
KNOW YOUR HEALTH RISKS

Personal health risk factors can be determined by your age, gender, family health history, lifestyle, 
and more. Some of these risk factors are within your control, such as diet and amount of exercise.

However, some risks factors can’t be changed, such as your genes or ethnicity. 
Compared with other racial/ethnic groups, studies have shown that people 
who are of American Indian and Alaskan Native descent have a lower life 
expectancy and are disproportionately affected by many chronic conditions 
when compared to other ethnicities within the United States. Understanding 
your health risks is the first step in controlling your health journey.

DIABETES

Diabetes is a disease in which your blood glucose, or 
blood sugar, levels are too high. Diabetes is a serious 
disease that can cause death when not addressed 
properly. It can cause the development of other serious 
disease states including heart disease. American 
Indians and Native Alaskans have:

•	 Over double the risk of being diagnosed with diabetes compared to 
whites (15% vs. 7%)1

•	 The highest death rate attributable to diabetes in the United States 
(52.2 per 100,000 vs. 18 per 100,000 for whites)1

•	 Diabetes can lead to different kinds of heart disease, peripheral 
artery disease,6 and certain cancers, including colorectal cancer.3
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VASCULAR DISEASE

Vascular disease occurs when something impedes the 
flow of blood through the body’s network of arteries 
and veins (heart, legs, arms, etc). These can be a result 
of blockages caused by narrowed vessel walls, clots or 
pressure built up within the vessel. American Indians and 
Native Alaskans have:

•	 Nearly double the prevalence of coronary artery disease 
as the general population.1

•	 Twice the likelihood to suffer a stroke compared to whites 
of a similar age.7

•	 The highest rates of peripheral artery disease in the United States.5
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REDUCING YOUR RISKS

There are things you can do to help reduce your risk of developing some of these disease states. 
Taking care of yourself, and seeking medical care if you think you may be starting to show symptoms, 
can increase the chances of getting treatment in a timely manner.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

For more information, please contact your local 
care provider or visit these online resources:

•	 Indian Health Service: www.ihs.gov

•	 American Diabetes Association: www.diabetes.org

•	 American Cancer Society: www.cancer.org

•	 American Heart Association: www.heart.org
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CANCER

Cancer develops when there is an uncontrolled growth of 
abnormal cells and the body’s ability to manage that growth 
fails. These clusters of cells continue to multiply resulting in the 
development of a tumor. Cancer is not defined as ‘one disease’ as 
there are many different types affecting different parts of the body.

•	 Colon cancer is one of the leading causes of cancer death for 
American Indian men and women.2

•	 Death rates for liver cancer are higher in American Indians than 
in the white population.3

•	 A survey of American Indians found that most men and women over 30 had 
little understanding of colorectal cancer or the recommended screening for it.4
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