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Aleut/Sugpiaq
Commercial fishing background

Raised among Elders in his family
and community:

- Great grandparents, late Paul &
Anna Chukan

- Grandparents, late Gordon &
Anisha McCormick; Alden & Muriel
Lewis

- Elders in village of Naknek




Western definitions of successful aging

* No disease (physical, mental) [ N S
* No disabilities |

* Children have completed
college

* Paid off mortgage, car loans
* Physically active

These definitions did not necessarily match what we were

hearing from our Alaska Native Elders
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Alaska Native

Successful Aging Study




Study
background

» Conceptualizations of
successful aging were
based on Western
cultures (Torres, 1999)

- "Eldership” may be
equivalent of Western
framed successful aging
concept (Lewis, 2011)




Research
objectives

* Understand what it
means to age
successfully from
Elders’ perspectives

* Develop a successful
aging model and
theory that may be
generalizable to
Alaska Native people




Participating

regions

North Slope

Future
Norton Sound
2017
\ Interior
\ Present

Yukon Delta -; .\

e f Anchorage
JT Bristol Bay SOUtheast/’
2008-2009
Present

Aleutian Pribilof Islands
2018



Successful Aging Study participants

S

162 qualitative
interviews

a

S

Age range: 46 —
93 years

’ \

Household:
1-13 (Average 2.5)

First Language

‘. m Aleut

® English

® Inupiat
Yupik
® Other

@
101
(38%) (62%)

!

Marital Status

®m Divorced ‘
® Married
 Separated

Single

® Widowed







Bristol Bay Elders

Emotional wellbeing — “People that are friendly
and have a cheerful outlook, seem to age better;
view aging as another phase and are not
bothered. It is just something that happens.”

Spirituality — “You know that the old people who
are religious keep going to church until they
can’t make it anymore. The ones | 've seen were
into their 90s, who were still going to church.”

Community engagement — “We get company.
Like, when you are sick, they’ll help you. They
don’t leave you to be by yourself.”

Physical health — “Well, like | said, being active,
getting involved in a lot of things, getting along
with the grandkids and the other people. That's
about it.”

Anchorage Museum of History & Art. Library & Archives.




-Elements of Eldership-

Emotional Element Spiritual Element

Optimism

Optimism Church

Self-esteem /
Emotional Spiritual /,E

Successful
. Drug/alcohol
Ag N g Eldership ab:t/inence

Sense of
purpose/optimism

Model

(2 O O 9 ) . \ Effective Western medicine
Supportive

family C Physical R‘
Community health
t How it's
/ engagemen Feelings of Traditional delivered
Supportive medicine

usefulness/optimism
community
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Resilience, 2 Native diet
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growth

Use

Subsistence Walking
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“Eldership” in Bristol Bay Area

" Self-esteem ) ( Purpose B
Optimism Being active
Subsistence
Medicine
Abstinence
Emotional Physical
< wellbeing Health )
g Community A
Engagement
Purpose Church
Family Prayer
Resilience Optimism
Subsistence
N Y, L y

Lewis, J.P. (2011). Successful aging through the eyes of Alaska Native Elders. What it means to be an Elder in Bristol Bay, AK. The Gerontologist, 51(4), 540-549. doi:10.1093/geront/gnr006



Norton Sound, NW Alaska




Norton
Sound

Elders

Family — “The more the children see us, what we
are doing or what we are teaching them through
our actions or work, they're able to see what we do
and the more | do things, that's aging well.”

Emotional wellbeing — “It's more like I'm knowing
that | am helping them. And if they get older,
they'll say, Oh, | remember that.”

Native way of life — “An Elder spoke to me about
the beliefs that we have, the meaning of it. So,
each different Elder gave me some knowledge that
| used in my lifetime. There are guidelines | share
with others on how to be Elders.”



An Alaska Native Elder is someone who ...

Leads community
Youth look up to
Takes care of their grandchildren

Listens to people

Observes and learns

Never quits learning

Takes care of themselves
Shares what life was like 40 years ago

Hasy’oung"peo le?llg_to;hgm e ——

es day to day
Does not think about growing old
Listens to who they are and

An Elder from Shaktoolik
provided guidance to help
us better understand the
roles of Alaska Native Elders




Aleutian Pribilof Islands (2018)




Aleutian Pribilof
Islands Elders

« Community engagement — “Growing
old healthy, as they said, is that | give
you what | was taught when | was
brought up. If we hold everything back,
we won't age well, we won't be
healthy.”

* Physical health — “As long as you're
moving around, you stay young. Do
the things you like, and then you stay
young because your mind is active.”
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Anchorage Elders

* Family — “My grandkids keep me very busy, but |
like it. | don’t mind doing it with them. I'm happy.
At least | get to meet and be with them daily.”

« Community — “"No, it's scattered. Our community
here in town is scattered. Here, we're all strangers,
except people who are your relatives from the
village or sometimes Native people.”
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Six Components

+ Spirituality

« Native ways

-  Engagement with community

- Emotional health

 Physical health

- Intergenerational sharing (generativity)

They also shared insight on:

« Benefits and challenges of aging

« Why Elders stay or leave their communities

* Importance of advocacy and passing
advocacy on to younger generations




SOUTHEAST ALASKA
COMMUNITY REPORT

Prepared for the
Southeast Alaska Elder
Advisory Committee

April 3, 2024 Alaska Native Successful

Aging Study

Southeast
Alaska Report

35-page report sharing
findings

Co-developed with five
Elder Advisory
Committee members
from Southeast Alaska

Community presentations
scheduled™tor April 2025







Interior Alaska

« Spirituality

« Native ways

- Engagement with community
«  Emotional health

 Physical health

- Intergenerational sharing

 Additional findings:

* Importance of place and
location in supporting
physical health

* Dynamic community
support

* Intergenerational sharing

\*\n. AR S & =

ALASKA NATIVE
SUCCESSFUL AGING STUDY

INTERIORg
ALASKA

Prepared for the Southeast Alaska Elder
Advisory Committee

“So, as | worked and lived my life in the
woods, I'm a hunter, a trapper, and a
fisherman so I'm a great advocate. | consider
myself as a traditional knowledge specialist
because | did all that for so long. So, | am a
valuable resource to people that haven't had
the chance but need the information.”




* Sport & medical centers

¢ Family & community
support

* Access to traditional
activities

e Culture & Traditions

» Subsistence activities
* Community support
* Positivity

(o) x 3
* Tight-knit community : ;  Spread out community &
* Intergenerational z family members
* Community gatherings : ) * Gatherings held by

Rural/urban S ' | o

protective
factors

Lewis, 2009



What supports Elders to age
well?

 Education » Staying busy

* Religion « Communication
* Spirituality * Food

* Family « Community

* History support

Physical health

Optimism



“Eldership” for Alaska Native Elders

Emotional Physical
wellbeing Health

Community
Engagement




Family & community
support

Spirituality & religion

Revised
understanding Balanced mental
of aging in a
good way ohysiosl hoatth

Native ways of
life

Intergenerational
sharing




Aging in a good way, or like my Elders

Having family and community support, spiritual or
religious presence, balanced mental health, self-defined
physical health, Native ways of life, and
intergenerational sharing enable

Indigenous Elders to age well

Lewis, (2025)



When Elders and community drive
dissemination




\What have we
learned so far?

- Western definition
of success in aging
is very biomedical

- Many aspects of
aging are not part of
the biomedical
model

You can be sick and still age well

There is more to aging well than good physical health or lacking disease



College of Indigenous Studies, University of Alaska Fairbanks

jplewis@alaska.edu
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