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The Importance of Traditional Foods  
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in Alaska Native Communities
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Significant cross-cultural variation exists in how people around the globe 
define “healthy aging.” This variation can influence, and be influenced by, 
lifestyle choices, social environments, and health outcomes. In many In-
digenous Alaskan communities, important components of healthy aging 
include access to traditional foods and engagement in subsistence activi-
ties. Although many Alaska Native peoples currently reside in cities, the 
importance of subsistence activities and foods remains crucial and mean-
ingful for healthy aging in both rural and urban locations. Research sug-
gests that Alaska Native Elders define healthy aging into such categories 
as community engagement, spirituality, physical health, as well as access 
to traditional foods and activities that converge to strongly influence diet, 
activity patterns, and health outcomes (Graves and Shavings 2005; Hopkins 
et al. 2007; Lewis 2011).
	 Although the term “healthy aging” is used frequently in the gerontologi-
cal literature, there is no universal definition of this concept (Michel and 
Sadana 2017). The phrase “successful aging” is often used interchangeably 
with “healthy aging” in terms of three main components: low probability 
of disease and disease-related disability, high cognitive and physical func-
tional capacity, and active engagement with life (Rowe and Kahn 1987). 
However, this definition has been criticized for focusing too heavily on 
individual lifestyle choices and physical functioning rather than acknowl-
edging cultural expectations of the aging process and complex interactions 
with the environment and social inequalities that contribute to health 
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disparities (Katz and Calasanti 2014). Anthropologist Sarah Lamb (2014) 
argues that this biomedical definition of successful aging is laden with 
cultural assumptions of individualism influenced by neoliberal attitudes 
held largely by North Americans while ignoring the biological realities of 
mortality and human decline at the end of the life span, contributing to a 
counterproductive aging discourse that blames people for their “failures” 
to age successfully. Indeed, values of individualism, autonomy, and self-
control coalesce to create a culture focused on maintaining youth for as 
long as possible, resulting in a definition of aging that is characterized as 
moving away from youth rather than toward an equally important life stage 
(Gilleard and Higgs 2014, 2015; Foucault 1978).
	 Instead, an anthropological perspective on aging in Alaska Native com-
munities may consider integrating the concepts of resilience and human 
adaptability into a more holistic framework for understanding healthy 
aging. Human adaptability theory frames health outcomes as an indicator 
of the ability to navigate social, cultural, environmental, and economic 
conditions (Brewis and Lee 2010; Huss-Ashmore 2000; Ulijaszek 1997). 
Therefore, a biocultural perspective on human adaptability theory can 
help anthropologists understand the relationships between biological 
outcomes and health behaviors as a response to physical and sociocul-
tural environments (Armelagos et al. 1992). For example, Smith-Morris’s 
work (2004, 2006) among the Pima has shown that obesity on the res-
ervation is linked in complex ways to political, economic, sociocultural, 
and environmental conditions. This work demonstrates that biological out-
comes among some Indigenous populations are often most strongly related 
to sociocultural and physical environmental stressors rather than genetic 
differences.
	 In addition, the gerontological concept of healthy aging, which refers 
to the retention of social, physical, and mental capacities necessary for the 
maintenance of well-being through the life course (Iwarsson et al. 2007), 
also helps us frame the relationship between traditional foods, subsistence 
activities, and healthy aging in Alaska Native communities. This chapter in-
tegrates human adaptability perspectives within a framework of resilience 
and healthy aging (Boyle and Counts 1988; Lavretsky 2014) by examining 
traditional diet and subsistence activity patterns among Alaska Native El-
ders through a biocultural lens. Such a model of human adaptability and 
healthy aging allows anthropologists to elucidate the important role of 
adaptive strategies and health behaviors on the continued functioning of 
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mental, physical, social, and economic systems in Alaska Native communi-
ties as the body slows down its processes with age (Hansen-Kyle 2005). In 
Alaska, Indigenous communities are dealing with rapid economic, social, 
and environmental changes that require unique adaptive strategies in or-
der to maintain valued lifeways. Here we present several ways that Alaska 
Native Elders have adapted how they obtain important foods and pass on 
cultural information to the next generation amid such sociocultural and 
environmental changes.

