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Bridging Cultures to Improve Behavioral Health Services
By Chris J. Minnick
(Las Cruces) – One of the New Mexico Department of Health’s top priorities is ensuring teenagers across the state have access to behavioral health services.  When it comes to behavioral health services in the Native American communities there is a gap between traditional practices and the modern philosophies and practices of providers. 
With support from the Department of Health’s Office of School and Adolescent Health and the University of New Mexico’s Prevention Research Center, community partners from across New Mexico started an initiative called Project TRUST to improve behavioral health services for Native American youths and their families. Project TRUST stands for Truth and Healing, Responsiveness, Understanding, Self Determination, and Transformation.
Janie Lee Hall, a school health advocate for the New Mexico Department of Health in the northwest area of the state, said the idea behind the project is to provide more culturally appropriate behavioral health services within Native American communities.  

“The primary goal of everyone involved is we want to ensure that our Native American communities are getting the best behavioral health services possible,” Hall said.     
Hall said Project TRUST includes a comprehensive literature review of evidence-based and effective practices for working with Native American youths on behavioral health issues.  Researchers also met with Native American teens, parents and elders to discuss the strengths and challenges of behavioral health services in the community. Project TRUST researchers surveyed behavioral health providers and consulted with traditional practitioners to develop policy and practice recommendations for working with Native American youths.  
Kimberly Ross-Toledo, co-principal investigator for Project TRUST, said one main lesson providers can learn from the project is the issue of trust in the Native American community.  

“In our community there is a long history of mistrust and having outsiders come in and making decisions without hearing the people’s voice,” said Ross-Toledo, who works for the Coalition for Healthy and Resilient Youth for McKinley County.     
Ross-Toledo said one way to earn the trust of the Native American community is to learn how their history impacts their actions and attitudes.
“No matter how much desire there is to help the community, you will never make a real impact unless you can first understand their history,” Ross-Toledo said.  “Every community, not just Native American communities, has a history that defines the social norms and traditions.  Project TRUST is a first step in teaching those who want to help that they must learn that history and how it impacts the best way to communicate with the people.”  
Ross-Toledo said a first step can be as simple as learning how the community communicates and follow the unofficial protocol of how meetings and gatherings are held.  Traditional practices include feeding people who attend the gathering, opening and closing the meeting with a prayer, sitting in a circle and conducting the meeting with a non-hierarchical structure in which every voice and opinion is equal.  

“When you don’t follow the protocol what you will see is one-word answers from participants, and there will not be an open discussion of the issues,” Ross-Toledo said.  “Good communication is the first step to earning trust.”
Hall said while the partners are proud of the work done with Project TRUST so far, the community understands that more work needs to be done.
“This was only the first in many steps we need to take,” Hall said. “We are all committed to helping every member of our community, and we are willing to do whatever we can to make sure we’re reaching out to all populations, listening with humility, and acting on what we learn.”

The next steps for Project TRUST are to work with state and national agencies to develop a curriculum for behavioral health providers and develop a new employee orientation training for providers working in Native American communities.  

To learn more about Project TRUST call Hall at 505-863-4561.
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Chris J. Minnick writes for the New Mexico Department of Health.  Minnick can be reached at christopher.minnick@state.nm.us.
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