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Tribal Health Research Office

• Since the formation of the Union, the United States (U.S.) has 
recognized Indian Tribes as sovereign nations. 

• Resulted in the transfer of land under treaties 

• Federal programs and services that benefit American Indians and 
Alaska Natives based upon concept of government-to-government 
relationship 

• American Indians are provided healthcare as outlined in treaties 

Federal Trust Responsibility 



573* federally recognized tribes in the US with total 
citizenship of about 4.5 million people. 

Each Tribe is unique and has different: 

• Histories 

• Cultural traditions 

• Languages 

• Government structures 

• Institutions and systems 

• Only ethnic minority in the US to have 
“Dual-Citizenship”

*Federal Register/ Vol. 83, No. 141, July 23, 2018
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National Cancer Institute
Intramural divisions

Cancer 
Biology

Extramural divisions

Population 
sciences

Research 
Programs



Established in 2015, the Tribal Health Research 
Office is located in the Division of Program 
Coordination, Planning, and Strategic 
Initiatives in the Office of the Director (OD), 
NIH.

The office was created in recognition of the 
importance of ensuring meaningful input from 
and collaboration with tribal Nations on NIH 
programs and policies.

To also ensure the effective implementation of 
the HHS Tribal Consultation Policy



NIH Tribal Advisory Committee

Tribal Health Research Office



Tribal Health Research Coordinating Council THRCC

THRCC serves as a catalyst for developing research, research training, and career development 

initiatives focused on American Indians and Alaska Natives (AI/AN).  It provides a forum for discussing 
the diverse health issues and challenges facing AI/AN communities, and how NIH research can help 
address those needs. 



Notable Accomplishments



Strategic Goal 1:

Enhancing Communication and 
Collaboration

Strategic Goal 2:

Building Research Capacity for Tribes, Tribal 
Organizations, 
and Tribal Colleges and Universities

Strategic Goal 3:

Expanding Research

Strategic Goal 4:

Enhancing Cultural Competency and 
Community Engagement

Tribal Health Research Office



First AI/AN Research Portfolio
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NIH/IHS/SAMHSA Tribal Consultation / Listening Session on the 
Opioid Crisis in Indian Country



Better Access to NIH 
Data





NIH Workshop on Genetic Research 



Navajo Nation 
Signing Ceremony for the  ECHO 
Data Sharing Agreement

At Navajo Nation 
Head Start Center 
in Leupp, AZ



NATURE NEWS

07 MAY 2019

Navajo Nation and US health agency reach data-sharing agreement
Researchers funded by the National Institutes of Health will have access to health information from tribe members.

Sara Reardon

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-01477-z


Current Efforts



NHLBI and THRO efforts for the Strong Heart Study

Havasupai Genetic Research Case Settled
After seven years of legal arguments, Arizona State University reached a 
settlement agreement with the Havasupai Indian tribe. The University paid 
$700,000 to 41 tribe members, returned blood samples it had been 
collecting since 1990, and agreed to provide other services to the tribe such 
as scholarships and assistance in funding a new health clinic. Perhaps most 
important, however, is the heightened awareness this case has brought to 
issues surrounding informed consent, vulnerable populations, and medical 
and scientific research. (2011)

This example of research misconduct is most notable but not the only of its kind.



• NIH Tribal Health Research Office, Office of AIDS Research, NIAID

Tribal Epidemiology Centers Consortium Meeting 
Rapid City, South Dakota – October 2019  



Webinar on Intellectual Property 
and 

Data Sharing and Management
in collaboration with National 
Congress of American Indians 

(NCAI)



NIH Tribal Consultation Policy

The NIH TAC and THRO are developing a process for the agency 
to formally consult with Tribes

NIH Strategic Plan for Tribal Health



NIH Tribal Consultation Policy Development Timeline

10/3/2018
TAC In-Person Meeting
TAC reviews Tribal 
Consultation Protocol

10/4/2018
TAC In-Person Meeting
TAC asks Technical Advisors 
to “develop Tribal 
Consultation Framework"

10/26/2018
Technical Advisor returns 
revisions to the draft NIH Tribal 
Consultation Policy to THRO 

03/22/2019
TAC receives revised Tribal 
Consultation Protocol

08/13/2019

Updated draft NIH Tribal 
Consultation Policy returned to TAC 
for review prior to August 2019 TAC 
In-Person Meeting

Monthly TAC Conference Call
THRO updates TAC on NIH Tribal 
Consultation Policy history

TAC In-Person Meeting
TAC reviews NIH Tribal 
Consultation Policy

10/30/2018

THRO circulates revised draft NIH 
Tribal Consultation Policy to TAC 
for additional input

08/22/2019

THRO is currently updating draft 
NIH Tribal Consultation Policy 
with TAC input

NIH 2020 Tribal Consultation
NIH Tribal Consultation Policy



Draft NIH Consultation Protocol



Summer Internship 
Students & Activities



Visit to Pacific Northwest 
University Roots to Wings 

Program_July 8, 2019



The Learning Curve

Actual



Scientific Community 
Engagement

• Substance use and mental health challenges have 
been identified as major public health concerns 
linked to decreased quality of life and life expectancy 
across America. 

• These challenges disproportionately affect some 
Indigenous communities, yet existing data reveal 
high rates of abstinence and recovery among 
Indigenous people. 

• Using data from NIH funded studies, this lecture will 
describe trajectories of early life course substance 
use, mental health challenges, and enduring mental 
health among Indigenous people in North America.
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What is down the 
road in 2020

• Meeting the Strategic Plan

• Continue to educate scientists about our 
communities

• 2018 Research Portfolio

• Continuing our efforts with the Institutes and 
Center at the NIH in Tribal Health Research

dave.wilson2@nih.gov


