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This paper is the result of an exploratory research

project that investigated Native American1 well-

being indicators for children and youth from a

strengths perspective. The research presented

builds on previously conducted research on

Native American well-being indicators for children

and youth. In the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s

nationally known KIDS COUNT Data Book series,

well-being information is presented from a deficit

orientation. Information on the 10 well-being indi-

cators presented in the KIDS COUNT books pro-

vide valuable evidence as to how America’s chil-

dren and youth are doing on an annual basis.

The KIDS COUNT data books provide data for

policymakers, researchers, and program planners

to develop programs to improve conditions for
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Abstract

children in all states. These reports do not

include American Indians/Alaska Natives as a

separate racial group, nor do they focus on a

strengths perspective.

For many years, the public has been exposed to

mainly negative data and information on Native

Americans. This research project will help the

reader see this population less as “the problem”

and more from a positive viewpoint. Tribal groups

have advocated for a model to begin developing

their own unique tribal well-being indicators from

a strengths perspective. This paper provides the

evidence from literature and qualitative and quan-

titative research methods to initiate other projects

on Native American strengths-based initiatives. 



literature on this topic. The research methodol-

ogy includes both quantitative and qualitative

approaches, and a discussion of the compart-

mentalized and relational worldviews is present-

ed. Twenty-two documents were reviewed for the

presence of information on Native American

strengths. From this review, 42 strengths were

identified. Ten themes were developed from

these 42 strengths. The author presents a Three

Domains of Native American Well-Being

Indicators Model 2 for potential discussion with

tribes that are seeking to address their own com-

munities from more of a strengths perspective

versus the deficit approach most frequently uti-

lized in other studies. This exploratory investiga-

tion expands the strengths literature on Native

Americans. Suggested strengths-oriented indica-

tors for Native children’s well-being are presented

so that tribes, villages, and corporations can use

these models, ideas, and suggestions for the

basis of their own creative venture into develop-

ment of their own tribally-based strengths indica-

tors. Recommendations for research, policy, and

practice are presented in both volumes. 

Both of these volumes present a more holistic

and balanced view of Native American children’s

well-being indicators in that they include both the

deficit and strengths perspectives. This report

advances the literature on Native American well-

being indicators for children and youth. 

This report extends the previous research con-

ducted by Goodluck & Willeto in 2000 and 2001

on Native American children’s well-being indica-

tors. The first report (Goodluck & Willeto, 2000)

focused on providing a comprehensive literature

review on the historical context of federal policies

for American Indians, theoretical perspectives,

definitions of “American Indian,” and discussions

on research methodological barriers. The second

report (Goodluck & Willeto, 2001) presented a

comprehensive review of Native American chil-

dren’s 10 well-being indicators from a national

perspective utilizing the format of the nationally

recognized KIDS COUNT Data Book series pub-

lished by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. 

This third report includes two volumes. The first

volume presents a comprehensive analysis of the

10 Native American well-being indicators for 13

states, which have large Native American popu-

lations. This review and analysis had not been

conducted previously; therefore, it addresses a

gap in the national literature on American

Indian/Alaska Native children’s well-being indica-

tors. These indicators are based on the deficit-

based approach as are other national studies on

well-being. 

The second volume presents a conceptual

review and practical models of a Native American

strengths perspective with regard to children’s

well-being indicators. It addresses a gap in the
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Casey Family Programs and the National Indian

Child Welfare Association (NICWA) sponsored the

publication of two documents (Goodluck &

Willeto, 2000, 2001) that focused on well-being

indicators in Indian Country. Both organizations

have a significant interest in developing knowl-

edge regarding Native American children and

youth in order to inform tribal, state, and federal

child welfare policymakers and other stakehold-

ers about research, policy, and practice issues

that impact American Indian children and their

communities. 

The Annie E. Casey Foundation has sponsored

the publication of the nationally recognized KIDS

COUNT Data Book series, which focuses mainly

on annual state comparisons of the 10 well-being

indicators. These publications, however, do not

have American Indian/Alaska Native listed as an

ethnic group with its own data. Although some

individual states, such as Alaska, have produced

their own publications (State of Alaska, 1998) on

special topics related to their own communities,

no national publications have addressed

American Indians/Alaska Natives in one docu-

ment with regard to the 10 well-being indicators

addressed by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. In

an attempt to address this gap in the literature,

two research projects were conducted and pub-

lished as Native Kids 2000: Indian Child Well-

Being Indicators (Goodluck & Willeto, 2000) and

Native Kids 2001: Indian Children’s Well-Being

Indicators Data Book (Goodluck & Willeto, 2001).

This paper builds upon ongoing research about

well-being indicators for Native American children

and youth, by primarily exploring the strengths

perspective. Such a study had not yet been con-

ducted; most previous research focused on the

deficits of children, families, and tribes. The litera-

ture is therefore very limited on the strengths

topic. To complete this study, materials pertaining

to this topic were gathered. This project repre-

sents an innovative and creative leap into this

new area of inquiry.

Native Americans (individuals, extended families,

clans, and tribes) have numerous strengths and

abilities that have allowed them to survive hun-

dreds of years of oppression and forced cultural,

economic, social, and political change. It is the

belief of the researcher that Native Americans

have survived because “we as a people” have at

our core a variety of strengths to rely on in both

difficult times and good times. This is apparent

because after hundreds of years of being targets

of racism, discrimination, boarding school place-

ments, forced geographical relocation, genocide

(Brave Heart & De Bruyn, 1998), and adoption

into non-Indian families (Unger, 1977), American

Indians and Alaska Natives are growing, develop-

ing, and continuing as unique tribal and cultural

entities (Sandefur, Rindfuss, & Cohen, 1996).

One of the goals of this paper is to highlight 

various tribal strengths so tribes can then devel-

op programs based on these assets as well as 

provide strengths-based practices.

Project Background Purpose



Two major viewpoints are examined in this report

concerning how human behavior is conceptual-

ized and organized. The first viewpoint assumes

that human behavior is influenced by reason and

logical positions: humans are objective, they uti-

lize linear models, and they believe in cause and

effect. The second viewpoint assumes that

human behavior is subjective and that humans

believe in a cyclical process and a multidimen-

sional interaction within the environment. One of

the major concepts of this second viewpoint is

that “realities are multiple” (Lincoln & Guba,

1985, p. 37). These two views of human behav-

ior have influenced how social science research

is approached and conducted—quantitative

research is based mainly on the first viewpoint

and qualitative research is based on the second

(Creswell, 1998). These two positions have also

influenced how helping professionals and med-

ical personnel are educated to work with clients

and/or patients, as well as how professionals

view the individual, the group, and the impor-

tance of interacting with their environments.

The first position is based on assumptions, con-

cepts, and beliefs that lead toward a pathological

and/or disease orientation or the utilization of

what is known as the “deficit perspective” to

understand and organize behavior. The deficit

perspective has at its core the belief in stigmati-

zation of behavior, labeling of a person, use of

psychiatric classification systems such as the
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Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

Disorders (American Psychiatric Association

[APA], 1994), and use of problem-solving

methodologies.

Briefly, the problem-solving model looks for prob-

lems first and foremost. The interaction with the

client is based on discussing and assessing

problems. The model includes problem identifica-

tion, problem data collection, problem assess-

ment, selecting interventions, and finally problem

evaluation and termination with the client and/or

patient system. Often the helping person is

viewed as “the expert,” and the client is viewed

as “receiving the help”; this leads to a power dif-

ferential of expert (professional) and not expert

(client and/or patient). This model is widespread

because it is taught in many universities and col-

leges and used by many helping professionals. 

On the other hand, the strengths perspective is

almost the opposite of the deficit perspective.

The difference in perspective does not mean that

one is better than the other. The viewpoints are

not values; they are ways to understand human

behavior. These positions offer a balance in how

human behavior is viewed and understood.

The strengths perspective seeks first and fore-

most to understand the individual’s personal

story in his or her own language. The strengths

perspective assumes that each person has a

unique and special story to tell and that each



Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1999;

Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2001).

National researchers study children’s behavior

using objective tests, instruments, and surveys

by developing variables that focus on the deficits

of the individual. Some of these indicators are

based on infant birth weights, infant mortality

rates, poverty rates, employment figures, teen

pregnancy rates, school dropout rates, and 

single parent data.

A comprehensive list of 60 well-being indicators

can be found in Brown’s (1997) chapter

“Indicators of Children’s Well-Being: A Review of

Current Indicators Based on Data from the

Federal Statistical System.” These data are ana-

lyzed and summarized, and the results make up

the statistics and figures of the majority of well-

being studies in the United States. These docu-

ments assist policymakers in making decisions

about funding for many social, economic, health,

and educational programs that help children and

their parents to improve their lives. There is a role

for these documents. However, it is time to

expand our thinking in this area to a more holistic

and balanced view of the well-being of children

and youth in their own communities and cultures.

