Incorporating Culture into Healing to Wellness Court:
The Research

For Natives, wellness is a holistic state, implying physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual
balance. Imbalance, including suffering from a substance use disorder, impacts all of a person’s
being and requires treating that person holistically.
Yet service providers are encouraged to only administer services and practices that are
documented by evidence of their effectives in achieving desired outcomes for identified target
populations. However, few evidence supported practices have been developed for American
Indian/Alaska Native communities (“Natives”). Even fewer are in consideration of the different
customs and traditions amongst tribes.
Recovery-Relevant Activities
Research indicates that drug court participants achieve better results for longer periods of time
when they engage in recovery-relevant activities, such as developing a sober support social
network (Kelly et al., 2011a), engaging in spiritual practices (Kelly et al., 2011b; Robinson et al.,
2011), and learning effective coping skills from fellow group members (Kelly et al., 2009).
Non-tribal drug courts have improved the outcomes for their participants by using intensive
referrals that assertively link participants with support-group volunteers who may escort them
to the groups, answer any questions they might have, and provide them with support and
camaraderie (Timko & DeBenedetti, 2007).
Culturally-Tailored Treatments
Women and racial minorities, including Natives, are often underrepresented in clinical trials of
addiction treatments, and so those treatments are frequently less beneficial for these
individuals (Burlew et al., 2011; Calsyn et al., 2009). A small but growing number of treatments
have been tailored specifically to meet the needs of women or racial minority participants in
drug courts. In one study, outcomes were improved significantly for young African-American
male participants when an experienced African-American clinician delivered a curriculum that
addressed issues commonly confronting these young men, such as negative racial stereotypes
(Vito & Tewksbury, 1998).
Similarly, substantial evidence shows that women, particularly those with histories of trauma,
perform significantly better in gender-specific substance abuse treatment groups (Dannerbeck
et al., 2002; Grella, 2008; Liang & Long, 2013; Powell et al., 2012). This gender-specific approach
has been demonstrated to improve outcomes for female drug court participants in at least one
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randomized controlled trial (Messina et al., 2012). A study of approximately seventy drug courts
found that programs offering gender-specific services reduced criminal recidivism significantly
more than those that did not (Carey et al., 2012).
Serving American Indians/Alaska Natives
It is difficult to measure the effectiveness of Native American healing practices using Western
standards and practices. Limited or inconsistent funding, culturally incompetent or incongruent
evaluation practices, and abuses incurred during or after data collection are major confounding
variables that have limited evaluation on the effectiveness of incorporating traditional practices
into Western approaches to the treatment of substance abuse and mental illness. Further, each
tribe and community will likely have different customs, healing traditions, and beliefs about
treatment providers that can influence not only willingness to participate in treatment services,
but also the level of trust clients have for providers. Nonetheless, a literature review on the use
of “indigenous therapeutic interventions” for alcohol abuse and dependence suggest that a
number of these interventions have been of value to Natives with substance use disorders (Mail
and Shelton 2002). Other authors have concurred (Coyhis and White 2006; Sabin et al. 2004).
Overall, many Natives believe that culture is the primary avenue of healing and that connecting
with one’s culture is not only a means of prevention, but also a healing treatment (Bassett et al.
2012). For many communities, recovery cannot happen for individuals alone, but instead, when
a member is sick the entire community has become sick. One cannot take a sick tree from a sick
forest, heal it, and put it back in the same environment expecting that it will thrive. Instead, the
community must embrace recovery (Coyhis 2000). Like the benefits of recovery-relevant
activities, tribal cultural activities can provide a grounding connection to a participant’s identity
beyond addition, including their ancestral past and their present-day community. They can
additionally provide the community an opportunity to reembrace the participant.
Critically, the conditions and history of genocidal policies aimed at destroying Native family ties
as well as experiences of ongoing discrimination, bring added dimensions for consideration
when providing services to Native families, particularly those involved in the child welfare
system (Lucero & Bussey, 2015).
However, not all Native Americans have a need to develop stronger connections to their
communities and cultural groups. Culture is complex and changing, and a return to the values
of a traditional culture is not always desired (Brady 1995). An initial inquiry into each client’s
connection with his or her culture, cultural identity, and desire to incorporate cultural beliefs
and practices into treatment is an essential step in a culturally competent practice.

