
FAQ

Justice for Tribal Elders: Commonly Asked 
Questions from Aging and Legal Services

On October 28, 2025, Justice in Aging held a webinar "Justice for Tribal Elders: A Resource 
Roundup" where we highlighted learnings from recent resources from us and our partners focused 
on tribal elders. This Commonly Asked Questions document addresses frequent questions and 
themes from the attendees.

1. What do I need to know about tribal government and tribal courts?
Tribes have tribal sovereignty — the authority to self-govern. This means that interactions between a tribal 
government and the federal or state government(s) are treated as government-to-government relationships. The 
United States also has a federal trust responsibility toward tribes, which is an enforceable legal, fiduciary, and moral 
obligation to provide various services and benefits to tribes. When collaborating with tribes, it is crucial to recognize 
tribal sovereignty and support fulfilling trust obligations.  

Each tribe will have its own government, including offices dedicated to human services, health care, or programs for 
tribal elders. Reach out to the tribes in your area to learn more about their points of contact and relevant tribal laws. 
Most tribes also have a tribal court, which has civil jurisdiction over those living on or doing business on reservations 
as well as criminal jurisdiction over violations of tribal law. State and federal courts also have concurrent jurisdiction 
over many of these matters. 

2. How do I build partnerships with Indigenous communities?
Meaningful partnerships with tribes and tribal organizations are essential to providing services to tribal elders. The 
long history of oppression against Native American, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian groups contributes to their 
mistrust of federal, state, and non-profit representatives. Tribal elders today may have experienced more explicitly 
oppressive and racist policies and practices from their youth, like, for example, trauma related to boarding schools. 
Some best practices to consider when building partnerships include: 

•	 Learn. Aim to learn the history of indigenous people in the U.S. and that of local tribes in your service 
areas, as well as the inequities tribes face today. 

•	 Be consistent. Touch base with your tribal partners throughout the year, not just when you need something.  

•	 Connect. In-person meetings on tribal lands or at tribal organizations’ offices allow for deeper connections, 
building personal relationships, and a better understanding of the tribal land and infrastructure. Use 
meetings to listen and learn from leaders and elders in tribal organizations.  
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•	 Be respectful and patient.  Understand tribes and tribal organizations may have different priorities 
than you, and that many have capacity limitations. Be patient and respectful when reaching out 
and recognize that meaningful relationships may take much longer time than what you may have 
originally anticipated.  

•	 Equitable collaboration. When developing new activities — such as outreach materials, surveys, or 
programming — involve tribes early in the development stage and allow for meaningful feedback. As the 
activities develop, ensure that feedback from tribes is incorporated. 

3. What are the ways agencies can collaborate with tribes and tribal 
organizations?
Collaborating with tribes and tribal organizations is not only key to better to serve tribal elders, but may also be 
legally required, such as the Older Americans Act (OAA). Some ways to collaborate include:

•	 Coordinating programs. A common misconception is that only funds and programs dedicated to tribes, 
such as Indian Health Services (IHS) or Title VI OAA services, can be used to support tribal elders. 
However, federal and state programs — such as Medicaid, Medicare, and Title III OAA services — can 
and should be used by tribal elders too. In fact, using these programs to serve tribal elders is financially 
beneficial to tribes. 

•	 Tribal liaisons. A tribal liaison (also known as a tribal navigator) is a person from a tribal community 
who works with state or local organizations to ensure that outreach and service delivery to tribal elders is 
effective. This role ensures that tribal elders are communicating with someone who demonstrates cultural 
humility and carries personal connections to the community and can support partnerships between 
tribes and the state.  

4. How can we strengthen cultural competency as an organization?
When looking to further an understanding of tribal communities, seek trainings and resources that originate 
from the community. Some entities include the Indian Health Services and the Native American Elder Justice 
Initiative. It is important to recognize that tribes are not a monolith, and the best way to build cultural 
competency is to connect with local tribes to learn their values, history, and priorities. 

5. What health care programs are tribal elders eligible for? Are there 
special requirements or exceptions in these programs?
Those who are eligible to be members of federally recognized tribes can receive health care through the Indian 
Health Services (IHS), which administers hundreds of health clinics across the U.S. Additionally, tribal elders 
may be able to enroll in Medicare and Medicaid if they meet the eligibility requirements. Medicare and 
Medicaid can help to fill any care gaps in IHS and to divert additional funds to tribal health organizations. 

6. What Older Americans Act programs are available to tribal elders?
Title III of the Older Americans Act provides funding to states to support older adults over the age of 65. Title 
VI provides funding directly to tribes to support tribal elders, for which tribes have flexibility to set the threshold 
age. Tribal elders can access services from both Title III and VI programs in their service area. This is beneficial 
as Title VI alone funds are often insufficient to address all the needs of all tribal elders. 
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