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COVID-19 became international news in 

December 2019 and subsequently impacted 

global health. The research shows that the 

Diné people of the Navajo Nation were one 

of the most severely impacted populations¹. 

The Navajo Nation is a region spanning 

Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah that is 

composed of North American indigenous 

people known as the Diné.

To explore the risk factors that culminated in 

the particularly high incidence and severity of 

COVID-19 within the Navajo Nation. This 

review categorizes the multifactorial causes 

into themes of social risk factors, medical risk 

factors, and environmental risk factors with 

specific findings classified under each category. 

This is relevant and important not only because 

the Navajo Nation was the most severely 

impacted population by COVID-19, but also 

because it highlights inequities to be addressed 

by healthcare workers to prevent future poor 

outcomes in vulnerable populations. 

This literature review research process 

utilized PubMed and JAMA to find scholarly 

articles on this topic. Search terms included: 

Navajo, Diné, COVID-19, respiratory illness, 

health disparity, healthy equity, vaccine, 

nutrition, smoking, healer, medical mistrust, 

and resources.

In summary, it is important to acknowledge the resilience and 

efforts of the Diné people while also noting what healthcare 

professionals can do to support them and other communities 

facing health inequity because it is our responsibility as future 

healthcare providers and humans to do so. Respect and 

acknowledgment of how resilient the Diné have been despite 

the barriers they have faced. This respect will help to improve 

rapport and rebuild trust in the medical community which can 

be furthered by making a concentrated effort to understand 

Diné beliefs and values. At that point once a healthy 

relationship based on respect and understanding has been 

established, healthcare professionals and the Diné can work 

cooperatively to address the many barriers outlined in this 

paper to work toward decreased health inequity in the Navajo 

Nation and beyond.
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High rates of co-morbid 
conditions

High rates of diabetes

Increased expression of 
ACE2 receptors

Relatively low genetic 
variability

Lack of access to 
resources

Limited geographic 
access to community 

resources

Limited access to 
utilities 

Limited communication

Exposure to uranium 
and other heavy metals

Impact of climate 
change

Social determinants of 
health

Multigenerational 
housing

High rates of tobacco 
use

Mistrust of medical 
community 

Community Traditions
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