strate these are not new considerations in which the IRINAH
projects are making promising inroads, but instead represent a
long historical arc of thinking in research conduct. On this
point, in their summary article to the supplemental issue,
Rasmus, Whitesell, Mousseau, and Allen (2019) emphasize
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that the “themes collectively inform an ethical and rigorous
Indigenous intervention science. Collectively, they suggest a
roadmap for advancing Indigenous perspectives and self- de-
termination in health intervention research.” (p. 1)

The array of considerations contained represents a chal-
lenging agenda. Some of the themes that stand out center on
the challenges of using small samples, cultural measurement
equivalence, translation and dissemination of evidence-based
interventions, infusing culturally based life ways and folk-
ways into all aspects of the research process and maintaining
rigorous research standards ever mindful of the culturally sen-
sitive ethnical responsibilities of conducting research with
ethnocultural populations. The reader of this supplemental
issue is often challenged to set aside conventional research
paradigms to comprehend sometimes vastly different world-
views and through this process is introduced to profound in-
sights, engaging observations, and important research results,
along with cutting-edge commentary on the future of health-
centered research and practice with indigenous populations.

In reflecting on the general intent of the supplemental issue,
two additional themes emerge for consideration. First, further
attention should be devoted to the degree and depth of the
cultural competence and sensitivity of field-based research
teams and on methods for trust and relationship development.
Second, by extension, careful consideration should be given to
culture and leadership style.

My intent is not to overlook or in any way diminish the
important contributions of the many indigenous (and non-
indigenous) scholars reflected in the IRINAH supplemental
issue, nor the research relationships they had built with indig-
enous community partners prior to IRINAH funding.
However, based on 40 years of experience on 16 NIH study
sections, I believe there exist ongoing fundamental areas of
cultural incongruity between many indigenous communities
and research practice as supported by the institutes. Moreover,
I note there are countless examples of Native people who have
conducted research in Native communities and who are no
longer welcomed in those communities. Though there has
been significant progress, and the IRINAH initiative is repre-
sentative of this progress, these two considerations provide
areas for future progress. In effect, these considerations raise
two important questions. Who will guide the community’s
policies, practices, and experiences of the research teams?
Who will lead the funding and policy sources and the next
generation of researchers?

Who Will Guide the Community Direction
of Research: a Relational Methodology

As Crump et al. (2019) and Whitesell et al. (2019) note in the
opening two articles of this issue, the presence of researchers
in ethnocultural communities, especially North America

indigenous communities, is cause for considerable concern,
suspicion, and mistrust among many community members.
Even the mere suggestion that one is an academic is enough
to spark controversy. Often, this is even the case for
researchers who share the same ethnicity as members of the
host community.

Stanley et al. (2019) emphasize the critical importance of
addressing mistrust and these concerns, given the magnitude
of health inequities faced by indigenous communities. The
origins of suspicion derive from two primary sources: a
community’s lack of experience with the research process,
and past negative relationships with previous researchers.

In response, the RFA for the IRINAH program required an
indigenous member of the investigator team, previous indig-
enous research experience by the team, and evidence of strong
tribal or community support. These requirements are evidence
of significant progress over the past 50 years. I share addition-
al thoughts on why this issue IRINAH project is all currently
navigating matters so deeply, in order to suggest avenues for
additional progress.

Access to indigenous populations is becoming more and
more difficult and demanding; some would argue it always
has been difficult and demanding. As evident in description of
the work in the supplemental issue (Gittelsohn et al. 2019),
researchers should be prepared to collaborate with communi-
ties, share results that have practical value, and accept the
conditions imposed by the community in gaining access to
information and respondents. I have termed these and
additional considerations elsewhere as elements of a re-
lational methodology (Trimble and Fisher 2005; Trimble
and Mohatt 2005), and I would like to argue here that
there is critical need for further development of its the-
ory and praxis on a level of similar priority afforded
that of mainstream areas of methodology such as exper-
imental design and analytic design.

In conducting culturally distinct research with indigenous
populations, the would-be researcher sets a process in motion
that, of necessity, must take into consideration both the ethos
(the emotional communality) and eidos (the cognitive com-
munality) of the groups in question. Not to do so could lead to
an early death of the project and likely alienate the research
team from future work with the community. When this hap-
pens, community members receive further substantiation for
their levels of distrust toward research and its progenitors.
Lack of cultural sensitivity and awareness of community dy-
namics sets up a difficult situation. Science receives a bad
reputation (often much deserved), while the community prob-
lem continues to go unsolved.

Anyone who has conducted participatory community-
based fieldwork knows the work is tough and sometimes dan-
gerous for everyone involved. To gather information neces-
sary to frame a culturally specific perspective incorporating
life ways and thoughtways requires extraordinary patience
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and perseverance, tempered with well-developed value orien-
tations and research skills.