Well-being indicators are also shown to be

important to international groups and policies.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of

the Child3 has identified several elements for

individual should develop his or her own vision

and direction for a healthy future. Identification of

individual strengths is considered essential in

helping to guide the direction of the individual’s

plan. While the helping professional is not con-

sidered to be in the same position of power and

authority as in other practice frameworks, the

facilitator role is paramount, and the individual is

also encouraged to show a great sense of per-

sonal power. With the strengths perspective,

reframing the situation is often helpful and

encouraging to the client; problems are not over-

looked but are seen from a different viewpoint. 

These two views of human behavior (deficit and

strengths) exist in our society in different ways.

First, the widespread deficit perspective largely

determines how Native American children, fami-

lies, and cultures are often thought about, evalu-

ated, and classified; they are seen as “problem”

individuals, communities, and tribes. Frequently,

how we think determines how we act toward the

individual.

As a result of the historical Westernized view of

health, national studies have taken more of a

deficit perspective to examine the well-being of

children and youth. Often well-being indicators

are obtained from rates of poverty, levels of edu-

cation, rates of unemployment, and health status

(Children’s Defense Fund, 1999; United Nations

Children’s Fund, 2001; Federal Interagency

9



increasing the well-being of all children around

the world. Some of the areas identified as being

important to children are better health services,

improved education, protection from child abuse

and neglect, and the right to one’s own culture

and religion (Children’s Rights Working Group,

1997). Internationally, the trend is a movement

away from the survival indicators and toward

more positive measurements of child well-being.

In 1995, an international consortium, with the co-

sponsorship of 11 organizations, was involved in

a three-year effort involving 80 experts in 27

countries to discuss the shifts in thinking about

well-being indicators from the basic deficit frame-

work to a strengths orientation (Goerge & Lee,

2001). Aber and Jones (1995) stated the follow-

ing in Bowers-Andrews and Ben-Arieh’s (1999)

article on measuring and monitoring children’s

well-being across the world:

Another trend is the search for positive
indicators of human status and develop-
ment beyond survival. With regard to chil-
dren, social indicator research has essen-
tially included social “problem” indicators.
The body of knowledge about children’s
problems and threats to their survival and
development far exceeds what is known
about children’s strengths, satisfaction,
and realization of opportunities. Even
measuring the absence of risk factors or
negative behaviors differs from measuring
the presence of protective factors or posi-
tive behaviors. (p. 107)
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These experts suggest five life domains for

ascertaining positive strengths-based indicators

for children and youth. The five life domains are

as follows:

1. Social connectedness (family, peer, and com-

munity groups)

2. Civil life skills (learning cooperation and partic-

ipation in their own environments)

3. Personal life skills (capacity to learn and work)

4. Safety and physical status (nature and extent

of such threats and conditions under which

children feel safe)

5. Children’s subculture (children’s work, play,

creativity, and consumption) (Bowers-

Andrews & Ben-Arieh, 1999) 

Forty-nine indicators, which illustrate how one

might categorize children’s well-being indicators

from a strengths perspective, were developed

from these five domains.

Bowers-Andrews and Ben-Arieh (1999) contin-

ued by stating that “in short, the selection of indi-

cators must be grounded in a vision that

informed political and social action can support

childhood as a phase of human life that is unique

and inherently valuable to the child and all socie-

ty” (p. 112). The same authors stated, “We deter-

mined that no single theoretical framework would

cover all that we felt was needed. In addition, we



wanted to be certain that in applying universal

concepts of well-being we would have the lati-

tude to remain culturally sensitive [in all phases of

the work]” (Bowers-Andrews & Ben-Arieh, 1999,

p. 52). A similar approach is used in this paper—

to be culturally and tribally sensitive. 

Strengths Perspective

The strengths perspective has its own academic

history with experts who have written about this

topic for several years. While it is beyond the

scope of this paper to address this topic from

different viewpoints, disciplines such as nursing

and psychology have recognized the importance

of this orientation and have produced their own

literature on this topic. There seems to be open-

ness toward hearing and learning about

strengths in behavior instead of solely concen-

trating on deficits. Such a shift takes time and

patience since the deficit perspective has been

the working paradigm in the helping professions

for many years. The strengths perspective repre-

sents a way of viewing human well-being indica-

tors and behavior. It is an approach, it is a con-

cept, and it is a perspective, but it has not yet

been recognized as a social science theory. The

strengths perspective is now being taught in

some schools and departments of social work,

psychology, nursing, and in counseling programs

as a complementary perspective to the deficit

and/or problem-solving model.
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In order to provide the reader with examples of

strengths indicators, the researcher presents the

following:  a sense of humor; the ability to be

optimistic in difficult times; positive social interac-

tions with family and community; coping behav-

iors such as prayer, meditation, and spirituality;

compassion; empathy; listening; storytelling; a

strong ethnic identity; the ability to bounce back

after a crisis; and the ability to form lasting friend-

ships. Strengths are culturally defined and val-

ued; a strength in one culture may not be con-

sidered a strength in another culture. For exam-

ple, speaking first in a group and being assertive

may be unacceptable in some cultures, whereas

in the mainstream American culture these are

considered normative behaviors.

In order to give the reader an understanding of

the term “strengths perspective,” the following

are presented as examples of definitions of the

strengths perspective. Saleebey (1996), a recog-

nized strengths scholar, discussed strengths from

the following position:

The strengths perspective is a standpoint.
Supporters believe that it offers a new way
of thinking and acting professionally.
Clearly, it is not a theory. But its emerging
body of principle and method does create
opportunities for professional knowing and
doing that go beyond the boundaries of
the “technical-rational” approach (Schon,
1983) so common today. (Saleebey 1996,
p. 303)



Saleebey (1997) later defined the term

“strengths”:

What people have learned about them-
selves, others, and their world, personal
qualities, traits, and virtues that people
possess. What people know about the
world around them. The talents that peo-
ple have. Cultural and personal stories and
lore. Pride … The community as physical,
interpersonal, and institutional terrain.
(1997 workshop handout, page unknown)  

Wieck, Rapp, Sullivan, and Kisthardt (1998)

applied the term “strengths perspective” to the

profession of social work. Another definition of

strengths was proposed by Early and GlenMaye

(2000): “the strengths approach attempts to

understand clients in terms of their strengths.

This involves systematically examining survival

skills, abilities, knowledge, resources, and desires

that can be used in some way to help meet client

goals” (p. 119).

Much of the literature on the strengths perspec-

tive comes from social work and psychology.

Gutierrez, Parson, and Cox (1998) and Saleebey

(1997) have discussed the value of using the

strengths and empowerment perspective and

techniques with individuals, families, groups,

organizations, and communities.4

Rhee, Furlong, Turner, and Harari (2002) stated

that “a strength-based perspective tells a much

richer story about what children and adolescents

are doing to ‘make things happen’ and ‘succeed

despite the odds’ rather than just ‘letting things

happen’ as passive bystanders in their own lives

with emphasis on how they fall short” (p. 4).

The shift to a mainly strengths perspective is

made more difficult by the lack of agreed-upon

definitions regarding strengths, but it is nonethe-

less becoming more integrated into the academ-

ic curriculum of practice-oriented disciplines. In

some settings the strengths perspective is being

utilized quite often. Moore (1997) has advocated

for a more comprehensive set of child indicators

that includes “both positive and negative aspects

of well-being” (p. 39). This is a major change in

direction in the social sciences.

Waller (2001) has discussed the theory, history,

and assumptions of the strengths perspective

and resilience concepts, positing the strengths

and resilience concepts within the grand theory

of “ecosystemic” understanding of behavior in

which human behavior must be situated within

interactions and interrelationships with various

systems and environments. Waller (2001) also

stated that “a holistic, ecosystemic perspective is

central to the strength perspective” (p. 294), and

discussed resilience in relation to its evolution as

a concept in further detail, giving many charac-

teristics of this concept. 

As an innovative option for the helping profes-

sionals, Saleebey (2001) proposed an adaptation

12



to the traditional pathologically-oriented diagnos-

tic and classification systems. He states, “It [is]

virtually impossible to consider or make an

accounting of the assets, talents, capabilities,

knowledge, survival skills, personal virtues, or the

environmental resources and cultural treasures

such as healing rituals and celebrations of life”

(Saleebey, 2001, p. 184). He developed a diag-

nostic system regarding strengths in his pro-

posed Diagnostic Strengths Manual. He used the

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

Disorders (APA, 1994) as a model to frame his

alternative discussion on strengths. Examples of

the potential strengths he included are “trustwor-

thiness, patience, initiative, and insight”

(Saleebey, 2001, p. 185–186). His discussion

provided a beginning recognition of strengths as

potential diagnostic variables. His article received

much attention, and he is hopeful that his frame-

work may lead to more discussion on how to use

strengths within a mainly medical and deficit

model orientation. As with any social change, it

takes a lot of time and support from many indi-

viduals who want this change to occur.

40 Developmental Assets
Framework

The Search Institute5 in Minnesota has devel-

oped a national framework for assessing and

understanding developmental assets in children

and adolescents. The framework, referred to as
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the “40 Developmental Assets,” is based on liter-

ature from prevention and resiliency theories and

models. The framework classifies childhood and

adolescent behavior into two categories of 20

assets each: (1) external assets, which include

support, empowerment, boundaries and expec-

tations, and constructive use of time; and (2)

internal assets, which include commitment to

learning, positive values, social competencies,

and positive identity.

