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33 The positive rating here and in the Elements of MCIFCT’s Trade and Exchange and Cultural Integrity are limited 
to experiences of the Village of Nteko; otherwise impacts were neutral or negative. 
34 See footnote 33 
35 The positive rating here takes into account the diverging experiences of the Batwa People who received land from 
the Trust and those who did not. The impact on those without land can be considered neutral, however, at they are 
still relying almost exclusively on trading labor for food. 
36 See footnote 33 
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37 One survey in the late 1990s found that “fear of rejection” was a prominent reason for the decision by prospective 
Lakota Fund borrowers, especially those in the Small Business category, not to approach the Fund for a loan 
(Pickering and Mushinski 1999, 27). 
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38 On the other hand, this group was more likely than the landed Batwa to use their native tongue and to maintain 
some tie to their ancestral forest habitat. 
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A Research Framework for Understanding  
Asset-Based Development in Native Communities 

 
 
First Nations Development Institute was founded in 1980 with the mission to assist Native 
peoples to control and develop their assets, and through that control, build the capacity to direct 
their economic futures in ways that fit their cultures. Since inception, First Nations Development 
Institute (First Nations) has been working in partnership with Native communities to implement 
a range of asset-building programs. The approach takes a comprehensive view of assets. First 
Nations’ asset topography includes financial holdings, natural resources, cultural property, 
human capital, and social, political, institutional, and legal assets. The initial strategy focused on 
control of assets but has evolved to address six distinct strategies of asset-based development: 
control, utilize, leverage, retain, create, and increase. Each one requires different tactics, 
technical assistance, and community capacity. All require a policy framework that upholds 
sovereignty, tenure rights, usage rights, and rights of self-determination. First Nations chooses to 
focus on assets because:  
 

·  Assets are the building blocks of wealth. 

·  From assets, people derive income, jobs and other benefits. 

·  A major difference between rich and poor people is their ownership and control of assets. 

·  Tribes and Native people own substantial assets (e.g., land, natural resources, trust funds) 
but because they do not control them, they do not derive the most benefit. 

 
Through building assets, tribal communities can improve the well-being of their residents and 
encourage self-sufficiency.  Through effective asset deployment, tribal communities can 
continually generate income and other resources, thereby ensuring the maintenance and creation 
of wealth into the future.  Additionally, in times of economic stress, assets provide security and 
stability.  First Nations work has, and continues to be, based on the hypothesis that it is only 
through the control of these assets, that the economic well-being of Native communities will be 
improved and sustained.  
 
In developing our analytical framework, we seek to address the following questions: 
 

1. What are Native assets?  How are they organized and used? 

2. What are the factors that impact the ability of tribes to effectively control their assets? 

3. What strategies can be developed to promote/ support increased tribal control of assets? 
What actions need to be taken to strengthen this control? 

4. What is the impact on the community when the control of assets changes?  Does asset 
development generate the hypothesized benefits to communities? And what does this 
suggest about the process of development, and the integration of an indigenous economic 
paradigm? 
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We are in a unique position to analyze these questions because of our ability to use information 
from both our grant-making and lending programs. The following is a discussion of the use of 
the assets framework.  
 
 

1. What are Native Assets?  How Are they Organized and Used? 
 
First Nations has generated a broad typology of assets: 
 

Financial Assets: This is perhaps the most common form of a community’s or 
individual’s wealth.  Financial assets include stocks, bonds, savings, trust funds, and 
other forms of monetized investments.  Financial assets are the most liquid form of assets 
and can be readily used/ exchanged to acquire other assets. 
 
Physical Assets: The physical infrastructure within tribal communities, such as 
transportation, utilities, and technological systems are critical for economic activity.  
Although primarily important as a means to enhance the productivity of other assets, 
physical assets can generate income streams for a community and increase access to 
information and expand communication. 
 
Natural Assets: Land and natural resources form the basis for economic production. The 
ability to manage these resources in a sustainable manner, while generating economic 
benefits is a challenge for all communities. Natural resources include oil, gas, minerals, 
agriculture, wildlife, and forests. 

 
Institutional Assets: The institutions and organizations within a community can attract 
resources to the community, and recycle them there.  Such institutions may include the 
creation of financial intermediaries, nonprofit organizations, and philanthropic 
institutions. 
 
