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Journal Article
Despite cancer and depression being disproportionately high for American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN)
women, such cancer survivors' help-seeking practices and perceptions related to depression are absent in extant
research. A broader context of historical oppression has set the stage for unequal health outcomes and access to
quality services. The purpose of this article was to explore AI women cancer survivors' experiences with
conventional mental health services and informal and tribally-based assistance, as well as barriers related to
mental health service utilization.
A qualitative descriptive study methodology, with qualitative content analysis, was used to examine the
experiences of AI women cancer survivors as they related to help-seeking experiences for depressive symptoms.
The sample included 43 AI women cancer survivors (n?=?14 breast cancer, n?=?14 cervical cancer, and n?=?15
colon and other types of cancer survivors).
Since receiving a cancer diagnosis, 26 (62%) participants indicated they had feelings of depression. Some
participants (n?=?13) described mixed perceptions of the mental health service system. Generally, participants
viewed families and informal support systems as primary forms of assistance, whereas conventional services
were reported as a supplementary or 'as needed' forms of support, particularly when the informal support
system was lacking. Participants received help in the forms of psychotropic medications and psychotherapy, as
well as help from family and AI-specific healing modalities (e.g. sweat lodges and healing ceremonies). Stigma and
confidentiality concerns were primary barriers to utilizing conventional services as described by 12 (29%)
participants.
Participants' help primarily came from family and tribally-based entities, with conventional mental health care
being more salient when informal supports were lacking. The mixed perceptions espoused by participants may
be related to a broader context of historical oppression; family and social support and tribally-based services may
be protective factors for cancer survivors with depression.
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