This framework has been used nationally with

many educational, health, and social programs

and has provided the basis for understanding the

developmental realities of youth in several com-

munities. It is based on research and studies

since 1990 (www.search-institute.org), is nation-

ally recognized, and provides a solid mechanism

to identify the assets of youth in their own 

communities. 

Moving from the Deficit
Orientation to the Strengths
Perspective

Wilma Mankiller6 stated “[When we have] tears in

our eyes [it is] difficult to see the future.”7 This

metaphor by Mankiller conveys sadness, pain,

hurt, and refers to problems from the past.

Focusing on problems rather than strengths in a

culture may limit our ability to see other possibili-

ties for our people. By moving from the deficit

orientation to the strengths perspective, we



empower ourselves not to be seen as the victim

anymore. 

Historically, Native American children and families

were viewed by the United States government as

a problem that needed to be re-educated and/or

destroyed. Native American children were sent to

federal boarding schools to be re-educated and

were required to attend Christian churches and/or

missions. They had to learn a new set of laws,

policies, and behaviors; were forced to relocate to

new lands and acquire new views about property;

and were taken away from their families and their

cultures by involuntary adoption with non-Indians.

Native Americans have been through tremendous

suffering, pain, change, and recovery (Duran,

Duran, & Yellow Horse Brave Heart, 1998). 

However, over the last century, Native Americans

have gone through a remarkable change—from

being the victims of the United States govern-

ment to developing into strong, growing, and vital

populations. This change is reflected in increased

tribal sovereignty, increased population growth,

treaties being recognized more often than not, an

increased economic base, and land rights being

returned. As stated in the American Indian

Lawyer Training Program (1988):

Indian tribes today raise some of the most
profound contradictions in present society.
Long relegated by many to the past tense,
Indians have survived generations of
attempts to assimilate their culture and

14

their natural resources into the larger soci-
ety. Proud yesterdays are a valued pos-
session, but progressive todays and
tomorrows are the focus of modern tribal
leaders … This [trend] has led to legisla-
tion and court decisions supporting Indian
control over such vital issues as child cus-
tody, environmental regulation, hunting
and fishing, water rights and mineral
development. (p. ix)

This statement is as true today as it was in 1988.

In spite of these positive social, economic (gam-

ing), and demographic changes, Native

Americans are still discussed in the literature from

a deficit and/or problem perspective. In a review

by Waller, Risley-Curtiss, Murphy, Medill, and

Moore (1998) of social work literature, 171 arti-

cles written about American Indians over a 20

year time span were analyzed, and these authors

stated that “none of the articles focuses on the

personal, familial, or cultural resources utilized by

American Indians who face adverse life circum-

stances” (p. 66). 

For this study, the researcher initiated a literature

review on American Indians/Alaska Natives. The

researcher began with an internet search by list-

ing key terms and words such as “American

Indian,” “Alaska Native,” “Native American,” “First

Nations,” “Indian children,” and “Native youth”;

the citations that came up most often were gen-

erally terms describing problems in the individual,

family, and/or community. Common topics 



tors that promote capacity building within
individuals and groups. The strengths per-
spective provided guidelines for applying
the resiliency theoretical framework to the
development of practice and policy.
American Indian values and beliefs provide
the cultural context. (p. 27)

In 1980, a special issue titled “The Phoenix from

the Flame: The American Indian Today” was pub-

lished in Social Casework: The Journal of

Contemporary Social Work. This journal provided

American Indian authors the opportunity to

address various aspects of American Indian cul-

ture and highlighted some of the issues related to

policy, family, education, social systems, elders,

leadership, community, urban life, mental health,

health services, and foster care and adoption

practices. It focused on both theory and practice

of these principles with individuals, families, com-

munities, and tribes. While the strengths of

American Indian individuals, families, and com-

munities were the underlying themes in many of

the documents, this was not explicitly stated. In

one of the articles in this special issue, Red

Horse (1980) described the extended family

structure and its purpose in the American Indian

culture, caring for others, as a major strength:

The family is a recognized cornerstone of
American Indian society. It serves as a
repository for value orientation that guides
human behavior, as a transactional milieu
for life span socialization, and as a basic
catalyst for cultural revitalization. (p. 462)

associated with the above terms were alcoholism,

suicide, gangs, child abuse and neglect, child

sexual abuse, violence, boarding school, drugs,

substance abuse, homicide, and poverty. Few, if

any, strengths or positive indicators of behavior

were listed. It is time for this situation to change

and for strengths to be associated with Native

Americans.

Werner and Smith (2001) conducted one of the

earliest research studies on resiliency and coping

strategies with Indigenous people of Hawaii. They

conducted a longitudinal study from 1955 to the

present, involving 698 children who were born in

1955. These individuals were studied into their

adulthoods. The study evaluated the impact of

biological factors, psychological risk factors,

stressful life events, and protective factors

impinging on their lives for several years. The

results inferred that individuals can cope, strive,

learn, grow, and be successful despite the odds

against them in their childhoods. 

The transition between strengths, resiliency, and

the Native American view of well-being has been

addressed by Bullerdick (2000):

Little research and practice has focused on
the strengths of American Indian youth,
specifically those factors that may be
important in overcoming adverse life cir-
cumstances. The resiliency model provided
a theoretical understanding of the factors
that are protective for youth and the fac-

15



In another article in the same journal, two noted

American Indian scholars, Lewis and Deer (1980)

describe Native American strengths this way:

The strength that comes from enduring is
becoming the cohesive force of today. The
lessons taught by the elders—love for the
land, reverence for nature, respect for the
Creator, respect for tribal cohesiveness—
are even more relevant today. (p. 522)

A more current publication by Cross, Earle,

Echo-Hawk, and Mannes (2000) examines five

tribal models of mental health care that focus on

developing the strengths of American Indian chil-

dren, youth, families, and communities. The liter-

ature review is organized using the “relational

worldview model” (Cross, 1995). This model

organizes the world into four quadrants that must

come into balance in tribal cultures. The four

quadrants consist of context, mind, body, and

spirit, and the model is a Native American view of

life and the integration of its different compo-

nents. Cross et al. (2000) described the relational

worldview model as:

intuitive, non-time oriented and fluid.
Balance and harmony in relationships is
the driving principle of this thought sys-
tem, along with the interplay of spiritual
forces. The relational worldview sees life in
terms of harmonious relationships; health
or wellness is achieved by maintaining bal-
ance among the many interrelating factors
in one’s circle of life. Every event relates to
all other events regardless of time, space

or physical existence. Health exists only
when all elements are in balance or har-
mony. (p. 8)

This view of life is a strength-producing and ill-

ness-preventing way of acting, thinking, feeling,

and being spiritual with the earth and its beings.

Although each tribe has its own worldview and

its own model for thinking, behaving, feeling, and

being spiritual, this model provides overall direc-

tion for tribes.

Examples of tribal worldviews include belief and

practice of the principles of the “Medicine Wheel”

in the Lakota Nation. Another example is the

Navajo Nation, which believes and practices the

K’e philosophy. “K’e” can be interpreted as, “We

believe that every family has the strength and

wisdom to walk in beauty” (Cross et al., 2000, 

p. 31). These two examples of tribal strength-

focused programs provide practitioners with

models expressing balance and recognition of

the four forces discussed in the relational 

worldview.

In their report, Cross et al. (2000) also discussed

five tribal programs focusing on their own tribal

worldviews as their program philosophy. They

also utilized their own community and individual

strengths as the basis of mental health services

to their tribes. The five projects are the K’e

Project (Navajo); Kmihqitahasultipon (We

Remember), Indian Township, Maine; the Sacred

Child Project, serving four tribes in North Dakota;
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strengths-based assessment approaches in

working with their project grantees. The following

is a list of six resiliency and community strengths

from a tribal perspective: (1) maintenance of cul-

ture indicated by factors like number of tribal

members who speak their native language, con-

tinued availability and use of ceremonies, [resid-

ing in] extended families and kin network, [partici-

pating in] social gatherings, [participating in] sub-

sistence [activities]; (2) opportunity structures

such as singing and drumming; (3) community

strengths such as nurturing and protection of

children and youth and [promoting positive] atti-

tudes towards helping kids and families in need;

(4) strength of interpersonal relationships; (5)

graduation rates; and (6) reading skills. (Pam Le

Master, University of Colorado Health and

Science Center, personal communication, 

August 21, 2002).

In the System of Care models, many tribal pro-

grams sought to incorporate strengths-based

assessment approaches, and the tribes evaluat-

ed many measurement instruments for use in

their communities. The unit of attention in these

instruments is the family and/or the child. The 

following list8 of instruments has both deficits

and strengths listed as variables. Some of the

measurement instruments were identified for 

utilization in the tribal programs that were part

of the evaluation:

Eagle’s Wings, the Wind River Reservation serv-

ing the Northern Arapaho, Wyoming; and Mno

Bmaadzid Endaad (Be in Good Health in His

[and/or Her] House) Chippewa, Michigan. 