The esteemed cultural anthropologist, Mead (1977), re-
minds us:

The ethnologist [field-based researcher] cannot march
upon a native community like an invading army, for that
community is going to be not only a source of labor and
food, but also the very stuff of his [sic] investigation. He
must slip in quietly, lower himself or herself as gently as
possible into the placid waters of native life, make the
unprecedented arrival of an inquiring white person [or
similarly, any person from outside the community] as
inconspicuous as possible… (Howard 1984, p. 117)

And, then as Mead suggests in another source, “the way to
do fieldwork is never to come up for air until it is all over.”
(Mead 1977, p. 136).

Many indigenous communities have limited experience
and little or no understanding or appreciation for academic-
grounded research. Scientism, the ideology that promotes sci-
ence as the only objective means by which society should
determine its values, and all its trimmings often are foreign
to the residents. Researchers often are viewed by community
residents as socially and culturally marginal to the society they
intend to study. Consequently,

no matter how skilled he [sic] is in the native tongue,
how nimble in handling strange social relationships,
how artistic in performing social and religious rituals,
and how attached he is to local beliefs, goals, and values,
[the researcher] rarely deludes himself to thinking that
many community members really regard him as one of
them. (Freilich 1970, p. 2; see Tierney 2001)

An intense concern about all research is emerging among
many people from different ethnocultural communities, and
community members are becoming increasingly vocal about
the problems many researchers create for them. In particular,
communities are becoming concerned about the presence of
“outside” researchers, by which they often mean individuals
not current living in their community; many are intolerant and
unforgiving of past research efforts. While the once popular
and widely used “safari-scholar” approach to research is now
fading from acceptance and “one-stop data mining” by itiner-
ant researchers is no longer acceptable, more than ever, indig-
enous communities are demanding that research in their com-
munities occurs under their direction and control.

One mechanism of control and direction has involved tribal
or community review of research projects. Gittelsohn et al.
(2019) notes tremendous variation in current approval pro-
cesses for research in indigenous communities and addition-
ally highlights specific variation that accompanies the unique

challenges in garnering approval within urban indigenous
contexts. While acknowledging this significant variation, in
most Native American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native
Hawaiian communities in the USA, there is now recognized
requirement acknowledged by the research community that all
researchers need to obtain some form of community review
and oversight. Often in these review processes, researchers
conducting research in a tribal nation will present a prospectus
to the tribal council, or its designate, for review and sanction.
Off of lands with tribal jurisdiction, this may instead take the
form of some other respected organization or a research
steering committee locally acknowledged to represent the
community. If sanctioned, researchers are granted, either for-
mally or informally, what is equivalent to a solicitor’s license.
Typically, this approval carries with it a number of contingen-
cies and researcher responsibilities, which may include (a)
assignment of a knowledgeable tribal or village member to
monitor all research activities; (b) restrictions on the nature
and composition of potential respondents (such restriction
can make random sampling and assignment to intervention
almost an impossibility); (c) right to review all original and
completed research questionnaires, interview schedules, and
field notes; (d) right to review any documents submitted for
publication, with the understanding that the tribe or commu-
nity has the right to reject publication of such documents and/
or certain interpretations of the data within them; and (e) right
to review, comment, and pass judgment on final approval of
any final reports. Add to these contingencies the procedures
for development of research and intervention protocols, and
for obtaining true informed consent from intervention research
participants and protecting their rights as required by univer-
sity IRBs, and one could readily surmise that conducting in-
tervention science in these settings is much more complex
than randomly pooling college students to test an intervention
in quasi-laboratory settings, or simple adaptation of an
existing intervention (Ivanich et al. 2019).

Gaining entry into the field, once achieved, carries an enor-
mous responsibility that defines relational methodology.
Responsibility extends both to the community and to mainte-
nance of the researcher’s own scientific integrity. However,
most importantly, the researcher should recognize that mis-
takes, errors in protocol, and violations of cultural norms,
beliefs, and values are not easily forgiven by members of the
host communities. Dickerson et al. (2019) provide description
of why past practice of impetuously and boldly rushing into a
community for the sheer sake of advancing one’s pet theory
and hopefully promoting science in the process is
unconscionable, intolerable, and indeed disrespectful.

Before setting foot into a culturally different community
for the purposes of conducting research, researchers would
do well to heed the seminal and still relevant recommenda-
tions of those who have been there before. After spending
some 5 years conducting research on the aging process in
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numerous ethnic minority communities in the USA, Bengsten
et al. (1977) drew up the following considerations for
researchers:

& Research should be multidisciplinary. If not possible, the
solitary researcher should seek the consultation of other
social and behavioral scientists and persons who have
some working knowledge of the community in question.