Human Capital: The skills, knowledge, education and experience of people within a 
community are important elements within a community.  Nurturing the productivity, 
innovation, and creativity of people is foundational to community well-being. 
 
Cultural Assets: These refer to the customs, traditions and indigenous knowledge that are 
specific to the tribal community.  Language is a cultural asset, as is tribal intellectual 
property.  Cultural assets are often “intangible” elements that underpin a community.  
However, the material expressions of culture can generate income and other assets. 
 
Social Capital: Social relations and networks (e.g. kinship systems) within a community, 
can support the building and maintenance of assets, but does not in itself, generate 
income. Leadership development, community empowerment, and social justice are ways 
of increasing the social assets of a community. 
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Legal and Political Assets: The legal rights and claims that a Native community may 
have, can support the ownership and control of economic assets.  Similarly, “political” 
assets, such as sovereign status, tax immunity, or decision-making power can create 
economic opportunities.   

 
The ability to use and organize the community’s assets in ways that improve the well-being of 
the community is the basis for an asset-based sustainable development strategy.  Knowledge of 
the organization of assets provides a foundation for analyzing the factors that may impede the 
asset-building in tribal communities.  
 
 

2. What are the Factors that Impact the Ability of Tribes to 
 Effectively Control their Assets? 

 
We have hypothesized that there are certain factors that may exist which impede the ability of 
the community to effectively use its assets for wealth creation.  These include: 
 

Market-driven factors: These are factors that are due to the fact that Native economies 
exist within a larger national and international economy.  Managing market risks, and 
internalizing market externalities may cushion the impact.   
 
External-institutional factors: These are factors that are often beyond the control of the 
community to address, and refer primarily to the legislative, regulatory and legal policies 
which direct a great deal of the activities within Native communities.  

 
Internal-capacity factors: These are factors that may be internal to the community, and 
include limited technical expertise or skills, a lack of information, or the absence of 
internal institutional infrastructure. 

 
Some of the common factors that inhibit tribal control of assets include: 
 

·  Limited access to information. 

·  Limited technical expertise and lack of planning. 

·  Restrictive federal policies. 

·  Piecemeal, fragmented national and local programmatic responses. 

·  Limited access to alternative sources of capital. 

 
Understanding the barriers and opportunities for increased control of assets enables better 
strategies to be designed. 
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3. What Strategies can be Developed to Promote/Support 
Increased Control of Native Assets? 

What Actions Need to be Taken to Strengthen this Control?  
 
Native communities can adopt various ways to build their assets.  Asset-building strategies 
include the ability to control, retain, increase, utilize, leverage, and create assets.   These 
strategies have been defined as follows: 

 
Control : To increase the control of the asset through a variety of means, including 

external-institutional factors (becoming more active in political and other 
decision making bodies) and internal-capacity factors (increasing the skills 
of tribal members to effectively control assets).  

Retain: To create or establish internal controls or regulatory structures within the 
community to retain assets. 

Increase: To expand and/or add value to an existing asset. 

Utilize: To build/strengthen the ability of the community to manage and make use 
of the asset. 

Leverage: To use the asset in such a way as to attract/ generate additional resources 
to the asset pool. 

Create: To originate, or bring into being, a new asset. 

 
The economic initiatives at First Nations, funded by the Eagle Staff Fund, are strategic, and 
represent the ways communities have chosen to control, retain, increase, utilize, or leverage their 
resources or create new resources.  Using our grants as a “data pool,” we have begun to identify 
specific strategies Native communities are using to regain control over their assets.  The table 
below provides an illustration of this type of analysis.   
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ASSET 

 
FACTORS AFFECTING CONTROL  

 
STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS TRIBAL CONTROL  

 

Financial Assets 
 
Savings 
Trust Funds 
Taxation 
Investment Vehicles 
 

 
·  Few economic resources to generate assets. 
·  Limited management expertise of financial assets at both tribal/ 

individual level. 
·  Few institutional assets (to hold financial assets). 
·  Limited information about investment strategies. 
·  Policy exclusions/ restrictions  from using certain investment types 

(e.g. taxation and bonding). 
·  Federal mismanagement of tribal and individual finances. 