These programs offer examples of how a more

strengths-oriented perspective may be imple-

mented through building on tribal strengths to

provide mental health and human social services.

The evaluation process consists of using the four

quadrants (context, mind, body, and spirit) as a

means of obtaining well-being factors from each

program. For example, within context these

organizations found the use of family and extend-

ed family as an important factor; within mind,

they found the use of culturally-specific

approaches and methods that build up a sense

of dignity and strength; within body, they found

importance of alcohol-free and drug-free events;

and within spirit, they found use of traditional

teachings that describe wellness, balance, and

harmony as factors to promote the health, bal-

ance, and well-being of their members (Cross et

al., 2000). Use of these four quadrants demon-

strated the existence of tribal strengths in all

aspects of life. 

The Circles of Care Evaluation Technical

Assistance Center (National Center for American

Indian and Alaska Native Mental Health

Research, University of Colorado Health and

Sciences Center, Denver) developed a list of

17



1. Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale
(BERS; Epstein & Shama, 1998) 

2. The Community Readiness Survey (Beebe,
1998)

3. McMaster Family Assessment Device (FAD;
Family Assessment Device, Version 3, 1982)

4. Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach,
1991a) 

5. Youth Self Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991b)

6. Family Resource Scale (FRS; Dunst & Leet,
1987).

(Pam Le Master, University of Colorado Health
and Science Center, personal communication,
August 21, 2002). 

While proponents for the strengths perspective

generally disapprove of using measurements with

pre-designed categories to analyze behavior

because this may limit the number of strengths in

the child or family environment, Koren, DeChillo,

and Friesen (1992) and Gilgun (1999) are seeking

to develop measurements from more of a

strengths perspective. Many current standardized

measurements are deficit oriented, but this trend

is beginning to change with the influence of the

strengths perspective in practice. Early (2001)

has stated that “measurement instruments do

exist that are at least neutral or even positive in

stance” (p. 225). The article lists potential

strengths measurements for assessment of both

families and children in many settings: “school

social work, early intervention, child welfare, and

mental health” (Early, 2001, p. 226). 

Some of the instruments discussed by Early

(2001) for family assessment are the Family

Support Scale (FSS; Dunst et al., 1984); the

Family Resource Scale (FRS; Dunst & Leet,

1987); Supporting and Strengthening Families

(Dunst, Trivette & Deal, 1994); and the Family

Empowerment Scale (FES; Koren, et al., 1992).

Two of the instruments discussed (Early, 2001)

for child assessment are the Behavioral and

Emotional Rating Scale (BERS; Epstein &

Sharma, 1998); and the Social Skills Rating

System (SSRS; Gresham & Elliott, 1990). Early

(2001) stated that, “of the 12 instruments identi-

fied and described [in her article], five are from

the explicit strengths perspective (FSS, FRS,

FFSS,9 FES, and BERS). These instruments are

clearly consistent with practice from a strengths

perspective” (p. 228).

Another instrument related to the assessment of

children’s strengths is titled California Healthy

Kids Survey-Resilience Module, CHKS, which

was sponsored by California’s Department of

Education (WestED, 2000). The survey consists

of the following: 

68 items that tap 19 developmental
strengths or assets that research has
found to be associated with positive youth
development and protection from health-
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risk behaviors. Both externally-situated
strengths (e.g., the presence of caring
relationships, high expectations, and
opportunities to participate in meaningful
activities), and internally-situated strengths
(e.g., social competence, autonomy, sense
of meaning, and purpose) are represented
in the CHKS-Resilience Module. (Rhee et
al., 2002, 13)10

Trying to select a standardized measurement for

assessment of families and/or children is fraught

with many problems, some involving cultural sen-

sitivity and cultural appropriateness (Dana, 1993).

Many instruments have various cultural biases

and assumptions embedded within their psycho-

metric foundations. The potential standardized
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instruments mentioned here should be reviewed

by tribal groups for applicability to their own

unique tribal and cultural environments. Most of

these instruments have been validated for the

dominant culture, and few, if any, have questions

specific to American Indian children in their own

environment. The Denver Indian Family Resource

Center11 has been developing a strengths-orient-

ed instrument12 to assess urban American Indian

families in Colorado that is currently being piloted

in the Denver community. These projects can

provide a building block for addressing well-

being indicators from a strengths perspective for

tribal people.



A model is proposed here that portrays two

views of human well-being that influence the

development of well-being indicators for children

and youth. This model is based on the ecological

theory (Hepworth, Rooney, & Larson, 1997), the

person in the environment perspective (Kemp,

Whittaker, & Tracey, 1997), and symbolic interac-

tion (Blumer, 1993). These theories provide a

framework from the behavioral and social sci-

ences context to orient one’s thinking and

assumptions about the proposed model. 

The Two Views of Well-Being Model is illustrated

in Figure 1. Human well-being is separated into

two major components: the compartmentalized

worldview and the relational worldview.13 These

two views of human well-being are opposite in

focus: one favors the individual in an individualis-

tic society (Western world), and the other favors

the group in a collective tribal society (Indigenous

world). Different cultural norms, beliefs, societal

values, and assumptions support each of the

two worldviews. 

Using the compartmentalized worldview (based

on a Western worldview of how life is conceptu-

alized and organized), mind, body, and spirit are

considered to be separate and unique entities. In

the compartmentalized worldview, there are four

elements: influences from the deficit perspective,

orientation towards pathology, a focus on dis-

ease, and support for the medical model. These

four elements influence how behavior, affect, and

cognitive aspects are viewed. The spiritual ele-

ment is separated from the other elements and is

seen as less important or unrelated. 

The compartmentalized worldview is linear in

direction with time, movement, and concepts

separated into complete units on their own.

These elements create and affect one’s thinking

about how well-being indicators are defined and

categorized. The deficit perspective is utilized as

a mechanism of how to view the behavior of chil-

dren and families. Measurements of social,

health, education, employment, and many other

areas of human behavior become the main

source of societal well-being indicators. Well-

being indicators are analyzed by national organi-

zations, and these data generate local, state, and

federal reports and documents to evaluate how

well children are doing in our society over time.

Examples of the well-being indicators are infant

mortality, child death, teenage birth, low birth

weight, and children living in poverty. These indi-

cators reflect at-risk behaviors that need to be

identified, and eventually this information

becomes the basis of developing programs to

improve these social and cultural areas. These

indicators are illustrated in the boxes as separate

entities in a linear position. The proposed model

illustrates how the compartmentalized worldview

influences human behavior and how this behavior

is described and organized.
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The relational worldview defines human behavior

as an integrated, holistic, and cyclical interaction.

In this worldview, mind, body, spirit, and context

are connected to each other and affect each

other continually. The relational worldview is

based on indigenous ideology, concepts, beliefs,

and practices. In the relational worldview, there

are four elements: influences from the strengths

perspective; wellness as paramount; health

based on spiritual elements; and balance and

harmony, which give meaning to life. 

The spiritual domain is the foundation of human

well-being in this worldview. If the spiritual

domain is not attended to by the individual, fami-

ly, and community, the individual may be consid-

ered to be “out of balance with his or her envi-

ronment” and may need healing from the com-

munity. With the relational worldview, life is cycli-

cal, dynamic, and interrelated. Timelessness,

direction (cyclical), and locality are central

aspects of life. Life is a process of no beginning

or ending but a process of interrelated cere-

monies, rituals, and practices that provide mean-

ing to the individual and community. All entities of

life have meaning and are considered spiritually-

based. 

This orientation toward life considers human well-

being as a series of protective factors and is

based on harmony and life rather than destruc-

tion and death. This orientation toward life views
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human well-being as a contextualized, interrelat-

ed entirety that is not broken into separate

pieces. Human well-being is reflected in the

meaning of life with connections between the

individual and land, biology, and language, as

well as social, psychological, cultural, and spiritu-

al forces. Some suggested themes that might

develop from these connections are the power of

the group, the importance of the next generation,

the spiritual nexus, the narratives and voices

sought out by others, the importance of ethnic

identity, and the idea that learning can occur in

many different situations. 

Potential protective factors may include the

power of the group, tribal identity, education,

next generation focus, collective orientation, spiri-

tuality, and voices via oral traditions and songs

that provide the foundation for the development

of strengths. The context of the life is the most

important well-being indicator for achieving bal-

ance and harmony. These protective factors are

the basis for the development of tribal-oriented

philosophies such as Hozo (Walk in Beauty), Red

Road, and Medicine Wheel. These values can be

expressed as behaviors such as “Walking in

Beauty,” “Utilizing Tribal Strengths,” and

“Listening to the Stories of the People.” These

factors make up the context of life as illustrated

in a cyclical manner; the proposed model reflects

the principles of the relational worldview where all

life is in relationship with all other beings. 



These two views of human well-being are

opposite in focus; one favors the individual in 

an individualistic society and the other favors the

group in a collective tribal society. Different cul-

tural norms, beliefs, societal values, and assump-

tions support each model’s perspective. The view

of life of Native Americans is shared by many

Indigenous people throughout the world because

of common values such as the importance of the

extended family, the meaning of land, and spiritu-

al elements. 
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FIGURE 1.  Two Views of Human Well-Being Model



In order to base these proposed ideas and con-

cepts in the real world empirically, the researcher

examined the construct of Native American

strengths within a broad context through various

research methods. These included techniques

from both quantitative and qualitative methods.

