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About me

• Unangax/Aleut 
• Commercial fishing background
• Raised among Elders in my family 

and community: 
• Great grandparents, late Paul & 

Anna Chukan
• Grandparents, late Gordon & 

Anisha McCormick; Alden & 
Muriel Lewis
• Elders in village of Naknek



Naknek, Alaska



Cannon Beach, Oregon



Why keep 
family 

members at 
home?

• Respect wishes of Elder
• age in place and pass at home

• Maintains family unity, community 
connections, community wellbeing

• Elder is surrounded by loved ones

• Relocating elder can negatively impact 
physical and emotional health



Literature 

• Caregiving has been associated with 
negative physical and mental health 
outcomes due to chronic stress (Schulz & Sherwood, 
2008).

• Ethnic groups report more barriers in 
accessing help for dementia caregiving (Mukadam

et al, 2011), but find strength and positive 
outcomes with family and community 
engagement.

• Few studies have explored positive 
outcomes of caregiving; this area of research 
is expanding and gaining more prominence.



Literature

• Caregiving implies one direction of 
benefit: 
• Caregiver  Care recipient

• Caregivers also experience rewards 
• Emotional, Cognitive, Behavioral, 

Spiritual

• Lessons learned and rewards from 
caregiving are not expected when 
stepping into role as caregiver
• They are personally meaningful 



Traditional 
beliefs about 

caregiving

• Elders are contributing members 
of the family and community.

• Living at home, surrounded by 
loved ones, is the Elders’ wish and 
contribute to family & community 
wellbeing.

• Family respect and honor their 
Elders and support them to age 
with dignity and respect their 
wishes.



Impact of 
history

• Significant loss of Alaska Native 
populations 
•Death, famine, foreign diseases

•Missionaries
• Boarding schools
• Relocation
•Discontinuation of traditional healing 

practices
• Loss of identity, connection to family, 

land, culture, values, beliefs



Adverse 
Experiences 

Change 
Caregiving

• Boarding schools
• Flu epidemic, disease
• Internment camps
• Historical trauma
• Armed services
• Alcohol, drugs
• Relocation
• Death



Impacts of 
historical 

events

•Decline in transmission of 
language, history, oral culture
• Change in family structures
• Loss of family history, 

traditions, stories, recipes
•Historical trauma, abuse, 

neglect
•Dietary changes
•Mistrust in health care system 



Sources of 
caregiver 
wellbeing 

Wellbeing

Subsistence

Community

Family

Spirituality/
Religion

Connection 
to Elder

Generativity



• Supporting each other, share 
responsibilities

• Spending time with other family 
members

• Asking family members to provide 
support, respite

Resource 1: 
Family



My Family

FAMILY



• Receiving support

• Maintaining respect by other family & 
community

• Engaging family in events

• Watching out for those with dementia

• Honoring and respecting elders
•
• Intergenerational programming

Resource 2: 
Community



Community



• Spending time with the Elder is healing

• Learning family recipes

• Hearing family stories, learning 
history

• Going for a ride/walk 

• Grandchildren spending quality time 
with grandparent

Resource 3: 
Connection 

to 
Elders



Connection to Elders



• Putting food away based on Elder’s 
teachings

• Receiving foods, sharing resources

• Giving to others (stories, 
knowledge)

• Spending time on the land –
healing, grounding

Resource 4: 
Subsistence





• Increasing mental strength
• Providing a sense of 

community
• Coping strategy
• Offering respite
• Receiving support
• Connecting to a higher power
• Connecting to family
• Serving as a coping strategy

Resource 5: 
Spirituality & 

Religion



Spiritual Support



Resource 6: 
Generativity

Defined as any act of passing on: 
• traditional values
• subsistence practices
• language
• care practices
• Family history
• Other activities that preserve 

and passes on the culture of the 
family and community (Lewis, 
2014; Lewis & Allen, 2017). 



Caregivers’ 
Benefits

Provide the life Elder wants 

Family healing

Intergenerational 
connections 

Learn history, family stories



Wisdom of our Caregivers

“I had a lot of very valuable time with my grandmother, 
and out of all of my cousins, I'm the only one, aside from 
my brother, that can say that. We took the time to spend 
time with her, even with everything going on in our lives. 

