Promoting Indigenous Research on Suicide Prevention and Related Topics:  A Workshop to Define Issues, Develop Strategies and Identify Sustaining Frameworks

November 8 & 9, 2006

Albuquerque, NM 

Sponsored by the National Institute of Mental Health and the University of New Mexico Health Sciences Center, Center for Native American Health

As a follow-up to the February 2006 Albuquerque meeting, Indigenous Suicide Prevention Research and Programs in Canada and the United States:  Setting a Collaborative Agenda (http://www.nimh.nih.gov/scientificmeetings/2006/indigenous-suicides.cfm), NIMH supported a workshop with indigenous researchers to further identify, discuss and document research challenges they face.  The agenda (web link) for the meeting was organized around a conceptual “core-values” model (Pecos, 2006), adapted to address four arenas where indigenous investigators face complex culture-related personal and professional challenges (Parker, 2006). 
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Dr. Tassy Parker, representing the Center for Native American Health and the Department of Family and Community Medicine at the University of New Mexico Health Sciences Center, and co-organizer of the meeting, brought input from prior discussions with indigenous investigators to help frame the meeting agenda. Many of these indigenous investigators were able to attend this workshop (link to participant list). About a month prior to the workshop, participants were asked to indicate their primary interest for discussion from among the four arenas depicted in the core values paradigm.  Participants were assigned to participate in one of the four corresponding workshop break-out discussions to address challenges and strategies for problem-solving associated with each as follows: the Individual--what does it mean to be an indigenous researcher and what are some common trajectories; the Community- intersection between researchers’ and communities’ values; the Academy- intersection between indigenous researchers and academic settings values; and the Sponsor- intersection between succeeding in the NIH grants process while maintaining indigenous researcher and community core values.  After meeting in the morning to consider the issues and possible solutions within these core areas, the groups shared their ideas in an afternoon session.  A second morning meeting with all participants again reviewed discussion points that are summarized in the following four core sections. 

The Indigenous Researcher as Individual

A number of new investigators acknowledged the pressing needs from indigenous communities that are in great need of direct clinical services, the demands of academic life, and the wish to balance their own personal and family life (emotional, spiritual and physical needs).  Some investigators face a lengthy commute between the work setting and an indigenous community (of residence and/or research efforts). 

Many investigators described the value conflict between being “humble” (as valued by communities) yet obtaining recognition and acknowledgement for ideas (as valued by academia).  Academic training in Western-based research methods (often obtained at great personal sacrifice) has placed some investigators in the uncomfortable situation of being an “insider” and “outsider” at the same time (see also Weaver, 2000).   The “insider” status had been used by some indigenous investigators’ academic colleagues for some unfortunate collaborations.  A number of participants described “bait and switch” experiences where Caucasian researchers asked indigenous investigators to collaborate in research to gain entry to indigenous communities and then excluded them from leadership roles after studies began.  In some cases intellectual ideas were also “stolen” from indigenous investigators.  

Suggested strategies for addressing these challenges included: 

· Federal sponsors and academia could better recognize the scarcity of, and    accomplishments of indigenous investigators.  This includes the significant knowledge about communities, and indigenous knowledge and experience that can be brought to the Western understanding and interpretation of science (e.g. identifying tribal membership in curriculum vitae and bio-sketches).  

· Federal sponsors and academia should develop ways to better recognize the value of indigenous researcher leadership and indigenous project personnel during all phases of a study (e.g., from inception to completion, to dissemination, and to potential future uses of data such as biological specimens).  

· Infrastructure for indigenous investigators’ research success should be grown.  Efforts could consider alternative models that support combined community-provider/ researcher tracts, and include support at various points in career trajectories-- from very early career (junior high) mentoring, to recognition of mature indigenous investigators through endowed chairs.  

The Indigenous Community

While there are a number of common core value challenges for many indigenous communities considering research collaborations, there was also recognition that many indigenous peoples live in urban environments where community is difficult to define and many challenges differ and/or remain to be identified.  Some indigenous populations are more accustomed to research (both good and bad), while others remain under-researched for various reasons, predominately because many tribes do not have a sufficient population size to attain the gold standard of quantitative research, i.e., statistical power. Thus, while the larger tribes of the Southwest and Northern Plains are inundated by research requests, Eastern tribal groups such as the Haudenosaunee, those that are State but not Federally recognized, or those that are not reservation-based such as Native Hawaiians are often overlooked.  Indigenous investigators acknowledge and support tribal communities’ rights to exercise and strengthen their sovereignty in all aspects of the research process including data ownership.  Yet few indigenous communities have clear processes in place for researchers to understand how to engage in such negotiations.  In communities of small numbers, respecting privacy is also challenging when there are efforts to address sensitive issues such as self-harming behaviors (e.g., substance abuse, suicidality).   