This handout was funded and developed through a grant from the Bureau of Justice Assistance, Office of Justice Programs,
U.S. Department of Justice. Neither the U.S. Department of Justice or any of its components operate, control, are responsible
for, or necessarily endorse, this Web Site (including without limitations, it's content, technical infrastructure, and policies, and
any services or tools provided).
Tribal Law and Policy Institute: Home.TLPI.org | (323) 650-5467 | info@tlpi.org
Tribal Healing to Wellness Courts: www.WellnessCourts.org

2

References
Drug Court Best Practice Standards, Volume I (National Association of Drug Court Professionals,
2013–14), referencing:
Burlew, A.K., Weekes, J.C., Montgomery, L., Feaster, D.J., Robbins, M.S. Rosa, C.L., Ruglass, L.M.,
Venner, K.L., & Wu, L. (2011). Conducting research with racial/ethnic minorities: Methodological
lessons from the NIDA Clinical Trials Network. American Journal of Drug & Alcohol Abuse, 37(5),
324–332.
Calsyn, D.A., Hatch-Maillette, M., Tross, S., Doyle, S.R., Crits-Christoph, P., Song, Y.S., Harrer, J.M.,
Lalos, G., & Berns, S.B. (2009). Motivational and skills training HIV/STI sexual risk reduction groups
for men. Journal of Substance Abuse Treatment, 37(1), 138–150.
Carey, S.M., Mackin, J.R., & Finigan, M.W. (2012). What works? The ten key components of Drug
Court: Research-based best practices. Drug Court Review, 8(1), 6–42.
Dannerbeck, A., Sundet, P., & Lloyd, K. (2002). Drug courts: Gender differences and their
implications for treatment strategies. Corrections Compendium 27(12), 1–26.
Grella, C. (2008). Gender-responsive drug treatment services for women: A summary of current
research and recommendations for drug court programs. In C. Hardin & J.N. Kushner (Eds.), Quality
improvement for drug courts: Evidence-based practices (Monograph Series No. 9; pp. 63–74).
Alexandria, VA: National Drug Court Institute.
Kelly, J.F., Magill, M., & Stout, R.L. (2009). How do people recover from alcohol dependence? A
systematic review of the research on mechanisms of behavior change in Alcoholics Anonymous.
Addiction Research & Theory, 17(3), 236–259.
Kelly, J.F., Stout, R.L., Magill, M., & Tonigan, J.S. (2011a). The role of Alcoholics Anonymous in
mobilizing adaptive social network changes: A prospective lagged meditational analysis. Drug &
Alcohol Dependence, 114(2), 119–126.
Kelly, J.F., Stout, R.L., Magill, M., Tonigan, J.S., & Pagano, M.E. (2011b). Spirituality in recovery: A
lagged mediational analysis of Alcoholics Anonymous’ principal theoretical mechanism of behavior
change. Alcoholism: Clinical & Experimental Research, 35(3), 454–463.
Liang, B., & Long, M.A. (2013). Testing the gender effect in drug and alcohol treatment: Women’s
participation in Tulsa County drug and DUI programs. Journal of Drug Issues, 43(3), 270-288.
Messina, N., Calhoun, S., & Warda, U. (2012). Gender-responsive drug court treatment: A
randomized controlled trial. Criminal Justice & Behavior, 39(12), 1539–1558.
Powell, C., Stevens, S., Dolce, B.L., Sinclair, K.O., & Swenson-Smith, C. (2012). Outcomes of a traumainformed Arizona family drug court. Journal of Social Work Practice in the Addictions, 12(3), 219–
241.
This handout was funded and developed through a grant from the Bureau of Justice Assistance, Office of Justice Programs,
U.S. Department of Justice. Neither the U.S. Department of Justice or any of its components operate, control, are responsible
for, or necessarily endorse, this Web Site (including without limitations, it's content, technical infrastructure, and policies, and
any services or tools provided).
Tribal Law and Policy Institute: Home.TLPI.org | (323) 650-5467 | info@tlpi.org
Tribal Healing to Wellness Courts: www.WellnessCourts.org

3

Robinson, E.A., Krentzman, A.R., Webb, J.R., & Bowler, K.J. (2011). Six-month changes in spirituality
and religiousness in alcoholics predict drinking outcomes at nine months. Journal of Studies on
Alcohol & Drugs, 72(4), 660–668.
Timko, C., & DeBenedetti, A. (2007). A randomized controlled trial of intensive referral to 12-step
self-help groups: One-year outcomes. Drug & Alcohol Dependence, 90(2), 270–279.
Vito, G., & Tewksbury, R. (1998). The impact of treatment: The Jefferson County (Kentucky) Drug
Court program. Federal Probation, 62(2), 46–51.