Defining “Alaska Native”: Elderhood, Traditional Food,  
and Subsistence Activities

Alaska has the highest population of Indigenous peoples of any state in the 
United States, at more than 148,000 individuals, or 19 percent of the gen-
eral population (U.S. Census Bureau 2019), comprising 11 distinct cultural 
groups (Alaska Federation of Natives 2020) and collectively referred to as 
Alaska Native peoples. These groups are distributed geographically across 
the entirety of the state and consist of Eyak, Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian 
(southeast); Inupiaq and St. Lawrence Yupik (north and northwest); Yup’ik 
and Cup’ik (southwest); Athabascan (interior and southcentral); Alutiiq 
(Sugpiaq); and Unangax peoples (Aleutian Islands). The foods, subsistence 
activities, and cultural practices vary widely across these multiple cultural 
groups in the largest state in the United States. However, there is reason to 
suggest that some commonalities exist in the ways that Indigenous peoples 
of the Circumpolar North view healthy aging, resilience, and adaptabil-
ity (Akearok et al. 2019; Howell and Peterson 2020). These commonali-
ties include recognition and respect for the interconnectedness of ecology, 
seeking harmony in interpersonal relationships, spiritual growth through 
spending time on the land, and reflection on multigenerational knowledge 
transmission.
	 The concept of “Elderhood” is generally not defined strictly by chrono-
logical age in Circumpolar Indigenous communities, but instead includes 
broader components of aging such as physical growth, senescence, in-
creasing responsibility for their actions as individuals and as community 
members, and willingness to transmit accumulated wisdom to the younger 
generation (Collings 2000, 2001). Among many Alaska Native peoples, El-
derhood is generally an honor that community members bestow upon a 
person as a result of the knowledge they have gained throughout their lives 
and demonstrate through their actions (Lewis 2010). Therefore, research on 
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Circumpolar Indigenous aging often includes perspectives from Elders in 
their forties and fifties, as well as individuals over 60 years old.
	 The term “traditional food” used in this chapter refers to all culturally 
accepted food within a particular population that is available from local 
natural resources (Kuhnlein and Receveur 1996). Alaska Native traditional 
foods include locally hunted, harvested, fished, and gathered items such as 
game meat (moose, caribou, etc.), marine mammals (seal, whale, etc.), wild 
birds and their eggs, berries, greens, and seafood (Redwood et al. 2019). 
The phrase “subsistence activities” is defined here as any activity related to 
traditional food procurement or processing such as berry picking, fishing, 
hunting, and trapping as well as butchering, cutting, smoking fish or meat, 
and working animal skins and hides (Kuhnlein and Receveur 1996; Red-
wood et al. 2019; Wheeler and Thornton 2005). In this chapter, we interro-
gate how cultural, physical, and psychological health benefits of subsistence 
activities and consumption of traditional foods for Alaska Native Elders 
may be situated within a framework of human adaptability, resilience, and 
healthy aging.

Health Impacts of Traditional Foods and Activities  
among Alaska Native Elders

Traditional diets and subsistence activities of Alaska Native peoples vary 
due to ecological availability of resources in the large geographic expanse 
of Alaska. Such variation contributes to our understanding of cross-cul-
tural diversity in population biologies (Ice 2005). In general, locally ac-
quired foods in Alaska are nutrient-dense with high levels of protein, iron, 
omega-3 fatty acids, vitamins, and antioxidants coupled with low levels of 
carbohydrates. Traditional foods contain nutrients that are beneficial for 
healthy aging, such as higher vitamins A, C, D, and B12, calcium, and total 
dietary fiber (Bersamin et al. 2007). Consumption of greater amounts of 
traditional foods has been correlated with lower lipids, blood pressure, glu-
cose, and adiposity among Alaska Native peoples (Bersamin et al. 2008; Ry-
man et al. 2015). Researchers have also explored the role of tundra greens, 
fish, and marine animals as important components of the subsistence diet, 
which may result in a high intake of polyunsaturated fatty acids and have 
a positive impact on glucose tolerance and insulin sensitivity (Aslibekyan 
et al. 2014). Human adaptability theory suggests that genetic variance ob-
served in Indigenous Arctic populations may have evolved in response to a 