Although secondary data were used, the

researcher utilized a logical and systematic for-

mat in working with the information. Some princi-

ples of quantitative research were utilized; for

example, the researcher summarized the fre-

quencies of strengths in the review of documents

in tabular form. However, the qualitative method

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was the most applicable

to the research project as a whole. Little if any-

thing has been written about this topic and since

there is a lack of theory and/or previous research

on this topic, the qualitative method was imple-

mented in an informal manner.

The principles of content analysis (Krippendorff,

1980) were used in the process of document

evaluation. Twenty-two documents14 were

selected for review from the social sciences liter-

ature. The selection process included choosing

and reviewing documents about Native

Americans on various topics and identifying the

various strengths presented in each document.

In general, searching for specific strengths in

Native American–focused documents is very

complex and difficult to accomplish for the 
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following reasons: documents are not summa-

rized in one source; definitions of strengths are

often not clear or not present at all; documents

are written about different topics; and each tribe

and nation has different norms, values, lan-

guages, and cultures, and offers many view-

points about its worldview highlighting its own

specific strengths. In order to fully evaluate refer-

ences to Native American strengths, one would

have to read all documents to identify and syn-

thesize the specific strengths in the article. 

A major issue in qualitative research is the

process of understanding what is referred to as

subjective reality (Creswell, 1994) as opposed to

objective reality. A major principle in qualitative

research is to use the researcher as “a primary

data collection instrument” (Creswell, 1994, p.

163). Therefore, there is a conscious effort to

include the researcher’s own experiences, ideas,

personal knowledge, and judgment within the

process of data collection, analysis, and evalua-

tion in the research project (Patton, 1980; Denzin

& Lincoln, 1994; Creswell, 1998). This process

was used in this research project when the

researcher utilized her own professional experi-

ences (social work and education), personal

experiences, and judgment as a lens to evaluate

the documents. 

The researcher is biracial and bicultural (half

Navajo and half White), was born on the Navajo

Research Methods
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reservation, is an enrolled member of the Navajo

Nation, and has a large extended family living

both on and off the reservation. She has about

30 years of experience as a social worker and

three years of direct experience with research on

Native American well-being indicators. Residing

in Flagstaff, Arizona, in a “border town” commu-

nity near the boundaries of the Navajo and Hopi

Nations in northern Arizona, she also has knowl-

edge and practice experience with American

Indians/Alaska Natives and works as an educator

with American Indian undergraduate and gradu-

ate social work students. In addition, she con-

ducted her dissertation on the ethnic identity of

young Navajo women living off the reservation.

As is commonly done in qualitative research, all

of these personal and professional experiences

were utilized to filter the documents. 

Data Collection

The selection of data that are purposeful in

addressing the research question is important.

Documents such as professional articles and

book chapters were selected for review; they

provided the narrative, words, or concepts for

analysis. In qualitative research, the production of

“rich description” is one of the primary goals. The

documents selected present the “reality” of

Native American life, beliefs, values, worldviews,

and cultural norms. The positive aspects of

selecting professional articles are that they are

in the public domain and are free to the user. The

language is accessible, and the method saves

the time and expense of transcription (Creswell,

1994). 

Whenever possible, documents written by Native

American authors who are considered well-pub-

lished scholars in their disciplines were selected

for this review. Some of the authors were chosen

to indicate their own “lived-experience” of being

a Native American or having experiences in their

own tribal culture. Of course, not all of the

authors are Native American, but many have

written and worked with Native individuals, fami-

lies, groups, and communities. 

Two primary processes that influence qualitative

research are the “reduction” of data and the

“interpretation” of material (Marshall & Rossman,

1998, p. 114, cited in Creswell, 1994, p. 154).

As Creswell (1994) stated that, “data analysis

requires that the researcher be comfortable with

developing categories and making comparisons

and contrasts” (p. 153). Creswell (1994) stated

that “the researcher takes a voluminous amount

of information and reduces it to certain patterns,

categories, or themes and then interprets this

information by using some schema” (p. 154).

This research project follows these basic tenets. 

The analysis process utilized in the evaluation 

of the documents consisted of the following 

four steps:



STEP 1: The researcher read the docu-
ments and had in mind the following ques-
tions: “What is the document about? What
tribal group is the document focusing on?
What strength is being described? What is
the meaning of this strength to the
researcher? What language is used to
describe the strength? What examples 
of strengths are presented in the article? 
Is the word ‘strength’ defined by 
the author?”

STEP 2: The researcher reflected on these
documents and considered what was
being stated; she took an inclusive
approach to reviewing the exact words,
concepts, terms, examples, and behaviors
discussed in each document to determine
what strength was being discussed.

STEP 3: The researcher listed the strengths
and inserted these strengths into a matrix
format. The researcher selected a matrix

to display the information in order to 
systematically show the reader the 
relationship between the author of the arti-
cle and the identified strength(s) discussed
in the document. The matrix consists of
rows and columns that revealed the
data.15

STEP 4: The final step was to review the
list of strengths as a whole to determine
the frequency, category, and/or theme
each strength would logically fit into in
comparison to the others. 

Overview of Sample

There were 22 documents16 selected for review

for this research project. Six of the authors were

Native American, nine were non-Native, and four

were of unknown ethnicity. The dates of publica-

tion ranged from 1980 to 2002. The primary

research method used by the authors was
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FI G U R E 2.  TY P E S O F RE S E A R C H ME T H O D S US E D (N= 2 2 )

Qualitative 18%

Descriptive 59%

Quantitative 23%



Discussion of Sample

The majority of the selected documents were

written by non-Native authors (n = 9), and six

were written by Native American authors. The

time span covered by the documents was 1980

to 2002, with the majority of the documents writ-

ten after 2000 (n = 11). The most common

re s e a rch methodologies selected were descriptive

(n=13), then quantitative (n=5), and finally qualita-

descriptive (n = 13; see Figure 2), and the type 

of publication most frequently reviewed was 

an article (n = 10; see Figure 3).

A variety of specific tribal groups were discussed

in the 22 articles, including Chippewa (n=3),

Navajo (n=3), Lakota (n=3), and Apache, Omaha,

Ottawa, Kiowa, Yaqui, Pima-Maricopa, and

Pueblo (each n=1). Figure 4 depicts the geo-

graphic areas represented in the documents.
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FI G U R E 3.  TY P E O F PU B L I C AT I O N RE V I E W E D (N = 22)

FI G U R E 4.  GE O G R A P H I C AR E A RE P R E S E N T E D (N= 2 2 )

Number of Documents

Newspaper

Informal Document

Dissertation

Book Chapter

Article

1

2

4

5

10

Number of Documents

Great Basin

Plains

Unknown

Southwest

1

6

7

8



tive (n=4). The type of publications varied from pro-

fessional articles (n=10), book chapters (n=5), dis-

s e rtations (n=4), informal article (n=2), and newspa-

per (n=1). The tribal group discussed varied: gener-

ic (n=9), Chippewa (n=3), Navajo (n=3), Lakota

(n=2), and several tribes following. There were two

tribal groups that were considered unknown. The

most common geographic area represented was

the Southwest (n=8), Plains (n= 6), and unknown

(n=7). The average number of strengths identified

by the 17 authors was 2.47. The range was from

1 to 16 strengths identified by the authors. 

Native American Strengths Identified

A list of 42 strengths was identified after the eval-

uation of the 22 documents. Table 1 lists the 

42 strengths. 

The researcher calculated the frequency of

occurrence of each strength on the matrix, and

the top three strengths (extended family, spiritual-

ity, and social connections) became the founda-

tion of the proposed Three Domains of Native

American Well-Being Indicators Model, which is

discussed later in this report.
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TABLE 1.  NATIVE AMERICAN STRENGTHS IDENTIFIED

(These strengths are not listed in any priority.)

• bicultural identity

• tribal identity

• extended family

• spirituality

• social connections

• school

• non-traditional cultural orientation

• childcare customs

• language

• view of children

• tribal affiliation

• dreams

• traditions

• cultural identity

• community

• stories

• resistance

• sovereignty

• separation

• tribal colleges

• suspicion/mistrust

• intertribal celebrations

• kinship and mutual assistance

• healing practices

• humor

• political activism

• doing helping style

• reciprocity

• number of children

• personal relationships

• respect

• optimism

• ritual

• generosity

• role of mother

• overcoming trauma

• land

• return to the reservation

• group orientation

• adaptation

• relational

• interdependency



The findings are presented according to the

research principles used to complete the

research project (i.e., qualitative and quantitative

methods). 

