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We talked to American Indian/Alaska 
Native (AI/AN) emerging adults (aged 18-
25), parents, Elders, and health providers 
in urban communities about developing a 
program to help AI/AN emerging adults 
avoid or reduce harmful substance use, as 
there are few culturally tailored programs 
that address alcohol, cannabis, and opioid 
use for this age group. We created a 
program—Traditions and Connections for 
Urban Native Americans, or TACUNA—
to meet this need.

We asked focus group participants for 
feedback on our workshop materials, 
wh ich focused on helping AI/AN 

emerging adults learn how the people in 
their lives may influence them to use or not 
use substances and to engage in traditional 
Native practices. Helping them understand 
who is in their social groups, who may 
influence them to use substances, and 
who can help them avoid substances are 

ust lightbulb in my head, just filling 
out the survey… seeing wow, I do 
know people that harbor that duality 

of being in the traditional spiritual practices 
and being a user at the same time. And it's 
just that pull is constant, as well.

important steps to 
encourage healthy 
choices. Building 
connections with 
o t h e r  A I /A N 
people who engage 
i n  t r a d i t i o n a l 
practices also may 
be an important 
way  to  protec t 
against substance 
use. 

TACUNA uses a 
technique cal led 
“socia l network 
v isua l izat ion.” Part icipants answer 
quest ions about their relat ionships 

and then view and discuss a 
computer-generated picture 
that shows them their social 
relat ionships (or “network,” 
which can include both online 
and off line interactions). The 
picture shows them who is in their 
network and how those people 
are connected to each other. 
TACUNA workshops provide 
a supportive, non-judgmental, 
and safe space for participants 
to talk openly about their social 

networks, including who might influence 
them to use substances, who might help 
them avoid use, and who would support 
them in engaging in traditional practices. 
Participants enjoyed the workshop content 
and style, gave ideas for improvement, 
had a clear understanding of their 

social networks 
whe n  v i e w i n g 
t he i r  pic t u res , 
felt comfortable 
s h a r i n g  i n  a 
g roup se t t i ng ; 
and discussed how 
they understood 
thei r net works 
better after the 
workshops. 

Socia l network 
visualizations are 
a promising tool 
for  i nc rea s i ng 

awareness of social challenges and sources 
of strength for urban AI/AN emerging 
adults. These visualizations may help 
those in the AI/AN community gain 
a better understanding of how their 
social relationships can influence both 
their substance use and engagement in 
traditional practices.

R e a d  t h e  f u l l 
a r t ic le  a t  w w w.
tacunaproject.com/
pub -med i a .  For 
more information 
about the TACUNA 
project, scan the QR 
code.
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summary

Research funded by a grant from the National Institute on 
Drug Abuse, UH3 DA050235 as part of the NIH Helping 
to End Addiction Long-term (HEAL) Initiative: Preventing 
OUD in Older Adolescents and Young Adults (ages 16-30).
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think this would really help 
with young adults just 
because sometimes they're 
displaced out of their homes 

or they're growing into adults. And 
they're leaving their homes and their 
social networks are changing… you'll 
show them how they're moving and 
how they can in the future move.
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