proof



156 Britteny M. Howell, Ruby L. Fried, and Vanessa Y. Hiratsuka

need to conserve body stores of nutrients due to environmental limitations 
on its availability in the traditional diet.
	 Historical and anthropological accounts of Alaska Native peoples in-
clude observations of low rates of obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular dis-
ease, with more recent research indicating that both traditional diet and 
the processes of food harvesting, storage, and preparation contribute to 
positive health effects (Bjerregaard et al. 2004; O’Brien et al. 2017). For 
example, Redwood and colleagues (2008) report that subsistence activities 
such as fishing, picking berries or greens, and cutting and smoking fish or 
meat were common sources of physical activity for Alaska Native peoples. 
Participation in subsistence activity was also found to vary by sex and geo-
graphic region, with individuals in southwest Alaska reporting more sub-
sistence activities compared to individuals in southeast and southcentral 
Alaska (an area that includes the state’s largest urban center). Such findings 
have also been reported among Indigenous peoples in Greenland, where 
non-urban adults engage in more subsistence activities like fishing and 
hunting than their city-dwelling counterparts (Dahl-Petersen, Jørgensen, 
and Bjerregaard 2011).
	 In Alaska, subsistence activities as a form of exercise are also higher 
among men than women, but do not differ by age (Redwood et al. 2008). 
Work among Canadian Inuit Elders demonstrates similar gendered pat-
terns, and that Elders exhibit moderate to high levels of physical activity 
despite high rates of overweight and obesity (Hopping et al. 2010). Eth-
nographic work among Elders also indicates that engaging in subsistence 
activities as a form of exercise is viewed to be a personal responsibility that 
helps maintain healthy aging as well as fight hegemonic discourses of ag-
ing as a process of increasing frailty and deterioration (Brooks-Cleator and 
Lewis 2020).
	 Despite the aforementioned health benefits of traditional foods and sub-
sistence activities, public health surveillance and ethnographic research 
have shown a decline in traditional food consumption and subsistence ac-
tivities among Alaska Native peoples accompanying the shift toward a more 
market-based diet (McGrath-Hanna et al. 2003). In a ten-year follow-up of 
an Alaska Native cohort in southcentral Alaska, Redwood and colleagues 
(2019) found that there was a significant decline in the mean number of tra-
ditional foods eaten as well as reduced consumption of multiple traditional 
foods. Nevertheless, traditional foods continue to play an important role 
in the health of Elders. In a large study of Alaska Native peoples in three 
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regions of Alaska, over 92 percent of the study population reported eating 
at least one traditional food in the past year, with the most common being 
fish, moose, and agutaq (a mixture of berries, fat, and dried fish) (Redwood 
et al. 2008). In general, the proportion of the Alaska Native population 
eating a traditional diet differs by age and area of residence. For example, 
researchers have examined red blood cell stable isotope ratios from two 
Yup’ik villages in southwest Alaska comparing a group of Elder participants 
to adolescent participants and found differences consistent with increased 
intake of marine subsistence in Elders, and of market foods in younger 
participants (O’Brien et al. 2017; Wilkinson, Yai, and O’Brien 2007). Ad-
ditionally, individuals residing in rural areas have a higher proportion of 
their diet consisting of traditional foods than those in urban areas (Ballew 
et al. 2004, 2006).
	 The health impacts of a lifelong diet of traditional foods on chronic dis-
ease risk are not well studied. However, some research has demonstrated 
possible protective effects of traditional foods rich in omega-3 fatty acids and 
lean protein in salmon, seal oil, moose, caribou, seal, and walrus, including 
reduced weight gain as well as improved glucose tolerance and lipid profiles 
(Ebbesson et al. 2005; Makhoul et al. 2010, 2011). Traditional diets may be 
low in fiber and high in fat, and when such diets are coupled with exposure 
to carcinogens derived from diet or the environment, there may be an in-
creased risk of developing precancerous colon polyps (Ocvirk et al. 2020). 
Additionally, Beaulieu-Jones and colleagues (2015) describe an inverse as-
sociation of marine food intake with systolic and diastolic blood pressure. 
However, obtaining traditional foods and engaging in subsistence activities 
remain an important part of how Elders define healthy aging, which plays 
an integral role in their health behaviors and biological outcomes.