Qualitative Findings

After reading about the strengths presented in

each selected document, the researcher began

to group the 42 strengths into various themes,

categories, and patterns. Grouping was accom-

plished manually with the use of 3 x 5 index

cards. The researcher placed the name of each
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Findings

strength on an individual card and began collaps-

ing the 42 strengths into broad thematic areas

and concepts. These themes are only examples

of what may evolve after merging individual

strengths into various thematic categories. Each

researcher may organize the strengths into differ-

ent themes, but these proposed themes evolved

from this particular research project. After review-

ing and reflecting on the 42 strengths, the

researcher developed 10 themes. Figure 5

depicts the themes that evolved from this

process.
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FIGURE 5.  THEMES OF NATIVE AMERICAN STRENGTHS

POWER OF THE GROUP

• Extended Family

• Group Orientation

• Relational

• Community

• Kinship & Mutual 
Assistance

• Doing Helping Style

• Interdependency

• Reciprocity

• Personal Relationships

• Social Connections

I M P O RTANCE OF 
S P I R I T U A L I T Y

• Spirituality

• Ritual

• Dreams

• Healing Practices

• Intertribal 
Celebrations

OUR VALUES

• Optimism

• Generosity

• Respect

THE NEXT GENERATION

• View of Children

• Number of Children

• Childcare Customs

• Role of Mother

EDUCATION

• School

• Tribal Colleges

RELEVANCE OF 
IDENTITY

• Cultural Identity

• Tribal Identity

• Bicultural Identity

• Non-traditional 
Cultural Orientation

POLITICAL RELAT I O N S H I P S

• Tribal Affiliation

• Resistance

• Political Activism

• Sovereignty

OUR VOICE

• Language

• Stories

ENVIRONMENT

• Land

HOW DO WE DO IT?

• Humor

• Adaptation

• Traditions

• Suspicion/Mistrust

• Separation

• Overcoming Trauma

• Returning to the
Reservation
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TABLE 2.  IDENTIFIED STRENGTH AND FREQUENCY OF OCCURRENCE

NAME OF STRENGTH FREQUENCY OF OCCURRENCE

Extended family 16

Spirituality 7

Social connections 7

Cultural identity 6

Childcare customs 4

Traditions 4

Stories 4

Kinship and mutual assistance 4

These 10 themes have the potential to be further

clustered into fewer numbers of themes. They

can also be the source of discussions with tribes

about comparing their own strengths to this list

of proposed themes. In addition, they overlap

with many of the entities in the relational world-

view in the Two Views of Human Well-Being

Model discussed earlier in the paper.

Quantitative Findings

The frequency with which each individual

strength appeared in the matrix was counted.

The following eight identified strengths appeared

most frequently: extended family, spirituality,

social connections, cultural identity, childcare

customs, traditions, stories, and kinship and

mutual assistance. The extended family (n=16)

was, by far, the most common strength dis-

cussed by the authors. Following extended family

were spirituality and social connections (n= 7),

with a range of nine between these two

strengths and extended family. Cultural identity,

listed six times in the matrix, was next. Childcare

customs, traditions, stories, and kinship and

mutual assistance (n= 4) were next in terms of

frequency of mention. Table 2 illustrates the iden-

tified strengths and their frequency of mention in

the 22 documents. 

Table 2 also provides evidence to support the

development of the Three Domains of Native

American Well-Being Indicators Model. This pro-

posed model does not eliminate the importance

of other characteristics of Native well-being, but

it offers the reader a locus of attention. By listing
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the most important strengths, the reader can see

what is considered important to Native American

individuals, families, and tribes. We can find simi-

lar domains in other multicultural settings, but the

specific behaviors may be different in how they

are expressed in the Native American tribes and

cultures. These proposed domains are interrelat-

ed, cyclical, timeless, and not considered sepa-

rate entities as expressed in the relational 

worldview. The proposed three domains of

Native American well-being indicators are (1)

helping each other (social connections); (2) group

belonging (extended family, clan, tribe, and com-

munity); and (3) spiritual belief system and 

practices (rituals and ceremonies). These three

domains are constructed into a model depicted

in Figure 6.

FIGURE 6.  DOMAINS OF NATIVE AMERICAN WELL-BEING FACTORS
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The suggested three domains of Native American

well-being indicators are specific to tribal groups,

but they do have some commonalities with the

strength literature in the dominant culture as simi-

lar indicators can be applied to assessment with

client systems (Cowger, 1994; Graybeal, 2001). 

Specific strength-related behaviors are suggest-

ed for each of the three domains. Domain One:

Helping Each Other includes eight strength-relat-

ed behaviors; Domain Two: Group Belonging

includes 10 strength-related behaviors; and

Domain Three: Spiritual Belief System and

Practices includes nine strength-related behav-

iors. This suggested list of 27 (six are subsumed

in the bulleted list) strength-oriented behaviors

(potential indicators) makes the conceptual

become more concrete. This list is not exclusive

and is open for discussion and change. Each

domain is listed in Figure 7, along with the sug-

gested behaviors for each domain. 

In the proposed Three Domains of Native

American Well-Being Indicators Model, there are

several suggested practices and behaviors

regarding Native American children and youth; it

is a well known fact that Native American tribes

are vastly heterogeneous and have different ideas

about what is considered either traditional or

non-traditional in their own communities.

Practitioners who decide to utilize this proposed

model can add or eliminate any of the suggested

behaviors to tailor it to their own tribal communi-

ty. Deciding about specific behaviors is entirely

left up to tribal individuals and programs.
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FIGURE 7.  DOMAINS AND SUGGESTED BEHAVIORS

DOMAIN 1:  HELPING EACH OTHER

• Practices sharing work (helping with childcare )
and living (preparation of food for family)

• Practices caring for others (going shopping, 
getting wood, getting water, going to the trading
post for mail, going with elders to public serv i c e s ,
p roviding transportation, monetary exchange,
p roviding labor and childcare to others)

• P a rticipates in life-cycle events (birthing, naming,
first laugh, puberty rituals, healing, wedding, 
and end-of-life ceremonies); caring for children 
in the family

• P a rticipates in “traditional lifestyle” behavior 
(use of language, dressing in traditional 
clothing, singing) 

• P a rticipates in pow-wows (drumming groups and
working in pow-wow with family); visiting grand-
p a rents on the re s e rv a t i o n

• P a rticipates in artistic behavior (painting, 
drawing, and making jewelry and pottery )

DOMAIN 3:  SPIRITUAL BELIEF SYSTEM AND PRACTICES

• Knows traditional Native American songs and dances

• Practices his/her traditional religion and is learning
from a traditional person (language, songs, traditions)

• Has prayer and song as part of his/her life and 
participates in Native American Church or 
other tribally recognized religion

• Is recognized as a potential healer 
and medicine person

• Has participated in telling stories, drumming, 
dancing, and singing

• Knows his/her Native language

• P a rticipates in sweat lodge ceremonies, fasting, 
vision quests, etc.

DOMAIN 2:  GROUP BELONGING

• States membership in the group (Native
American, tribe, clan identification)

• Has tribal membership and/or is enrolled in
his/her tribe using both informal and formal
mechanisms (Certificate of Indian Blood,
Census Number, or other forms of member-
ship and identification)

• States his/her clan affiliation and family history

• Resides with his/her extended family, belongs
to a running group (tribal or other), or works
for a tribal organization

• Participates in American Indian youth 
organizations

• Attends pow-wows, tribal ceremonies, 
and is recognized as being part of a ritual 
for his or her community

• Participates in “Miss Native American” events

• Leads and/or is a member of Native clubs
and organizations (nationally and locally)
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To increase the validity and credibility of the 

p roposed T h ree Domains of Native American We l l -

Being Indicators Model, the proposed behaviors

w e re reviewed for verification purposes. The verifi-

cation process was accomplished by comparing

and contrasting the proposed behaviors with two

other models. The two models selected for com-

parison purposes were the Search Institute’s 40

Verification of Findings

Developmental Assets Model (Search Institute,

2002) and the Five Life Domains (Bowers-Andre w s

& Ben-Arieh, 1999). These two models were 

discussed earlier in the paper. Table 3 illustrates 

the comparison of the Native American well-being

behaviors with the Search Institute framework, and

Table 4 compares the Native American well-being

behaviors with the Five Life Domains. 
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Comparison 1

The Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets

Model is divided into two major components:

External Assets and Internal Assets.17 The 

Three Domains of Native American Well-Being

Indicators Model proposed in this paper include

Domain One: Helping Each Other; Domain Two:

Group Belonging; and Domain Three: Spiritual

Belief System. There are 27 proposed strength-

related behaviors within these three domains.

The following section illustrates the placement 

of individual behaviors from the proposed 

Three Domains of Native American Well-Being

Indicators Model within the Search Institute’s

40 Developmental Assets Model. 

EXTERNAL ASSETS IDENTIFIED BY 
THE SEARCH INSTITUTE

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category:  

Helping Each Other

Characteristics

1. Practices sharing work and living 

2. Practices caring for others 

3. Participates in life-cycle events 

4. Cares for children in the family 

5. Visits grandparents on the reservation 

Comparison With Other Frameworks

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Group Belonging

Characteristics

6. Resides with extended family 

INTERNAL ASSETS IDENTIFIED BY 
THE SEARCH INSTITUTE

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Helping Each Other

Characteristics

1. Participates in artistic behavior 

2. Participates in traditional lifestyle behavior 

3. Participates in pow-wows 

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Group Belonging

Characteristics

4. States he/she is part of the group 

5. Has tribal membership and/or is enrolled
in tribe using both informal and formal
mechanisms 

6. States clan affiliation and family history

7. Belongs to a running group 

8. Works for a tribal organization 
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17.Participates in Native American Church 
or other tribally recognized religion 

18.Is recognized as potential healer and 
medicine person 

19.Participates in telling stories, drumming,
dancing, and singing 

20.Knows Native language 

21.Participates in sweat lodge ceremonies,
fasting, visions quests, etc.