 
·  Increase educational resources and outreach regarding savings 

management and investment tools. 
·  Create financial intermediaries and small businesses that can 

“capture” and “recycle” financial assets. 
·  Promote public policies that: 

- Promote savings among the poor. 
- Remove restrictions governing tribal investment vehicles 

(e.g. taxation, bonding authority). 
- Ensure subsidy programs that support tribal needs. 
- Place management control at the community level. 

 
 

Physical Assets 
 
Tribal utilities 
Telecommunication systems 
Housing  
Physical infrastructure (water and sewer) 
Transportation systems 

 
·  Issue of individual affordability. 
·  Limited access to alternative technologies and innovations. 
·  Inadequate information regarding industries. 
·  Lack of alternative financing sources. 
·  Limited access to manage certain resources (e.g. FCC restrictions). 
·  Lack of “hardware” infrastructure on which to base systems. 
·  Limited tribal organizations/mechanisms to assume control (e.g. 

utility, transportation authorities). 
 

 
·  Increase access to alternative financing sources. 
·  Promote public policies that: 

- Seek removal of restrictions on tribal ability to leverage 
funds (bonds/taxation). 

- Ensure government subsidy programs address tribal needs 
(e.g. utility/telephone access). 

- Support integration of federal financing resources. 
- Adopt “appropriate” technologies and technological 

innovation. 
- Create tribally controlled utility, transportation, and 

telecommunication companies. 
 

Natural Capital 
 
Land 
Energy Resources 
Minerals 
Forests 
Agriculture 
Natural Habitat 
Water 
Aquaculture 
Wildlife 

 
·  Small or little land base. 
·  Poor, sub-marginal land. 
·  Federal interpretation as “trustee” resulting in mismanagement of 

resources and excess oversight. 
·  Low valuation for resources. 
·  Few value-added enterprises. 
·  Limited management expertise. 
·  Limited access to alternative financial resources. 

 
 
·  Establish resource processing facilities/ enterprises. 
·  Build tribal land and resource management capacity. 
·  Build tribal planning capacity. 
·  Secure passage of tribal inheritance, probate, land use codes. 
·  Purchase land. 
·  Seek structural reformation of trust fund and land management 

system that returns resources/land management to tribe. 
·  Enter co-management agreements. 
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ASSET 

 
FACTORS AFFECTING CONTROL  

 
STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS TRIBAL CONTROL  

 

Cultural Assets 
 
Patents and Trademarks 
Cultural Tourism 
Sacred Sites 
Language Preservation/Retention 
Oral History 

 
·  Limited information about patents and trademarks. 
·  Tourism is infrastructure intensive. 
·  Locational constraints. 
·  Potential cultural conflict. 
·  Limited available capital to develop resources. 

 
·  Increase education and information. 
·  Pass tribal laws to protect and maintain sites. 
·  Enhance technical capacity to market reservation and Indian 

products. 
·  Increase access to alternative financing sources. 
·  Develop cultural curricula. 
 

 

Institutional Assets 
 
Small Business Development 
Tribal Enterprises 
Philanthropic Institutions 
Community-based nonprofit organizations 

 
·  Lack of access to financing. 
·  Limited technical expertise. 
·  Lack of information. 
·  Limited tribal legal infrastructure. 
·  Piecemeal, fragmented federal programs. 
·  Uncertain legal and tax status of tribal nonprofits and philanthropic 

entities. 

 
·  Diversify funding base. 
·  Pass tribal laws to support sector development. 
·  Build organizational/management expertise. 
·  Seek removal of restrictions on tribal investment, tax, bond 

ability. 
 

 

Human Capital 
 
Entrepreneurship 
Youth Development 
Leadership Development 
Educational Systems 
Training Systems 

 
·  Limited availability of capital. 
·  Limited technical expertise. 
·  Piecemeal and fragmented federal approach. 
·  Lack of institutions to focus community’s energy and resources 

(e.g. small businesses, nonprofits etc.). 

 
·  Expand training and educational opportunities. 
·  Create culturally appropriate curricula on multiple topics. 
·  Secure tribal participation in educational system through boards, 

associations, etc. 

