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American Indian Cancer Foundation (AICAF)

A national non-profit established to address tremendous cancer 
inequities faced by American Indian and Alaska Natives.

Mission:
To eliminate cancer burdens on American Indian families through 
education and improved access to prevention, early detection, 
treatment and survivor support.
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Apply a culturally based tobacco 
framework intervention strategy, that 
addresses awareness of the link between 
traditional tobacco use and diabetes risk 
within Native American communities. 

Explore targeted programs rooted in a 
framework of restorative cultural tobacco 
practices.

Examine the integration of diabetes 
management and culturally sensitive 
tobacco cessation services to provide 
comprehensive health support for Native 
American populations. 

Objectives
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Declaration of 
independence
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Dawes act of 
1887
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“Kill the Indian, save the man”



Raising Awareness. Building Capacity. Identifying Solutions.

Social Determinants of Health

Source: Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation. Beyond 
Health Care: The Role of Social Determinants in 
Promoting Health and Health Equity. (2014) 
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How do these contribute to health?

Source: Minnesota 
Department of Health: 
Creating Health Equity 
in Minnesota. (2014) 
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What is health?

“A state of complete physical, mental and 
social well-being and not merely the 
absence of disease or infirmity.” 

– World Health Organization, 1948 
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Commercial Tobacco’s Impact

● Leading cause of preventable death and disease
● ~500,000 Americans die every year from smoking-related causes 
● ~16 million Americans currently suffer from a smoking-related 

illness
● Smoking costs the U.S. economy nearly $300 billion annually

○ $130 billion in direct medical costs

○ $150 billion in lost productivity

Source: U.S. Surgeon General’s Report: The Health Consequences of Smoking – 50 years of progress. (2014) 
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• Groups of low socio-
economic status

• Blue-collar workers

• Pregnant women

• 18-24 year olds

• Individuals with mental 
health and/or substance 
abuse diagnoses

• Individuals with disabilities

● American Indians
● Africans and African 

Americans 
● Chicanos/Latinos
● Asians, Asian Americans 

and Pacific Islanders
● Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender and Queer 
(LGBTQ) communities

● Veterans

Disparities in Commercial Tobacco Use
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Facts
Cigarette smoking is more common among AI/AN than almost any 
other racial group.
(AI/AN) have a higher risk of tobacco-related disease and death due to 
higher rates of cigarette smoking and other commercial tobacco use. 
Read more about smoking and tobacco use from CDC’s Office on 
Smoking and Health.
•Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death among AI/AN.
•Lung cancer is the leading cause of cancer deaths among AI/AN.
•Diabetes is the fourth leading cause of death among AI/AN. The risk of 
developing diabetes is 30%–40% higher for smokers than nonsmokers.

https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/about/osh/index.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/about/osh/index.htm
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Culturally Based Framework

• Cultural practices, 
community involvement, 
and holistic health.

• Goal: Support healthy 
lifestyles and address 
diabetes risk.
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Two Tobacco Ways
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Traditional 
Tobacco

Red Willow
Can-sa-sa
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Cultural Lifeways
Some protective factors for diabetes include:
•Using tobacco for spiritual or ceremonial reasons
•Working with a quit coach and using quit medications
•Eating lean meat like wild game and buffalo
•Increasing use of leafy vegetables like dandelion 
greens and spinach
•Being physically active every day
https://dphhs.mt.gov/assets/publichealth/Tobacco/FactSheet/aidiabetesandtobacco.pdf

https://dphhs.mt.gov/assets/publichealth/Tobacco/FactSheet/aidiabetesandtobacco.pdf


Raising Awareness. Building Capacity. Identifying Solutions.

Reclaiming Ancestral Foods
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What has worked in your communities?

Evidence based 
vs. Practice 

Based
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What does a healthy community look like to you?
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Language Matters

Inclusion of all 
generations when 
working towards 

education, policy, and 
systems change.

Be Creative. 
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Collaboration
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Findings: Cultural Symbols & Imagery

● American Indian imagery served to bond people 
with America’s origins. 

- Philp Morris (1995)

● “Your cigarettes with the Indian/volcano image on 
the pack and the small golden thunderbird on 
each cigarette help him to use his smoke breaks as 
a kind of "personal communion" so to speak.” 

- Santa Fe Natural Tobacco Company customer testimonial (1994)



28

Findings: Cultural & Historical 
Significance

Book of Elders

Sage smudge 
sticks

Huichol Indian 
Ceremonial Incense

“The first Americans to 
smoke were Indians. It’s 
time they took back the 
credit for inventing the 
cigarette and got back the 
country the cowboys took 
away.”
- American Tobacco (1980)
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Emphasizing Tobacco as “Natural”

● “The initial thought had to do with American Indian use of 
tobacco in its natural state, honoring tradition, the respectful 
nature surrounding the American Indian use of tobacco. 
Inherent in that concept was tobacco without additives.” – Robin 
Sommers (former) CEO of SFNTC
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SmokefreeNATIVE
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American Indian Quit Line
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Sacred Breath Month
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Tailored 
Primary Library
Text Message 

Examples
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I See Generations. 



Recommendations
● Respect the sovereignty of Tribal Communities
● Fund Long-term community generated strategies
● Spend the time to assess community priorities
● Place value on on community outreach and relationship building
● Hire representative staff from communities being served
● Support relevant and culturally appropriate messaging and strategies
● Value culture competency
● Look to leverage both youth and elder leadership
● Be open to creative coalitions
● Research and assessments must be led by Native researchers
● Place value on Native insights
● Address historical trauma and normative shifts in a holistic manner
● Value and support the cultivation of traditional practice
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Pinamiya.

CoCo Villaluz

cvillaluz@aicaf.org ?

mailto:cvillaluz@aicaf.org
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www.aicaf.org
FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA!

@americanindiancancer

@americanindiancancer

@AICAF_Org

American Indian Cancer Foundation

American Indian Cancer Foundation
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