Conceptualizing Healthy Aging in Alaska Native Communities

Research among Elders demonstrates that these traditional foods and sub-
sistence activities are not just important for physical health, but also play a 
significant role in the broader cultural definition of healthy aging. Indeed, 
research shows that healthy aging is defined differently by older adults and 
biomedical professionals who tend to disagree on the importance of vari-
ous physiological, psychological, societal, and personal aspects of aging 
(Hansen-Kyle 2005). In Alaska, older adults define healthy aging in terms 
of having a positive attitude, a sense of community, and a purpose in life 
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rather than focusing on physical health parameters from a medical model 
(Howell, Seater, and McLinden 2020; Peterson, Baumgartner, and Austin 
2020). The ways that people define and think about healthy aging have a 
profound effect on their adaptability, resilience, health behaviors, and re-
sulting biological and health outcomes (Torres 2003).
	 Lewis (2010, 2011, 2013a, 2013b, 2014) has produced much of the literature 
on how rural Elders define healthy aging. This body of work demonstrates 
that Elders define healthy aging in holistic terms, encompassing elements 
of emotional well-being, community engagement, spirituality, and physical 
health; however, much of the successful aging literature tends to focus on 
physical health form a biomedical lens (Lewis 2011). Traditional foods and 
engagement in subsistence activities crosscut these important aspects of 
healthy aging, as Elders report that these activities increase emotional and 
physical health, community engagement, and encompass spiritual compo-
nents. For example, one rural Elder states:

In urban communities, food isn’t traditional, rural has more tradi-
tional food, which is like our medicine. Living off of the land helps 
people age well; food connects who we are as Native peoples. Living 
off the land is putting your body to use. Keeping up your health and 
mental balance. Don’t have these opportunities in the cities. Cities 
have more dictated ways of living. There are no Western stresses in 
villages. Your body becomes weak and lazy in urban cities; there is no 
access to traditional food. (Lewis 2010, 390)

Ethnographic research by Hopkins et al. (2007) in rural southwestern 
Alaska also corroborates that Alaska Native women define healthy aging 
in terms of engaging in subsistence activities, consuming traditional foods, 
and respecting their Elders. Participants in this qualitative study stated that 
subsistence activities, such as berry picking and fish processing, are impor-
tant sources of physical activity. Consumption of these food items is also 
known to confer health benefits “and make the body strong” (46), especially 
when compared to kass’aq (“white people”) market foods. Participants in 
the Norton Sound region also indicated that subsistence activities are a way 
to survive and provide for community members, as well as to preserve their 
culture (Brooks-Cleator and Lewis 2020). Indigenous Elders throughout 
Alaska view being able to successfully participate in subsistence activities 
and to teach these activities to others, also called generativity, as a defining 
feature of healthy aging.
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The Role of Generativity

Ethnographic research shows that important components of generativity 
for Elders are demonstrated through the lens of food and subsistence ac-
tivities. Anthropologist Robert Rubenstein (2015) defines “generativity” 
as having an interest in guiding and teaching the next generation in terms 
of four main elements: people, groups, things, and activities (see also 
Agunbiade, this volume, for a discussion on generativity). This frame-
work fits well with the holistic nature of Alaska Native healthy aging, 
since Elders often describe generativity in terms of teaching individu-
als and groups of younger people about the important aspects of life in 
Alaska Native communities, which often revolve around the procure-
ment, processing, and consumption of traditional foods. Lewis’s (2014) 
research demonstrates that Elders view the dissemination of traditional 
knowledge as an important aspect of social and community engagement, 
which has a profound effect on Elders’ ability to age well. His research 
among individuals aged 50 years and younger has also shown that many 
Alaska Native peoples view the inability to age well as primarily due to 
decreases in access to subsistence foods and activities in urban and rural 
locations alike (Lewis 2013a).
	 Lewis’s research demonstrates the importance of healthy aging perspec-
tives and optimism in rural Alaska Native communities. Elders expressed 
hope in the face of Westernizing influences, such as the internet and video 
games, that they will be able to preserve and transmit their traditional sub-
sistence culture to the next generation (Lewis 2013b). For example, one 
Elder stated that he thinks “young people would begin to understand their 
grandparents’ way of life. And follow the pathway of getting your food and 
learn the better food values for themselves. I think this would do them 
well” (Lewis 2014, 278). Rural Elders view themselves as being well posi-
tioned to help shape the health of younger Alaska Native peoples by passing 
on and strengthening their traditional cultures and values in the face of 
rapid cultural change.
	 Alaska Native peoples indicate that intergenerational transmission of 
subsistence activities and cultural knowledge also helps them manage stress-
ful experiences and increase resilience by providing coping strategies and a 
sense of hopeful optimism for the future generation (Rivkin et al. 2019; Wex-
ler et al. 2014). Ethnographic work among the Inupiaq in northern Alaska 
corroborates that transmission of food harvesting customs, knowledge, and 
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skills to others results in Elders feeling valued, which greatly improves their 
quality of life and valuable functioning (Smith et al. 2009).
	 Although much of the ethnographic work on healthy aging among El-
ders has been conducted in the interior, southwest, northern, and south-
central regions of the state, research in southeast Alaska also indicates the 
important role of traditional foods and subsistence activities for Alaska 
Native peoples. For example, Lunda and Green’s (2020) study on teaching 
traditional harvesting practices to children shows that Elders view their 
role as teachers as an important component of cultural knowledge trans-
mission and identity formation in the next generation. One respondent in-
dicated, “Subsistence is a huge part of our culture, our identity. Everything 
we have comes from our land. Being able to understand our surroundings 
is important in understanding who we are” (99). Human adaptability and 
healthy aging frameworks help us connect how culture, resilience, identity, 
and behavioral practices affect biological outcomes, because Indigenous 
adults engaged in teaching subsistence activities report such positive health 
outcomes as improved diet, increased exercise, and subjective well-being 
(Burnette, Clark, and Rodning 2018).

