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Summary of findings 

In mid-2005 the Ford Foundation asked First Nations Development Institute (First 
Nations) to develop a substantive research report that would document the impact of asset 
building strategies pursued by their grantees and partner organizations working to build 
healthy reservation economies across Native America. The resulting report is the most 
comprehensive study of asset building in Native communities to date and will provide 
substantive insight to Native leaders and economic development practitioners, federal and 
state policymakers, and asset building practitioners serving other communities. The 
report includes the following chapters: (1) Integrated asset building; (2) Financial 
management skills; (3) Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs); (4) 
Philanthropy; (5) Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and tax outreach; (6) Individual 
Development Accounts (IDA); and (7) Entrepreneurship; a summary of the findings of 
those chapters is provided below. 

The term ‘integrated asset building’ was developed by observation of what 
resource-challenged Native organizations serving impoverished and economically 
isolated communities were doing to best serve tribal citizens. The first chapter of the 
research report outlines the integrated asset building model that forms the basis of the 
entire report. Founded on First Nations’ vision to build healthy reservation communities 
and stronger Native communities, the model demonstrates that effective institutions (like 
CDFIs and philanthropic entities) are foundational to the delivery of tools (like tax 
outreach and IDAs) that assist tribal members in achieving individual outcomes (like 
entrepreneurship) that contribute to the overall success of the economy2.  

The report’s second chapter deals with a critical element of successful integrated 
asset building strategies – financial management skills. It summarizes research on the 
importance of financial management skills and identifies key areas for ongoing research 
into the need for financial education in Native communities. The chapter also 
demonstrates the importance of expanded access to financial education, increased access 
to affordable financial services, and the promise of combining basic financial education 
with investor education strategies.  

The third and fourth chapters deal with the institutional foundation of effective 
asset building. Using quantitative and qualitative data (including case studies) gathered 
by First Nations and our sister organization, First Nations Oweesta Corporation 
(Oweesta), the CDFI chapter identifies promising practices among Native CDFIs and 
outlines the important impact of CDFIs on economic development in the communities 
they serve. The philanthropy chapter offers detailed data on the impact of tribal 
investments in grantmaking entities and identifies the need to further invest in institutions 
that build the economic health of Native communities.   

The fifth chapter demonstrates the role of EITC and tax outreach describing the 
broad policy context, outlining the current and potential economic impact of Native tax 
outreach campaigns, and analyzing primary data gathered from selected Native-run and 
Native-serving tax preparation sites across the country in 2006. The sixth chapter outlines 
the success of Native matched-savings (IDA) programs, documents the growth of the 
Native field, provides a detailed analysis of the perspectives of Native IDA practitioners, 
                                                 
2 This model and its implications for economic development provides a succinct summary of the research 
findings and is attached as Attachment A 
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and describes promising practices and the experience of those seeking to start IDA 
programs for their communities.  

Finally, the report deals with the critical issue of Native entrepreneurship. The 
chapter draws on interviews with over 100 small business owners, business instructors, 
tribal college students, and political leaders in nine reservation communities. The 
research documents the need for entrepreneurship development, outlines promising 
practices, and describes models being implemented by Native organizations across the 
country. 
 
Practical implications of the research for tribal communities 

The report details practical strategies that have been successfully pursued by 
numerous tribal communities. This success in diverse Native communities, together with 
the fact that integrated asset building is a community driven model, demonstrate the 
relevance of this research to tribal communities generally, and tribal leaders specifically.  

NCAI President Joe Garcia’s testimony before the Senate Indian Affairs 
Committee confirmed the importance of financial management skills that are developed 
by and the foundation of successful asset building, when he stated that “financially savvy 
individuals become financially savvy tribal leaders who are equipped to make sound 
decisions for their community.”3 NCAI’s attention to this issue also underscores the 
relevance of asset building as a strategy that strengthens tribal governance, a 
particular research interest of this year’s tribal leader/scholar forum. 

First Nations’ work over the past 26 years has demonstrated the importance of 
developing a strong private and nonprofit sector in tribal economies. The strength of 
these sectors directly affects the capacity of tribal governments to successfully govern 
their communities. Research findings that demonstrate strategies for developing the 
private and nonprofit sectors are critical to effective tribal governance and offer a great 
deal to tribal leaders at NCAI’s tribal leader/scholar forum. 

Native asset building institutions utilize numerous tools to effectively serve their 
clients, but the two dealt with in chapters five and six of the report are particularly 
common and have proven successful in assisting Native people in achieving their desired 
asset building goals. This research provides specific insight into methods for accessing 
already available funding that can develop the individual asset base of Native 
communities and strengthen the economic health of the entire community.   

While asset building institutions and tools have successfully assisted tribal 
members in achieving asset goals related to homeownership and further education, 
entrepreneurship offers the most promising means for long-term economic development 
through the strengthening of the local economy and creation of new jobs for community 
members. As tribal leaders look to diversify the economic base of their communities, this 
research offers critical insight into methods for supporting Native entrepreneurs.  

 
Policy relevance of the research4 

The research outlined in the report documents specific strategies that can be 
supported by tribal policy and identifies challenges and opportunities in current federal 

                                                 
3 Garcia, Joe, Testimony before the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs – Oversight Hearing on Economic 
Development, May 10, 2006  
4 Practice relevance of the research is dealt with in the previous section 
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and state policy. A key indicator of the policy relevance of this research is found in the 
Senate Committee on Indian Affairs’ hearing, mentioned above. Three witnesses at the 
hearing referenced the issues covered by this research: Elsie Meeks, Executive Director 
of Oweesta and Chair of the Native Financial Education Coalition; Joe Garcia, President 
of NCAI and Governor of Ohkay Owingey; and Miriam Jorgenson, Research Director for 
the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development. Elsie Meeks’ testimony 
outlined the preliminary findings of this research and explicitly used the integrated asset 
building model to frame her analysis of the economic development context in Indian 
Country. Joe Garcia also referenced issues dealt with in this research, including Native 
CDFIs, entrepreneurship and the importance of financial education.  

Specific policy recommendations that are supported by the research include: 
integration of financial education into tribal services including education, trust fund 
management and distribution, and many more; support of Native philanthropic entities 
and CDFIs to develop the private and nonprofit sectors in tribal economies; 
implementation of tax outreach strategies to access federal resources that are being ‘left 
on the table’; funding matched savings (IDA) programs and advocating for more flexible 
federal funding; and, supporting the training and funding of Native entrepreneurs. 
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Attachment A – First Nations’ Integrated Asset Building Model 
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