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Session Objectives: 

• Define epigenetics and related terms

• Review epigenetic studies

• Discuss interventions and/or ways providers can help 



Terminology:
• Historical Trauma

o A shared experience of traumatic events by a group of people with a multigenerational effect

o Also called Generational, Intergenerational, Multigenerational 

o Referred to as Secondary Trauma or Generational Post Traumatic Stress

o Is correlated with health disparities and associated with epigenetics

Sandstone Care (https://www.sandstonecare.com/blog/generational-trauma/)



TYPE OF 
TRAUMA

FIRST 
GENERATION 

MULTI
GENERATIONS

1)  ACTS OF VIOLENCE:   
Warfare  

Extermination 

Loss of men providers 

Fear/Hypervigilance 

Altered Stress Response

Mental Health Disorders

2)  ACTS OF SEPERATION:
Treaties / Relocation  

Boarding Schools                

Lack of land
No indigenous foods

Loss of large family unit   
Loss of culture and language

Victims of abuse

Chronic Diseases /Isolation 
No support system

Loss of identity
Self medicate/Substance Use

Mistrust education system

3)  ACTS OF INJUSTICE:
Child Removal (1960s)

Sterilization (1970s)

Fear / Loss of identity 

Loss of traditional role                                               
of life giver 

Isolation
Mistrust Child Services

Mistrust Health Care

• Historical Trauma continued: 

Trauma effects can be related to current health disparities



• Historical Trauma cont.
o Childbirth can also be considered a past and current trauma

1800s

• Women helping
women

• Homes

• Natural labor  

2000s

• Certified Nurse 
Midwives OR 
Certified Midwives 
OR Doctors  

• Homes OR Hospitals 
OR Midwife facility  
(Birthing Centers)

• Natural methods, 
OR labor pain 
medications

1900s

• Women helping women OR  
new medical school doctors                                     
(Focus on labor complications)

• Homes and Hospitals (88%)

• Natural methods, OR
1920 Twilight Sleep                     

(morphine + scopolamine)  
Germany to U.S. 

*1970 Epidural   



Terminology cont.:
• Epigenetics

o An emerging science that shows how experiences can affect a person’s genes

o Refers to changes in a person’s phenotype independent of genotype 

o Epi literally means above or on top of genetics  

o Refers to external modifications to DNA, not changes to DNA sequence



Epigenetic Studies:

 Original Epigenetic Test:

Lab Rat Test:

• Studied 2nd generation lab rats with no exposure to dangerous cats

• Altered stress response noted with introduction of cat hair



Epigenetic Studies: 

• Project done by five researchers from the Kosova Rehabilitation Center 

• 130 women over age of 18 were interviewed who had experienced sexual violence during Kosovo war (1990s)

• All women gave birth to at least one child after the war not related to previous violence

• 76% reported to likely have PTSD symptoms during pregnancy

• Blood samples were collected from 120 of the youngest children born to each women

 2021: Kosova Rehabilitation Center

“A mother’s trauma can be traced in a blood sample from her child”

Kosova, Serbia 



Epigenetic Studies: 

 2023 Kosova Rehabilitation Center

Results

• 25% of the children had abnormal levels of cortisol 
o High levels = possible heightened stress activity
o Low levels = possible aggressiveness and anti-social behavior

• External modifications to DNA noted among children which can alter stress response system

Next Steps:

• Re-examine the same children after three months of family therapy



Epigenetic Studies: 
 2023 International Journal of Equity in Health:

“Association between gene methylation and experiences of historical trauma in Alaska Native Peoples”

• First study among Alaskan Natives to report connection between historical loss                                               
and DNA methylation (epigenetics), initiated by an Indigenous provider

• 117 Alaska Natives over the age of 18 (from two regions-Kenai and Southeast)

• Consisted of completing a survey and blood draw 

Kenai, Alaska



Epigenetic Studies: 
 2023 International Journal of Equity in Health cont.:

Survey Questions



Epigenetic Studies: 

 2023 International Journal of Equity in Health cont.:

Results: 

• Historical Trauma loss symptoms were associated with DNA methylation =

Methyl group tags DNA and activates or represses genes

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Epigenetic_mechanisms.jpg


Epigenetic Studies: 

 2023 International Journal of Equity in Health cont.:

Protective Factors

• Positive association between cultural identification and general well-being

• “Braided Resilience” (Elm et. al. 2016): using multiple resources to heal  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi78t3lwaDLAhWM2B4KHV7zBOIQjRwIBw&url=http://www.crystalinks.com/smudging.html&psig=AFQjCNHu49CQBUMzBAvxLwRdT2mpJ8GQ9Q&ust=1456956948824977


Evidence Based Intervention: 

 Providers: Important to be knowledgeable about community cultural activities

FACT: Reclaiming indigenous culture and traditions improves wellness 



Other Intervention Ideas:

fF1-Child

FACT: Toxic stress prenatally can chemically change the structure of genes 
that can have a lasting impact on an infant’s developing brain

 Providers:  Expand stress reduction education, Refer to or create stress 
reduction programs for expecting parents, More screening for stress 



Other Intervention Ideas: 

CDC-Vital Signs (2023)

 Providers: Recommend  annual Trauma Informed Care training for all staff  

FACT: Indigenous women continue to be mistreated in health care facilities 

https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.emailupdates.cdc.gov%2Fr%2F%3Fid%3Dh7f491167%2C19c0604f%2C19d221e2%26e%3DQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdJRD1VU0NEQ185MjEtRE0xMTA5NDImQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdMYWJlbD0lMjBNTVdSJTIwRWFybHklMjBSZWxlYXNlJTIwJUUyJTgwJTkzJTIwVm9sLiUyMDcyJTJDJTIwQXVndXN0JTIwMjIlMkMlMjAyMDIz%26s%3DIKoAVMEOVR52qtiX6bHN50ZMpOu1oi8dKNa5efOK_-8&data=05%7C01%7Cccorne13%40oneidanation.org%7C7ec22cb664b54b0c085a08dba333576f%7Cc7e7a09730aa485ea37b537c20f88623%7C0%7C0%7C638283213156405703%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=%2B8E9cgPUEe5a4OUKR2rpF8BfdSMeuPO32mCmdV%2Fk6SA%3D&reserved=0


Closing Thoughts 

To get Indigenous people to health equity we must walk through their truth

Questions/Comments 
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