Employing Adaptive Strategies for Obtaining Traditional Foods

Recognizing the importance of traditional foods for physical, mental, and 
spiritual well-being, Alaska Native older adults employ multiple adaptive 
strategies to obtain these foods despite occasional yet significant barriers, 
such as living in an urban area, physical limitations, lack of transportation, 
and increased vulnerability to food insecurity (Fogel-Chance 1993; Howell 
and Peterson 2020; Skinner et al. 2013). Adaptive strategies include, but are 
not limited to, engaging in urban food harvesting, food-sharing networks, 
and traditions of trade and barter; attending potlatches and cultural events; 
contributing to hunting, gathering, processing, and food storage; and par-
ticipating in institutional efforts related to food sovereignty and traditional 
food access.
	 Although much of the anthropological literature on Elders focuses on 
rural residents, many of these subsistence foods and activities also inform 
definitions of healthy aging among Elders living in urban locations. Elders 
in urban areas may have different access to subsistence foods compared to 
their counterparts living in rural Alaska, so there may also be meaning-
ful differences in their modes of adaptation. Urban Alaskan communities 
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contrast in many ways from rural communities including greater access to 
general and specialized medical care that is often unavailable elsewhere in 
the state, given the presence of the Alaska Native Medical Center and other 
higher-capacity medical facilities. Howell and Peterson (2020) report that 
moving to an urban area can be viewed as a chain reaction that leads to 
weaker ties with family members and decreased access to traditional foods. 
Indeed, traditional food access is more limited for most residents of urban 
Alaska, as evidenced by the significantly lower harvest (Alaska Department 
of Fish & Game 2015) and consumption of these foods (Nobmann and 
Lanier 2001; Walch et al. 2019) compared to patterns in rural areas.
	 However, engaging in urban harvesting and food-sharing networks are 
two adaptive strategies that allow traditional food access among Elders liv-
ing in urban Alaska. Picking berries is a harvesting activity that can be 
done within and just outside of city limits. In addition, dip-netting and 
other fishing activities can be accessed in the southcentral and southeast re-
gions by car or boat. While these activities can be physically rigorous, older 
adults can contribute directly or by helping process and store the foods 
that their family and friends may acquire. Such multigenerational efforts 
commonly occur in rural communities as well, where Elders characterize 
experiences of harvesting and processing foods as “working together for 
the future” (Inuit Circumpolar Council-Alaska 2015). It is also a common 
practice for individuals living in rural areas to send traditional foods to 
their family members living in cities (Fogel-Chance 1993; Fried 2019; Walch 
et al. 2019). For example, one Elder living in Anchorage revealed getting her 
“fish, caribou, moose, ptarmigan, you know, a lot of berries: salmonberries, 
blueberries, raspberries” from her family members who live in rural areas, 
“like my cousin’s husband works as a foreman in a crab plant and so he can 
get us crab where we couldn’t otherwise afford it” (Howell 2017). Her family 
in the northwest gets her seal oil and her family in interior Alaska sends 
her watermelon berries in exchange for fresh fruit from the markets in 
Anchorage that they cannot obtain in rural Alaska. “It’s a bartering system,” 
she reports (150–151). While specific data on the participation of Elders in 
rural-to-urban food sharing is lacking, it can be assumed that Elders living 
in Anchorage and other urban centers who receive traditional foods have 
acquired them in this manner of sharing (Lee 2002).
	 Looking beyond the urban-rural differences, the value of sharing with 
Elders in one’s community is common among Indigenous populations in 
the Circumpolar North (Berkes and Jolly 2002; Griffin 2020; Ready 2018). 
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The Inuit Circumpolar Council’s recent publication on Food Sovereignty 
and Self Governance (2020), which includes many interviews with Elders, 
reports that sharing and cooperation is apparent in nearly every element of 
dialogue, and that these values are foundational to Inuit culture. Further-
more, food sharing, especially within families, has been identified as one 
of the most important ways of adapting to food shortages (Skinner et al. 
2013). In a particularly salient demonstration of the importance of sharing, 
a man from Kivalina, Alaska, spoke about harvesting caribou and sharing 
with his older parents:

They can’t hunt, they get too old, [so] they’re always excited. It’s a good 
feeling to know that my parents are waiting for that [caribou] meat. It’s 
a really good feeling when you give it to them. (Griffin 2020, 338)

From a Canadian Elder’s perspective, Collings (2001, 136) also presented 
the view that one of the best aspects of being an Elder “must be that when 
they get food brought to them by the younger generation because granny 
likes it when we bring her food, country food.” These accounts, along with 
millennia of traditional practices and culture, demonstrate the importance 
of food sharing for continued access to traditional foods among Indigenous 
Elders in Alaska and the Circumpolar North.
	 Elders’ access to traditional foods can also be achieved through partici-
pation at cultural and community events, as well as through organization-
based efforts. In 2014, the Traditional Foods Nourishment Act was passed, 
which allowed traditional foods to be served in facilities including hos-
pitals and eldercare facilities. Following this, the Alaska Native Medical 
Center has included traditional foods in their cafeteria and to current pa-
tients, including berries, salmon, halibut, and reindeer (Rogers 2015; AN-
THC 2016; Hillman 2018). In addition, the Hunter Support Program is one 
example of a formal initiative that provides fish and game to Elders living at 
Utuqqanaat Inaat (“A Place for Elders,” a long-term care facility), as well as 
other community social events (Maniilaq Association 2020). While these 
are examples of formalized programs, many other Alaska Native villages, 
community-level entities, and individuals provide traditional foods to El-
ders consistent with the Alaska Native cultural tradition of sharing foods 
with community members, and Elders in particular (see, for example, Fie-
nup-Riordan 2000).
	 While serving as a cornerstone of cultural values, Elder involvement 
in traditional food sharing is not limited to receiving food from younger 
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family and community members. In fact, it was found that Elders often 
serve as focal points for the collection and sharing of traditional foods, as 
demonstrated by the fact that households with Elders provided more meals 
to other households compared to households without (Ready 2018). The 
expert knowledge of traditional food harvesting, processing, storage, and 
preparation is also often held among Elders who are commonly deferred to 
by other family and community members (Berkes and Jolly 2002; Collings 
2011). Traditional knowledge gained over a lifetime can also be applied in 
response to changes to food availability. For example, traditional knowl-
edge of how to diversify hunting and gathering activities, as well as how 
to distribute and store traditional foods in times of scarcity, can be used to 
overcome altered migration and seasonal patterns of harvest species due to 
climate change (Berkes and Jolly 2002; Griffin 2020). Guo and colleagues 
(2015) also found that older respondents experienced lower levels of food 
insecurity compared to younger respondents when they were in charge of 
food preparation, supporting the idea that knowledge and willingness to 
contribute in this way can buffer Elders from food shortages.
	 Food sovereignty is an increasingly important issue among Alaska Na-
tive and Indigenous Circumpolar communities (Griffin 2020; Inuit Cir-
cumpolar Council-Alaska 2020). Contributing knowledge in service to the 
maintenance of traditional activities and food harvesting is not necessarily 
limited to an Elder’s family, community, or even geographic region. Equi-
table co-management and the ability of communities and Tribal govern-
ments to determine restrictions on season and amounts of species har-
vested is seen by many as foundational for increased and enduring access 
to traditional foods and ways of life. Elders are often involved in efforts 
to establish and promote food sovereignty through Tribal governments, 
providing traditional knowledge to Western scientific studies, and through 
participation in other regulatory and advocacy groups and organizations. 
Perhaps one of the most prominent examples is the involvement of many 
Elders across multiple communities in the Inuit Circumpolar Council’s 
Inuit Food Security Project (2015, 2020).
	 This multi-year, Inuit-led project was conducted across Alaska and the 
Inuvialuit Settlement Region of Canada, and addressed multiple aspects 
of traditional food security including food sovereignty, access, knowledge 
sources, stability, health and wellness, as well as decision-making power 
and management. Traditional Indigenous knowledge holders were not only 
involved and interviewed for the project, but they were also among the 
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leaders of the project, which ultimately led to a Traditional Food Security 
Conceptual Framework and recommendations to strengthen traditional 
food security (Inuit Circumpolar Council-Alaska 2015). On a community 
level, many Elders are also involved in Hunters and Trappers Committees 
(e.g., Aklavik and Inuvik HTCs) that work with other wildlife management 
bodies, including the State of Alaska. This participation in regional efforts 
and institutions is an example of an adaptive response to protecting, main-
taining, and expanding access to traditional foods that are also evident in 
Indigenous populations across the Arctic (e.g., Berkes and Jolly 2002).