& Conventional laboratory grounded research strategies are
not easily translated to field research. The scientific com-
munity will be concerned with methodological soundness
and the lay community will want to be assured that they
are not getting ripped off, that their collective voices will
be heard, and that they will share in monetary remunera-
tion if it is available.

& Because of the number of the community members in-
volved, the potential for conflict between the lay commu-
nity and professional researchers is considerable and may
demand that strategies for conflict resolution be given
consideration equal to that directed toward design criteria
and methodological procedures.

& Above all the considerations, field researchers must be
prepared to adapt to many changes that could occur in
the course of the effort. They must be prepared to revise
strategies and tactics to accommodate the changing con-
cerns of community life.

While there is a great deal of disagreement about defini-
tions of multicultural competency and cultural competence,
there is much more agreement about recognizing instances
of multicultural incompetence (Danso 2018). The fallout and
untoward consequences of cultural incompetence are unprec-
edented in the annals of the history of humanity; the emotion-
al, psychological, physical, ecological, medical, and economic
costs are extraordinary and often beyond comprehension.
Further efforts in formally and informally encouraging cultur-
al competency in every aspect of projects can reduce the costs
of multicultural incompetence. These considerations associat-
ed with competence extend to culture and leadership.

Who Will Lead the Research Team: Culture
and Leadership Style

Past experiences have demonstrated that success and failure
for those who embark on research with indigenous popula-
tions hinge on several preliminary steps. In their seminal work
with a Navajo community, Adair and Deuschle (1970)
recommended:

1). Those members of the donor society concerned with
planned change must have a comprehensive knowledge
of the culture of those for whom the innovations are

designed. 2). In addition, there must be constant aware-
ness on the part of those planning change of their own
culture (or subculture), its values, structures, traditions,
and biases. And 3). The political structure . . .must be
understood and its leadership identified and worked
through. (pp. xiv-xv)

In describing his leadership style, not long ago, a village
elder and leader from an Alaska Native community stated it
as, “being grounded in the ancestors and looking forward...”
In many ways, his description fits the generally accepted def-
inition and purpose of leadership. In essence, the gen-
eral purpose of leadership includes creating a supportive
environment where people can thrive, grow, and live in
peace with one another, promote harmony with nature,
and thereby provide sustainability for future generations
by creating communities of reciprocal care and shared
responsibility—communities where every person matters,
each person’s welfare and dignity is respected and supported,
and a valuing of difference framework promotes inclusiveness
(Trimble et al. 2012).

I wish to emphasize again at this point the tremendous
cultural diversity within the imposed ethnic category of
American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian
(Trimble and Bhadra 2014). I do not wish to bemisunderstood
as suggesting here that one model of leadership applies to such
diverse communities. More importantly, Warner and Grint
(2006) point out that, “indigenous leadership styles
encompassed a continuum of styles that defy any simple re-
duction” (p. 232). I am arguing instead there exist some com-
mon core elements of traditional leadership styles that do ap-
ply to many (but certainly not all) indigenous communities, in
some element and through some variation. These core ele-
ments typical of leadership styles of many traditional indige-
nous people provide illustration of differences that existed
with the conventional forms of leadership style that prevailed
in the western world. Although we may never know how pre-
European contact traditional Indian leadership practices and
styles actually played out, there is enough information avail-
able that enables us to list the essential and important elements
(American Indian Research and Policy Institute 2005; Warner
and Grint 2006). Additionally, I draw on Lakota leadership
styles and prototypical elements as described extensively by
Gambrell (2017) and Gambrell and Fritz (2011). The essential
important point I wish to make here, through the following
narrative description of one prototype for an Indigenous lead-
ership style, is that there is in fact one model of leadership that
is currently used by NIH for its grant awards, and this model is
frequently in conflict or cultural incongruous with the many
styles and variations of indigenous leadership models.
Additionally, importance of culture and leadership style in
culturally based intervention is profiled by Walters et al.
(2018) and is implicated in the considerations of the critical
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importance of intervention sustainability in indigenous com-
munities described by Jernigan et al. (2019b).

A core value across many indigenous leadership styles is a
strong belief in connectedness; that is, everything is connected
to everything else. A firm and unquestioned commitment to
spirituality, the sacredness of all life, and respect for all that
exists and existed sets in and around the leader. Traditionally,
leaders did not view spirit and spirituality as objects to be set
apart from life; they believed that spirituality and the sacred
are inclusive of all that is and can be. Those who demonstrated
strong leadership skills and talents usually were thought to
have a stronger sense and respect for the spirit and the sacred.