 

Social Capital 
 
Leadership Development 
Community Participation 
Community Empowerment 
Community Networks 

 
·  History of federal dependency. 
·  Breakdown of traditional social systems. 
·  Isolated rural communities. 
·  Conflicts with dominant society. 
 

 
·  Rebuild family structures through enhanced social support 

networks. 
·  Build coalitions/networks within communities. 
·  Create community-based nonprofit organizations for collective 

action. 
·  Participate in outside events/meetings/organizations. 
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ASSET 

 
FACTORS AFFECTING CONTROL  

 
STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS TRIBAL CONTROL  

 

Legal Capital 
 
Legal Rights to access other assets 
Legal Rights to exploit market niches 

 

 
·  Limited financial resources to bring legal cases forward. 
·  Legislative restrictions. 
·  Legal precedents and broken promises. 

 
·  Seek legislative solutions that the courts must uphold. 
·  Develop legal training programs. 
 

 

Political Capital 
 
Sovereign Status 
Tax immunity 

 
·  Legal decisions restricting sovereign authority. 
·  Lack of information, e.g. 7871. 
·  Congressional plenary authority that gives Congress ultimate 

authority. 
 

 
·  Embark on Congressional education campaign. 
·  Advocate for public policies that: affirm tribal sovereignty, and 

the ability to exercise it. 
·  Place tribes on equal footing with other governments. 
·  Increase training for leadership/negotiation skills. 
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4. What is the Impact on the Community when Control of Assets Change?   

The Elements of Development is a paradigm that First Nations uses to understand and assess 
changes in Native communities that occur as a result of changes in the control of assets. The 
“elements,” defined first in 1980, are drawn from the first decade of First Nations’ work and 
from the culture and value system of Native people.39 They represent a holistic way to measure 
community economic development in Native communities (see Figure 1).  
 
One set of elements concerns the economic and financial changes in the development process. 
This includes such factors as income, employment, savings, and business activities. 
 
¨  Income: This element refers to improvements in the financial well-being of the community. 

Specific indicators include a change in the financial valuation of an asset, an increase in the 
personal savings rate, or a decrease in the level of poverty. Changes in financial well-being 
can be measured at the individual, organizational, or community level. 

 
¨  Trade/Exchange: This element attempts to capture changes in the economic relationship 

between the community and others by measuring both the direct and indirect impact from 
economic activities. Specific indicators include changes in the level of sales, increase in 
marketing outlets, the number of subsidiary businesses/activities supported, the level of 
additional resources secured, the type of resources secured (private vs. public), and the 
number of new clients assisted or served. 

 
¨  Productivity Skills: This element refers to changes in employment, skills and knowledge in 

the community. It is related to building human capital. Specific indicators include the number 
of jobs created, the number of training workshops held, the number of individuals trained, the 
number and type of skills acquired, the amount of knowledge obtained, and the type of 
positions created. 

 
A second set of elements relates to leadership, community and institutional capacity and 
security. 
 
¨  Vibrant Initiative: This refers to the creativity and entrepreneurial spirit within the 

community, and is related to leadership and innovative use of resources. Specific indicators 
include the number and type of leaders developed, the number of entrepreneurial activities, 
the amount of participation by leaders, the innovative use of resources, and the use of self-
help or self-directed activities. 

                                                 
39 The Elements of Development were later outlined in a 1994 publication for the Richard Schramm Paper on 
Community Development titled “Redefining Success in Community Development: A New Approach for 
Determining and Measuring the Impact of Development.” 
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Figure 1: Elements of Development 
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¨  Responsibility and Consequences: This element relates to strengthened integrity and 
accountability within the community. At the organizational level, this may be measured as 
improvements in the management capacity of the organization. Other specific indicators 
include the number and type of new organizations and entities established, financial stability, 
staff and leadership stability, ability to leverage resources, and increased community 
inclusion in decision-making processes.  

 
¨  Health and Safety: This element refers to a sense of security and well-being within the 

community. Defined broadly, indicators include an improvement in health status, a decrease 
in the crime rate, and an increase in the availability of food resources. 

 
A third set of elements addresses social, political and cultural changes in the development 
process. 
 