Table 3 provides an analysis of the Three

Domains of Native American Well-Being

Indicators Model in comparison with the 40

Developmental Assets Model developed by the

Search Institute. Six of the indicators from the

three domains are considered external assets,

and 21 are considered internal assets.

9. Participates in American Indian 
youth organization 

10.Attends pow-wows and tribal ceremonies
and is recognized as a part of the 
community ritual 

11.Participates in Miss Native American
events 

12.Participates as a leader and/or member 
of Native clubs and organizations 

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Spiritual Beliefs

13.Knows traditional Native 
songs and dances 

14.Practices traditional religion 

15.Is learning from a traditional person

16.Uses prayer and song as part of his/her life

TABLE 3.  THREE DOMAINS OF NATIVE AMERICAN

WELL-BEING INDICATORS MODEL COMPARED WITH

THE SEARCH INSTITUTE FRAMEWORK

BEHAVIORS FREQUENCY

External 6

Internal 21

Total 27
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Comparison 2

The Five Life Domains include social connections,

civil life skills, personal life skills, safety and 

physical status, and children’s subculture

(Bowers-Andrews & Ben-Arieh, 1999). The 

Three Domains of Native American Well-Being

Indicators Model proposed in this paper are

Domain One: Helping Each Other; Domain Two:

Group Belonging, and Domain Three: Spiritual

Belief System. There are 27 proposed strength-

related behaviors within these three domains.

The following section indicates the specific 

Five Life Domains and which behaviors from the

Three Domains Model match these categories. 

FIVE LIFE DOMAINS CATEGORY:
SOCIAL CONNECTEDNESS

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Helping Each Other

Characteristics

1. Participates in life-cycle events

2. Practices caring for others

3. Cares for children in family

4. Visits grandparents on the reservation

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Group Belonging

Characteristics

1. States he/she is part of the group

2. States clan affiliation and family history

3. Resides with his/her extended family

FIVE LIFE DOMAINS CATEGORY:
CIVIL LIFE SKILLS

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Helping Each Other

1. Participates in traditional lifestyle behavior

2. Participates in pow-wows

3. Participates in artistic behavior

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Group Belonging

1. Participates in American Indian 
youth organizations

2. Attends pow-wows and tribal 
ceremonies and is recognized as 
part of a community ritual

3. Participates in Miss Native American
events

4. Is a leader and/or member of Native 
clubs and organizations

5. Has tribal membership and/or is 
enrolled in tribe using informal and 
formal mechanisms
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Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Spiritual Beliefs

1. Knows traditional Native songs 
and dances

2. Practices traditional religion 

3. Is learning from a traditional person

4. Uses prayer and song as part of life

5. Participates in Native American Church 
or other tribally recognized religion

6. Is recognized as potential healer 
and medicine person

7. Participates in telling stories, 
drumming, dancing, and singing

8. Knows Native language

9. Participates in sweat lodge ceremonies,
fasting, and vision quest

FIVE LIFE DOMAINS CATEGORY:
PERSONAL LIFE SKILLS

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: 

Helping Each Other

1. Practices sharing work and living

Proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model Category: Group

Belonging

1. Works for a tribal organization

FIVE LIFE DOMAINS CATEGORY:
SAFETY AND PHYSICAL STATUS

1. Belongs to a running group

FIVE LIFE DOMAINS CATEGORY:
CHILDREN’S SUBCULTURE

None in this category



This serves as a beginning attempt to compare

indicators and subcategories with those of bet-

ter-known models. There were some common

characteristics but not always. These two frame-

works (40 Developmental Assets and Five Life

Domains) are based on assumptions from the

compartmentalized worldview; therefore, classify-

ing spiritual issues was more difficult. The com-

parison between the two asset models presents

evidence that there is a need for indicators based

on the relational worldview; hence, the develop-

ment of the Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model discussed earlier 

in this paper.

Table 4 provides an analysis of the Three

Domains of Native American Well-Being

Indicators Model in comparison with the Five Life

Domains. Each of the Five Life Domains is listed,

and the number of indicators from the Three

Domains Model is shown. 

The analysis of the Three Domains of Native

American Well-Being Indicators Model in com-

parison with the Five Life Domains indicates that

civil life skills were essential to Native Americans

(n = 17) with social connections following in order

of importance (n = 7). It was surprising that none

of the Three Domains of Native American Well-

Being Indicators Model behaviors were included

in children’s subculture. This analysis may

change based on another person’s evaluation 

of the proposed indicators. 
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TABLE 4.  SUMMARY OF COMPARISON BETWEEN THREE DOMAINS OF

NATIVE AMERICAN WELL-BEING INDICATORS MODEL AND FIVE LIFE

DOMAINS (BOWER-ANDREWS & BEN-ARIEH, 1999). 

NAME OF LIFE DOMAIN FREQUENCY OF BEHAVIORS

Social connections 7

Civil life skills 17

Personal life skills 2

Safety and physical status 1

Children’s subculture 0

Total 27



Strengths

• The gap in the literature regarding Native

American strengths is addressed.

• Forty-two Native American strengths are

presented for review and discussion with

tribes and communities.

• A model titled Two Views of Human 

Well-Being is developed.

• A model titled Three Domains of Native

American Well-Being Indicators is developed. 

• Twenty-seven Native American strength-

oriented well-being indicators are proposed.

• Examples of measurements for the assess-

ment of the strengths perspective are

suggested.

• Native American well-being indicators are

compared and contrasted with two asset

models: Search Institute’s 40 Developmental

Assets (Search Institute, 2002) and the Five

Life Domains (Bowers-Andrews & Ben-Arieh,

1999).

• Recommendations for future research, policy,

and practice are provided.

Limitations

• The use of secondary analysis of documents

may have limited the collection and analysis

of American Indian/Alaska Native strengths.

Primary data collection is preferred, but it

would require significant time, staff, and

resources that are beyond the scope, budget,

and time constraints of this project.

• Analyzing 22 documents is limiting, as there

are hundreds of documents about American

Indians and Alaska Natives, as well as addi-

tional sources of narrative such as interview-

ing individuals, reading poems, novels, 

stories, and personal journals, listening to 

oral histories and songs, and observing 

rituals, and ceremonies.

• Professional social work knowledge, values,

and skills may have prevented the review of

the strengths from other perspectives, thus

giving the review a professional bias.

• Due to the heterogeneity of American

Indian/Alaska Native tribes, villages, and/or

corporations, the findings of this report do not

describe one tribe, village, and/or corporation.

The ability to generalize this report is limited

due to the small sample size (n: 22) of

reviewed documents. 
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Strengths and Limitations of the Research



• Seek out other sources of data presented in

other narrative formats such as songs, short

stories, novels, poetry, and oral histories that

can be evaluated for examples of Native

American strengths.

• Develop consistent definitions of terms 

such as “strengths” and “well-being” that are

accepted by many tribal entities in order to

ensure consistent future research. 

• Assist tribes in designing their own research

studies and increase the validity of these

studies by utilizing quantitative research 

methods in addition to qualitative methods. 

• Considering that there are 558 tribal entities 

in the United States, it is not practical to have

every tribe conduct research on its own

strengths. Therefore, it is suggested that 

three to five tribes take the lead on research-

ing this topic. 

• Facilitate tribal efforts to design and imple-

ment tribal focus groups to discuss the find-

ings presented in this study and to compare

their own tribal strengths with the concepts

addressed here. 

• Discuss the model proposed in this study

with tribes to determine if they are appropriate

and/or applicable to that specific tribe. Some

Research 

Research studies provide the empirically-based

evidence for policymakers to design, modify,

eliminate, and/or change policies. The results 

of research projects provide health and human

services policymakers with data to make policies

and/or programs more efficient, timely, cost-

effective, and culturally relevant. Historically,

research has mainly benefited researchers and

not the community itself. Native Americans are

changing this pattern by conducting research

themselves in their own tribal communities with

direct benefits to their tribes and communities.

NICWA, in cooperation with Casey Family

Programs, is changing this pattern to benefit

tribes in their own environments as demonstrated

by the publication of two previous reports

(Goodluck & Willeto, 2000, 2001).

While there are several research methodologies

to select from, this study utilized the qualitative

method to organize the study. The professional

literature is only one avenue to ascertain exam-

ples of Native American strengths for 

children and youth. The most relevant source 

of information is the people themselves in their

own natural environments. To help improve the

conduct of research with tribal communities,

future research-oriented projects could include

the following: 
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potential questions are as follows: Are these

themes and indicators relevant to your own

tribe or nation? If so, how? If not, how are

they different? Exploring these questions can

lead to a dialog on this topic.