We were there to listen to her stories, even if we've 
heard it 20 times that day, and those are memories I will 

have for the rest of my life.” 



Wisdom of our Caregivers

“I'm so glad I spent time with my grandmother. She 
might have driven me crazy at points in my life, but I 

wouldn’t change it for the world.”



Wisdom of our Caregivers

"I am glad that I have given my parents good caregiving 
so they can see this day, to actually witness this day, and 

know all this work was worth it. I was able to help my 
parents live to see moments and create new moments.”



Wisdom of our Caregivers

“Being around my mom was such a joy. We had our own 
spats throughout our lives together, but this was my 

chance to be with my mom, so I didn't care how many 
times she told me the same story. None of that made 

any difference to me because I was just happy to be with 
her and to help her was a special to me that  and there 
was no drawbacks to it. It was just something really fun 

to do, just to get closer to her.”



Weaving generations together 
“Caring for your Elders is important because it affects not 

only my generation and then my grandkids' generation 
and then their kids' generation –it's the indigenous way 

of thinking; seven generations forward and seven 
generations back, all these people are affected by my 

Mom being around for three or four more years. I'm not 
trying to make a big deal out of it, but it's one way of 

thinking when you go into the profession of taking care of 
another life or trying to help that person live a quality of 

life that is meaningful.”



Weaving generations together

“She said that was probably the best time in her life that 
she got to spend with her grandma. She said, “Thank 
God we had grandma.” Because that was her crutch 

when her dad left, and she had that support and 
something to hold onto.” 



Wisdom of our Caregivers

“I never felt that mom was a burden. because we have 
five kids, and tons of extended family. She lost her 

parents when she was 2 or 3 to influenza. I never got to 
know my grandparents, and my kids loved her. And we 
told her that we are going to do everything we can to 

support her. We thank God every day that we had her in 
our lives.”



Wisdom of our Caregivers

“Whatever wisdom and knowledge they can share with 
us, that they remember. And sometimes they tell us over 
and over and over, and maybe they know it’s for our good 

and sometimes it’s dementia. They'll just repeat 
themselves over and over and over and over and over, 

and we can’t say, “Oh, we just heard that, Grandpa.” You 
know, having respect for them, we let them repeat 

themselves over and over and over so we get it in our 
head.” 



Lessons learned from your second chance
• Historical events altered family and community relationships
• Caregiving provides opportunities to begin to heal historical trauma
• Improve, strengthen relationships among family members
• Families learn history and explore ways to heal, improve 

communication
• Multiple generations positively impacted by Elder and the cognitive 

changes related to dementia 
• Repetition in storytelling ensures family history is preserved
• Despite dementia-related changes, they are still our family and have a 

common history
• Even in challenging times, there are glimpses and reminders of good 

memories



Closing thoughts
• Caregiving is an opportunity to give back to those who took care of you.
• Caregiving is a natural part of the Indigenous way of thinking.
• Caregiving is a time of constant growth and education, self reflection, and 

healing.
• While caregiving is extremely challenging, benefits arise during and after 

the caregiving experience and remain influential.
• Lessons taught to us by our Elders throughout life play a role in caring for 

others.
• Spending time with family provides opportunity to heal from past and 

pass on a new understanding of history





Banner Alzheimer’s Institute, Native American Outreach 
Program  

We would like to thank each caregiver who shared their time, 
stories, humor, tears, and recommendations to improve 

supports for other caregivers. 

We would like to thank the Alzheimer’s Resource of Alaska, 
Bristol Bay Area Health Corporation, Fairbanks Denali Center, 

and Fairbanks Native Association for the support and 
guidance on this study.

Portions of 
this project 
was funded 
by: 

WWAMI AIAN CTRC pilot study award (PI: Lewis, JP).                                  
Sub-award #: G248-17-W6223 (NIH NIGMS)

Native Elder Research Center, UC Denver, pilot study award (PI: 
Lewis, JP). Sub-award #: FY17.001.023 (NIH, NIA)

Acknowledgements



Thank you for your 
time!

Any questions?

Email: 
jplewis@d.umn.edu

(218) 726-7024

mailto:jplewis@d.umn.edu