In many of these systems, the selection or appointment of
an indigenous leader was determined by the needs of the tribe
and community. Selection was not necessarily based on pop-
ularity, but rather on the characteristics and traits of the indi-
vidual and current perception of the problems or needs faced
in which the person could assist in bringing about a solution.
In essence, the ability to respond to a need or crisis determined
the choice; hence, the decision was situation or context based.
If the crisis or need was resolved, then another leader might be
chosen to meet yet another circumstance of importance; one’s
term was not marked by a definitive period of time but rather
on the degree to which a need was met or an obligation
fulfilled.

With a very few exceptions, indigenous leaders of the past
did not seek the distinction or appointment; they did not cam-
paign or pursue community support. In some instances,
leaders emerged because of their hereditary lineage; however,
in some of those such instances, the leader was also reluctant
to assume full and complete responsibility.

Leaders typically embraced strong positive values such as
generosity, respectfulness, kindness, integrity, and trustwor-
thiness. When leadership direction was requested of them,
they acknowledged their responsibility to set a strong positive
example for those to observe and follow. Firm values were
essential in honoring the connectedness and relationships in
the community.

Traditional leaders made it a point to engage the commu-
nity in all discussions, and especially in ones requiring serious
attention. Many leaders would spend their time visiting with
families and elders. In effect, they saw their appointment as “a
sphere of influence that must be contextualized” (Warner and
Grint 2006, p. 231) rather than as a formal, coveted, delegated
position. The role was primarily that of a facilitator and pro-
moter of community values, traditions, beliefs, and interests
(Badwound and Tierney 1988).

Gathering information from community members was a
key element in reaching decisions, and in resolving conflicts
and issues. Reaching those decisions was not always guided
by fixed time constraints. Traditional leaders generally con-
sidered everyone’s opinions, often gathered in collective set-
tings where information gathering was group-centered rather

than individual-centered. Decisions were not reached until all
of the opinions and voices were heard. Traditional leaders
placed a high premium on respect that carried over in the
conduct of the discussion and deliberation process. The
leader’s goal was to achieve consensus; achieving that laud-
able goal was tedious and time consuming. The process rep-
resented the leader’s deep respect for connectedness. In hon-
oring the connectedness of all things, the leader recognized
that a decision could never be ordered or imposed on the
community. Decision and outcome were respected by the el-
ders and community because all voices were thought to be
heard, valued, and considered.

Achieving cultural competence in indigenous communities
requires one to effectively collaborate with community
leaders. While the core value of indigenous leadership styles
often center on the principles of connectedness, leadership
styles may vary considerably from one indigenous group to
another. As emphasized earlier, the local political structure
must be understood, and its leadership style identified and
worked through.

Promoting and advocating for the principles of
community-based participatory research, cultural compe-
tence, and the policies necessary for effective dissemination
of health intervention and prevention research and practice
(Jernigan et al. 2019b) requires a culturally competent leader-
ship style at both the policy and research levels. Public policy
initiatives reflect opportunities for sociocultural change and
innovative forms of leadership where policy makers, commu-
nity leaders, and researches forge alliances to respond to rapid
sociocultural changes that promote organizational and institu-
tional change. Research can advance effective leadership by
embracing the principles of cultural competence in leadership
styles and practices as they are occurring locally in the indig-
enous community context the project works within. As waves
of new field-based researcher and policy analysts rise to levels
of influence, careful attention and consideration must be given
to engage the community in all discussions, especially on the
issues that need serious attention. And above all else, as stated
earlier and emphasized through the supplemental issue, as
point of departure, researchers and policy makers should be
prepared to collaborate with communities, share results that
have practical value, and accept the conditions imposed by the
community to gain access to information and participation.

Relation in a Plane of Equality

The Venezuelan community psychologist Montero (2004)
talks about power, relationships, and differences when she
emphasized:

Citizen participation means a horizontal, equal relation-
ship. It means relating with the other at the same level.
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One understands one’s usefulness as part of the solidar-
ity produced within the relationship. Accepting the
otherness involves admitting different modes of know-
ing and making possible the dialogue and the relation
with the other in a plane of equality based on the accep-
tance of our own differences. (p. 251)

Power, relationships, and differences are intricately
intertwined in the history and practice of research with
ethnocultural communities. The authors of the articles in this
supplemental issue advocate for a field-based intervention sci-
ence in which researchers establish community relationships
built on trust and respect for different life ways and
thoughtways.

Montero’s clarion call to researchers comes none too soon,
as community voices challenge the way research historically
has been conducted and the way participants were treated
during the research process. Her call also captures an impor-
tant broader shift in approach within intervention science that
is alluded to throughout the supplemental issue, increasingly
aligned with viewpoints of indigenous psychologies (Smith
1999) and emerging community intervention paradigms
(Jernigan et al. 2019a; Trickett et al. 2011).
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