• Present these proposed strength indicators

and models at national, regional, and local

conferences and workshops in order to

increase the dissemination of the information. 

Policy

National entities such as federal, state, and tribal

governments are seeking current data to support

their requests for changes in social and econom-

ic policies. In the past, the results from deficit-ori-

ented evaluations supported their decisions for

the development of programs. It is the premise 

of this report that we can develop programs from

knowing about the strengths of American Indians

and Alaska Natives. Policies that support

strengths-oriented programs can then be devel-

oped. For example, if we know from empirically-

based research that speaking a Native language

is considered a strength by a particular tribe, we

can develop programs to foster the teaching of

that language to tribal children and youth. 

A recent example of focusing on problems rather

than strengths is discussed in the following story.

The Navajo Nation held a community-wide meet-

ing in a small, rural Navajo community with tribal

leaders, social services, health care, and criminal

justice providers, parents, elders, youths, and

many others to address the recent trend of

young males committing murder against other

young males in the community. During the five-

hour meeting the community discussed all of the

community problems that needed to be solved

and actions that needed to be taken: reduce

drinking and alcoholism; increase job opportuni-

ties; build more treatment institutions; improve

road conditions; lower the poverty rate; and

many more. Individuals viewed their own com-

munity through the lens of “the problem” and

used the deficit approach as a foundation for

their discussion. 

Another approach to this community situation

may be to have the same group get together and

to reframe the problem by identifying all of the

individual and community strengths. Using these

identified strengths, programs could be devel-

oped to enhance these community and individual

strengths. This is not a simple formula because it

takes time to refocus and listen from a different

point of view and to revamp current policies to

foster this change. There are examples of com-

munities making these changes in policy and

practice, as discussed earlier in this paper. For

example, K’e program supports the extended

family system and structure to build from tradi-

tional values and practices to improve families 

living in today’s world. 
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can be supported by seeking their strengths and

positive behaviors. Life skills can be taught that

highlight the strengths of children and youth. The

Search Institute has several programs that focus

on building both external and internal strengths

for individuals, families, and communities. These

resources are available to tribal program plan-

ners; however, the planner must be careful not to

take an outside program and simply try to adapt

it to the tribal environment. Programs must be

developed from the inside out and from tribal

ideas and strengths to work effectively within

each community. This takes creativity, innovation,

and a sense of the community’s real needs.

Tribes are going through massive social, eco-

nomic, and cultural changes; therefore, planners

have to be flexible and open to hearing from their

own members regarding a new design of pro-

grams based on assets and strengths, rather

than going along with the status quo. 

Social marketing techniques may have to occur

prior to establishing new programs. Changing

attitudes and beliefs from the deficit approach to

the strengths perspective will take specialized

skills such as reframing the picture, as well as

knowledge, courage, compassion, and patience.

Preparing the community for change takes ener-

gy, resources, and a team approach. There is a

resource called the Community Toolbox18 that

can assist communities with community change,

advocacy, and social marketing. This resource

Policy change usually occurs after a definable cri-

sis occurs and is described with factual data.

Then members of the legislature want to improve

the social and/or economic situation of the com-

munity. In this situation, the strengths approach

requires building policy based on positive assets.

Instead of being reactive to the problem, this

approach is proactive to the community 

and its members.

One cannot simply transport policies from other

communities; each community or tribe must seek

to identify its own strengths and build these into

policies to prevent harm or minimize risky 

behaviors. An example of a strength oriented 

policy is the Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978

(P.L. 95-608), which states that the extended

family is the core of child raising in Native 

communities and makes every effort to have

American Indian/Alaska Native children be raised

in their own tribal communities. Unfortunately, the

funding for this policy is not adequate for it to be

as successful as it could be. 

Practice

The proposed Three Domains of Native American

Well-Being Indicators Model described in this

paper can be utilized by programs to affect indi-

vidual and community change. Social connec-

tions between family members can be the basis

of enhancing social networks between tribal

members; both informal and formal networks 
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has numerous strategies, ideas, templates, and

practical information to assist practitioners with

making changes in their own communities.

Another idea is to write a grant to conduct a

small pilot program to facilitate using strengths in

program development. Small programs can show

the community the possibilities and opportunities

to reframe their own community focus from the

problem to the strengths perspective. 

Tribes can also utilize ideas from the focus

groups that identify strengths within the tribe,

individual, or community as the foundation of

strengths-focused change and program delivery.

Preventative, pro-social, and community-based

programs can show members of the community

the variety of rich resources their community has

within its own environment. 

One of the premises at the beginning of this

paper is that, in order to survive, tribal groups,

communities, and individuals have had and used

strengths; it is time for us as a people to make

those strengths explicit to others so we can build

and grow from our own strengths and not con-

tinue to be seen as “the problem” or as victims.

The wellness and health movement within many

tribes is evidence that this process is already

occurring. We can restructure our programs to

focus on strengths and build upon our own abili-

ties to thrive and grow in changing times. If we

can identify our strengths, we can develop pro-

grams that enhance these individual and com-

munity strengths. Identifying emotional, health,

and social well-being indicators for Native

American children and youth is taking the first

step in developing tribally-based data to support

the developing Native American practice models. 
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This project started because previous well-being

literature for children and youth has concentrated

on describing well-being indicators from a deficit

viewpoint. Due to historical, social, and cultural

factors, the strengths of Native Americans have

not always been made explicit in the literature.

This project provides empirical evidence to sup-

port the development of strengths from a Native

American perspective and complements previous

well-being indicator research conducted in this

area by providing a conceptual and concrete
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Conclusion

framework to discuss and compare strengths

with tribal entities across the country. This is an

exploratory investigation into a fairly new area,

and further research is recommended. It is the

hope of this researcher that in the near future,

tribal communities can develop their own well-

being indicators from a strengths perspective in

tandem with the general well-being indicators as

discussed in previous literature (Goodluck &

Willeto, 2000, 2001). 
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External Assets 

The first 20 developmental assets focus on positive experiences that young people receive from the peo-

ple and institutions in their lives. Four categories of external assets are included in the framework:

• Support: Young people need to experience support, care, and love from their families, neighbors, and

many others. They need organizations and institutions that provide positive, supportive environments. 

• Empowerment: Young people need to be valued by their community and have opportunities to con-

tribute to others. For this to occur, they must be safe and feel secure.

• Boundaries and expectations: Young people need to know what is expected of them and whether

activities and behaviors are "in bounds" and "out of bounds."

• Constructive use of time: Young people need constructive, enriching opportunities for growth

through creative activities, youth programs, congregational involvement, and quality time at home. 

Internal Assets 

A community's responsibility for its young does not end with the provision of external assets. There needs

to be a similar commitment to nurturing the internal qualities that guide choices and create a sense of

centeredness, purpose, and focus. Indeed, shaping internal dispositions that encourage wise, responsi-

ble, and compassionate judgments is particularly important in a society that prizes individualism. Four

categories of internal assets are included in the framework: 

• Commitment to learning: Young people need to develop a lifelong commitment to education and

learning.

• Positive values: Youth need to develop strong values that guide their choices.

• Social competencies: Young people need skills and competencies that equip them to make positive

choices, to build relationships, and to succeed in life.

• Positive identity: Young people need a strong sense of their own power, purpose, worth, and 

promise.

The author retrieved this framework on November 23, 2002, at www.search-institute.org/assets/forty.htm. 

APPENDIX C:  SEARCH INSTITUTE’S  EXTERNAL 
AND INTERNAL ASSETS



1 The terms Native American, American Indian/Alaska Native, American Indian, Indian, and First Nations

are used interchangeably throughout the document to refer to the indigenous people of the United

States.

2 The term indicator is the broad concept that includes social and behavioral well-being. Specific 

behaviors, practices, and other determinants of activity are frequently used as examples for the indicator.

3 See their website at http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/k2crc.htm.

4 For an extensive literature review of the strengths perspective refer to the following authors: Wieck

(1992); Cowger (1994); Locke, Garrison, & Winship (1998); McQuaide (2000); Graybeal (2001).

5 See their website at http://www.search-institute.org/assets/forty.htm. Information was retrieved

November 23, 2002.

6 Former first female chief of her tribe, the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma.

7 A quote from Wilma Mankiller’s lecture at the University of Arizona, shown on C-SPAN on June 1, 2002. 

8 This list is not comprehensive but a sample of the instruments shared with the researcher.

9 FFSS: Family Functioning Style Scale (Trivette, Dunst, Deal, Hamby, & Sexton, 1994). 

10 See also http://www.education.ucsb/school-psychology/School-Violence/PDF/csp62001-MJF.html.

11 Contact the director of the center for information at http://www.difrc.org.

12 Contact the Graduate School of Social Work, University of Denver, for details on this instrument. 

13 This proposed model builds upon Cross’s (1995) article, “Understanding Family Resiliency from a

Relational Worldview.”

14 A list of these authors and articles is provided in the appendix. 

15 The matrix can be found in Appendix A.

16 The evaluation of the documents can be found in Appendix B.

17 The list of external and internal assets is located in Appendix C.

18 See their website at http://ctb.lsi.ukans.edu.
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