¨  Political and Civic Participation: This refers to the degree to which the community engages 

in the political and civic life both within and outside the community. Specific measures 
include the number of political positions held, the number of people who attend community 
activities, changes in legal rights and authorities, and the number and type of resolutions, 
laws and policies passed. 

 
¨  Social Respect: Social respect is closely related to political and civic participation, but refers 

to the type of networks and collaborative partnerships formed between the community and 
others. Specific indicators include the number of collaborative partners, the number of new 
partnerships and networks formed, the quality and diversity of networks, and the level of 
collaboration or coordination. 

 
¨  Cultural Integrity: This element captures the maintenance and strengthening of traditional 

knowledge and cultural practices. Specific indicators include the degree to which indigenous 
knowledge is protected and promoted, the maintenance of language, and the continuation of 
traditional practices. 

 
A fourth set of elements relates to the future in terms of planning, opportunities and 
sustainability. 
 
¨  Choices and Vision: This element refers to the expansion of opportunities in the community 

and engagement in long-term strategic visioning. Indicators include the existence of a 
strategic plan and the number of people engaged in the planning process. 

 
¨  Hope/Future Orientation: Closely related to choices and vision, this element captures the 

level of community investment in its future and its people. Specific indicators include the 
number of youth and elder participants in projects, the number of young adults who stay in 
the community, changes in educational attainment, and changes in the level of financial 
investment. 
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¨  Environmental Balance: This refers to the environmental or ecological impact of economic 

activities, and the degree to which a balance is maintained between ecological and economic 
outcomes. Specific measures include the degree to which natural resources are utilized or 
reproduced, the use of sustainable materials and technologies, the maintenance of genetic 
variety, and the use of risk analysis and cost/benefit analysis to assess alternatives. 

 
Finally, four elements represent significant relationships and cross cutting themes in the 
development process, and link the other elements together. 
 
¨  Control of Assets: This element refers to the ability of the community to control their assets 

in order to create wealth. Examples of indicators are an increase in the access to land rights 
and an increase of control in the decision-making process. 

 
¨  Personal Efficacy: This element refers to a sense of confidence in one’s own ability. A 

community needs people with confidence in their own ability. Indicators include the ability 
to problem solve, increased self-esteem, a positive outlook, increased knowledge and skills, 
and the ability to engage in teamwork. On a community level, indictors include improved 
tribal leadership, community cooperation, and teamwork. 

 
¨  Kinship: This element relates to the networks among community members and families. The 

kinship network connects the individual to the family and the tribe. Indicators related to the 
strengthening of kinship ties can focus on family and extended family gatherings and shared 
services. Indicators include the extent to which a project strengthens family ties, and the 
number and type of extended families within a community. 

 
¨  Spirituality: This element refers to the underlying value system of the community, and the 

sense of well-being among community members. Spirituality gives a person a sense of 
vision, a sense of who they are and meaning within the community and the larger universe. 
Indicators include instilling traditional values in children, helping children learn traditional 
language skills, and helping community members maintain a balance in life. Other indicators 
are the design, goals, and work patterns of the projects and whether they contribute to 
community well-being. 

 

By tracking the Elements of Development over time in the communities we work with, we can 
assess whether asset development generates the hypothesized benefits for communities. At the 
same time, we can assess the impact of our grantmaking on the communities we serve in a 
holistic sense, and in a manner that reflects the holistic economic paradigm of not just increased 
income but also increased community well being.  
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40 There are a number of Old Believers (“Starovieru”) in the Republic; they are also regarded as Indigenous People, 
though they represent Russian religious communities which appeared in the region more than 200 years ago. 
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41 The factual information provided here and throughout this sub-section is taken from the Final Report for the 
project, dated 21 Mar. 2003 and prepared by the Center for Hazardous Substance Research at KSU.  See 
http://www.engg.ksu.edu/HSRC/international/EPAfinalreport.pdf 
42 Community-Based Drinking Water Quality Analysis: A Partnership between Gorno-Altaisk State University and 
Haskell Indian Nations University.  Progress report prepared for the USAID Association Liaision Office.  Project 
Period October 1, 1999-November 1, 2002.  Title page and page 32. 
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45 Ibid., page 53-4 
46 Ibid., page 61 
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47 Ibid., page 59 
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