Discussion

As the Circumpolar North continues to experience rapid and extreme 
climate change, there are accompanying changes such as thinning of sea 
ice, thawing of permafrost, and changes in migration patterns of subsis-
tence animals, which have immediate impacts on traditional subsistence 
activities. Elders advise subsistence hunters and policy makers on adaptive 
strategies to monitor climate change impacts and maintain subsistence ac-
tivities (Berner et al. 2016; Inuit Circumpolar Council-Alaska 2015, 2020; 
Wheeler and Thornton 2005) as well as lead and support resilient responses 
to disruptive climate-mediated impacts on subsistence food and activities. 
Elders also draw upon past social and environmental changes; have lived 
experience in developing and enacting past adaptations; and use these ideas 
and experiences to address present vulnerabilities in a resilient framework 
such that subsistence practices continue to support and strengthen social 
and cultural ideologies of Alaska Native peoples (Wilson 2014).
	 Anthropologists utilizing biocultural approaches to human adaptability 
and healthy aging are able to situate Elders’ adaptations to a changing socio-
cultural and physical environment within a perspective of the variation in 
health that is expressed across and within populations (Leonard 2018; Pike 
and Williams 2006). Human adaptability theory elucidates the pathways 
through which sociocultural and environmental conditions affect popula-
tion biologies and health outcomes (Brewis and Lee 2010; Dufour 2006). In 
this chapter, we have reviewed the literature on the physical health benefits 
of traditional foods and subsistence activities as well as demonstrated the 
ways these activities serve as the conduit through which Indigenous identi-
ties are forged and maintained in Alaska Native communities.
	 Elders contribute to important engagement with, and knowledge trans-
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mission of, local food procurement in their communities. This central role of 
Elders serves the dual effect of increasing their healthy aging outcomes and 
improving the health of the people around them. While traditional foods 
and subsistence activities incur positive health benefits for older adults, these 
activities are also integral to the concept of Elderhood and generativity.
	 Indigenous peoples across the state of Alaska define healthy aging in 
terms of their continued community engagement, spirituality, and physi-
cal health, as well as their access to traditional foods and activities. The 
anthropological lens allows us to view traditional foods and subsistence 
activities as the pathways through which the sociocultural and physical 
environment comes to affect diet, activity patterns, and health outcomes 
for Elders. This chapter has also demonstrated the resilience of Elders as 
they face rapidly changing cultural, economic, and physical environments. 
Despite challenges, Alaska Native Elders continue to define healthy aging 
in terms of continued performance of subsistence activities and consump-
tion of traditional foods.
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