Suggested strategies for addressing these challenges included:

· Trust and mutual respect among researchers and the community can be nurtured through procedures that enhance understanding and appreciation of diverse viewpoints and priorities.  Some research methods, such as community-based participatory research, require equal partnerships that improve the likelihood that the communities’ values and health priorities will be identified and respected.  

· Entrance to the community and understanding its values can begin with some very practical questions for investigators such as, “what do I bring; when can I come; whom do I speak with.”  Increased recognition of multi-value and multi-system focused research can improve best practice standards with indigenous communities.

· Concerns about “bait and switch” experiences that had negative consequences for the community led to recommendations that when there is a shift in research leadership, there is a process for indigenous views to be respected and retained, even if that means ending the project early.  Communities should be encouraged to do “background checks” on investigators (e.g., ask for a history of past community partnerships; approaches to sharing authorship; references) to better gauge how collaborative the future research process may be.  

· Federal and academic sponsors could facilitate and/or improve new or existing researcher-community collaborations by convening a meeting that identifies examples of successful research negotiations and processes with indigenous communities across a range of activities:  e.g., intellectual property rights, data ownership, human subjects concerns, as well as remedies for infractions or misbehavior.  Such an effort would highlight those with expertise in these areas so that they may be called upon to be advisors for future efforts. 

The Academy

Recognizing that indigenous researchers face a variety of academic challenges, situated across a variety of settings with various promotion demands, there were a number of common challenges raised.  These included: isolation because of having few indigenous colleagues; limited academic infrastructure for indigenous research generally; the conflict between self-focused career priorities and community health needs and priorities (for which community service activities may not be academically recognized); research approaches that require more time and community investment; facing research funders (federal and private) that fail to appreciate the time and community investments needed for successful projects.   

Suggested strategies for addressing these challenges included:

· Clarifying one’s personal preferred career trajectory in terms of balance of community and academic involvement, and valued research methods (and the length of time before yields may be apparent) prior to academic job negotiations, may enhance shared individual and academic views of success and career advancement.

· External funding and tenure proposals developed by principle investigators could explicitly state the research processes that promote appreciation of varying values among indigenous communities and research cultures and the time line necessary for the processes to evolve.

· Academic settings with interest in attracting and maintaining indigenous investigators could nurture their mentorship by creative means (e.g., allowing for more travel and interaction with other indigenous investigators to promote networking and support).

The Sponsor

The investigators informed the Sponsor (NIMH staff, in this case) of a number of exploitation problems they experienced as investigators, as well as research problems seen in indigenous communities.  These included ‘bait and switch’ experiences where non-indigenous PIs would take over (as described above) from an indigenous PI after a project started, as well as requests for indigenous researchers to become ‘cultural janitors’ to help fix problems when research projects by non-Native PIs were in trouble.  Investigators saw flaws in research planning and monitoring processes where the balance of indigenous view points was not maintained through the research process, including dissemination (e.g., publications without community input; lack of implementing service provision improvements). Investigators also saw challenges to grant budgeting for traditional customs and appropriate compensation for community members’ time and effort (some university research offices were hesitant to have investigators budget for food to support community meetings or blankets recognizing tribal elders’ efforts).  Investigators who need to stay in their tribal communities also expressed a need for funding opportunities and eligibility as P.I.s even though they are not located in an academic setting.  

Suggested strategies for addressing these challenges included:

· Federal research oversight could be improved by better informed staff who would be more knowledgeable about possible core values of indigenous communities (including appropriate cultural practices and compensation); potential processes and agreements that assure representation and protection by the community (see Community section above); and the need for continuous indigenous community input into research projects.   Well-informed staff could facilitate networking among indigenous investigators.

· Similarly, indigenous investigators need to become familiar with the Sponsor resources, including locating published Institute research priorities; learning of appropriate ways to contact staff and network; and appropriate follow-up.

· Sponsor staff could facilitate indigenous career progress by providing access to federal information such as loan repayment programs (http://www.lrp.nih.gov), and connections to state suicide prevention (and related) representatives so that indigenous investigators can be recognized experts as well as recognized for their community efforts (e.g., http://www.sprc.org/stateinformation/index.asp).

· Staff should also be informed of growing electronic networks for indigenous investigators (e.g., Society for Indian Psychologists http://www.geocities.com/indianpsych/ and Native Research Network http://www.aaip.com/nrnet/nrn.html
) and support the inclusion of indigenous researchers on initial review group and Advisory Council rosters.   

· Sponsor staff can support the networking among indigenous investigators (via the technical and financial support of training mechanisms, workshops, consultative roles) to facilitate peer and senior mentoring, sharing of approaches to protecting intellectual property; and assist in the identification of journals interested in indigenous research, including community-based participatory methods. 
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