“A Treatment Improvement Protocol (TIP): Improving Cultural Competence: TIP 59,” Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 14-4849 HHS Pub. No. (SMA) 2014, 162,
referencing:
Bassett, D., Tsosie, U., and Nannauck, S. “Our culture is medicine”: Perspectives of Native healers on
posttrauma recovery among American Indian and Alaska Native patients. The Permanente Journal,
16(1):19–27, 2012.
Brady, M. Culture in treatment, culture as treatment: A critical appraisal of developments in
addictions programs for indigenous North Americans and Australians. Social Science & Medicine
41(11):1487–1498, 1995.
Coyhis, D. Culturally specific addiction recovery for Native Americans. In: Krestan, J., ed. Bridges to
Recovery: Addiction, Family Therapy, and Multicultural Treatment (pp. 77–114). New York: The Free
Press, 2000.
Coyhis, D.L., and White, W.L. Alcohol Problems in Native America: The Untold Story of Resistance
and Recovery —”The Truth About the Lie.” Colorado Springs, CO: White Bison, Inc., 2006.
Mail, P.D., and Shelton, C. Treating Indian alcoholics. In: Mail, P.D., Heurtin-Roberts, S., Martin, S.E.,
and Howard, J., eds. Alcohol Use Among American Indians and Alaska Natives: Multiple Perspectives
on a Complex Problem (pp. 141–184). NIH Pub. No. 02-4231. NIAAA Research Monograph 37.
Bethesda, MD: National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002.
Sabin, C., Benally, H., Bennett, S.K., and Jones, E. Walking in Beauty on the Red Road: A Holistic
Cultural Treatment Model for American Indian & Alaska Native Adolescents and Families: Program
Description and Clinical Manual. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, 2004.

Lucero, N. M., & Bussey, M. (2015). Practice-informed approaches to addressing substance
abuse and trauma exposure in urban Native families involved with child welfare. Child Welfare
League of America, 94(4), 97-117.

This handout was funded and developed through a grant from the Bureau of Justice Assistance, Office of Justice Programs,
U.S. Department of Justice. Neither the U.S. Department of Justice or any of its components operate, control, are responsible
for, or necessarily endorse, this Web Site (including without limitations, it's content, technical infrastructure, and policies, and
any services or tools provided).
Tribal Law and Policy Institute: Home.TLPI.org | (323) 650-5467 | info@tlpi.org
Tribal Healing to Wellness Courts: www.WellnessCourts.org

4

Additional Resources
1. Tribal Law and Policy Institute Website: www.Home.TLPI.org
The Tribal Law and Policy Institute (TLPI) home website overviews all of TLPI’s current projects
and numerous resources, including the Legal Code Development Series, the Tribal Legal Studies
Textbook Series, and more.
2. Wellness Courts Website: www.WellnessCourts.org
A comprehensive website with resources for Tribal Healing to Wellness Courts, including the
Wellness Court Publication Series, Webinar Series, and materials from the Wellness Court
Enhancement Trainings, as well as numerous resources from operational Wellness Courts.
3. Tribal Court Clearinghouse: www.TLPI.org
A comprehensive website with resources for tribal justice systems, victim’s services providers,
tribal service providers, and others involved in the improvement of justice in Indian country.
4. Tribal/State Collaboration: www.WalkingOnCommonGround.org
Promotes and facilitates tribal-state-federal collaborations, and includes tribal-state
agreements, promising strategies, and information on tribal courts.
5. The Child Welfare Capacity Building Center for Tribes tribalinformationexchange.org
Provides assistance focused on the Indian Child Welfare Act, Tribal Title IV-E programs, and
continuous quality improvement and data systems.
6. Sex Trafficking in Indian Country Resources: www.TribalCoalitions.org
Created for sexual assault and domestic violence tribal coalitions and contains information on
sex trafficking in Indian country, including the Sex Trafficking Victim Services Directory.
7. The Office for Victims of Crime Indian Nations Conference: www.OVCINC.org
Contains all conference information and past conference materials, including handouts and
PowerPoint presentations by experts in the field. Please visit the 11th, 12th, 13th, and 14th
conference agenda pages to access these materials.
8. Tribal Protection Order Resources: www.TribalProtectionOrder.org
Designed to assist Native nations and those working in tribal justice systems with information
on protection orders, including resources on the drafting and enforcement of tribal protection
orders.
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