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Reclaiming Native Truth: A Project to Dispel Myths 

and Misconceptions of Native people

▪ 2-year initiative to collect data and better understand the narratives that American 

people hold about Native American people and communities and test messages 

that positively transform the popular image of and narrative about Native 

Americans.

▪ First and largest effort to understand and unpack how average Americans think of 

Native Americans. 

▪ Keep in mind this is all still new. We rolled this out less than a year 
ago. Out learning is still ongoing. 



Reclaiming Native Truth: Project Partners

Echohawk Consulting
20 person Advisory 

Committee

Research Team

• Dr. Stephanie Fryberg

• Greenberg, Quinlan, 
Rosner

• Pipestem

• Perception Institute

Metropolitan Group
(communications firm) & 

Goff Public 
Over 20 Funders

Native American 
Stakeholders 



Reclaiming Native Truth: Critical Questions

What is 

narrative?

Why is 

narrative 

important for 

social change?

Why does 

narrative 

change 

matter?



What is Narrative?
Stories that help us understand our world. 

We encounter narratives everywhere: in the 

news, in politics, in conversations with 

friends and family. Some narratives are so 

common that they’ve become dominant 

narratives that over-determine how we 

understand important issues.

Defines a problem. Determines what is and is 

not seen as a relevant solution. Assigns blame 

or responsibility to fix it.



What is Narrative Change?

Reframe and change 

stories in dominant 

culture to create more 

political possibilities for 

social movements

Use strong asset-

narratives to challenge 

dominant ideas

Shift the hearts and 

minds on issues that 

shape the current 

Narrative change has to 

address the dominant 









From “right to smoke”

To “right to breathe”
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What’s Wrong with the Dominant Narrative 

about Native Americans?

▪ Existing narratives are negative set and controlled by non-Natives.

▪ Narratives overwhelmingly tend to use deficit-framing

▪ Native American community framed as deficits or burdens to society

▪ Research shows deficit frames are harmful psychologically



Step 1: Research

▪ Engaged in comprehensive research to understand what the 
current public perceptions of Native Americans are and the 
dominant narratives that pervade American society. 

▪ Research Questions:

▪ What are the perceptions?

▪ How perceptions differ by different segments of the population?

▪ What types of narratives/messages can we begin to create to 
shift the narrative?



Research Data Collection



38 focus groups, including 10 message test groups



Research Findings: Biased 

and Contradictory Views
✓ Many Americans hold some deeply biased and often contradictory views of Native Americans, the most 

toxic of which is the belief that Native Americans receive benefits just for being Native American.
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Invisibility and Discrimination



People assume they know a great deal about 

Native American people, cultures and history. 
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Other Views….
✓Native Americans enjoy significant assets as well:

oAmericans harbor many positive associations of Native American 
peoples

oA majority own up to the genocide of Native American peoples

oA majority want to “do more” to help Native Americans

oMost Native American policy priorities enjoy broad support



Large, diverse majority for “doing more”



Strong support for most policy agenda items



Issues to Avoid

▪ The mascot issue is the one issue where a majority of Americans oppose Native 

Americans’ views.

▪ Focus Groups on mascot issue: 

▪ “Wouldn’t be surprised if they were complaining just to get some money out 

of it.” (Florida)

▪ “They have other things to worry about.” (New Mexico)

▪ “It’s an honor. People don’t name sports teams after wimpy things.” (Arizona)



Mascots difficult among non-Native Americans 
*60 percent of millennial women 

support ban on Native American 

mascots; only 38 percent of 

millennial men feel the same 

way.



Narrative shifts have 

been done before…

From “right to smoke” To “right to breathe”



New Narrative We Seek
… is flexible and sets context but does 

not define Native peoples.

…helps removes stereotypes and allows 

people to define themselves.

…offers a unifying framework in which 

many strategies fit and many voices are 

able to tell their stories.



New Narrative We Seek
…resonates with both Native and non-

Native people.

…when used consistently--written, 

visual, in public art, in pop culture, in 

how history is taught--begins to replace 

the current dominant, deficit-based and 

false narratives, primarily set by others.



How do we write a new narrative?

Native 

voices

• Should be Native-authored and 

Native-led

Authentic

• Stories should reflect 

authentic voices, 

resonate with people

Working •



Our New Narrative 

Framework

Make 

Native 

People  

Visible 

Today

History 

and Facts 

(but not to 

much)

Begin with 

Native 

Values 



Native values of family, connection 

to the land, and respect for culture 

and tradition are understood and 

highly respected by non-Native 

Americans. Linking to these 

values creates a connection and 

builds understanding. Illustrating 

how these values are present 

today helps prevent a slip into 

historic, romanticized ideas of 

Native cultures.

VALUES



HISTORY

Research shows that most non-Native 

people do not fully understand the true 

histories of Native Americans and 

nations, are open to learning, and feel 

frustrated when they realize that what 

they were taught in school was false or 

incomplete. Weaving in facts — not 

too many, but a few to get the 

conversation started — about Native 

Americans’ histories makes people 

more receptive to hearing more and 

more willing to act on many issues of 

importance to Native Americans.



VISIBILITY

History must be directly linked to 

contemporary life. This shows two 

things: 1) that Native Americans’ 

cultures and contributions are vital 

parts of modern life, and 2) that 

injustices continue today. Because 

many non-Native Americans don’t 

know (or don’t realize they know) any 

Native Americans, highlighting Native 

peoples’ involvement in modern life 

helps people to move past the systemic 

erasure and stereotypes and to see 

what is true today.



CALL TO 

ACTION

The other essential piece of the 

narrative is a strong call to action 

or request for people to do 

something. It will vary depending 

on the audience and the issue, but 

it should be clear, specific and 

inviting. 





Narrative shifts have 

been done before…

From “right to smoke” To “right to breathe”



Why is narrative change 

important for our 

organization? ▪ Use in all communications

▪ Direct mail

▪ Proposals

▪ Other research and publications 

▪ Continue to develop asset-based perspectives of 
Indian Country

▪ Train other Native communities on this messaging 



Why is this important for Native Nonprofits? 







Questions or 

Comments?

Thank you!

To access Reclaiming Native Truth 

publications please visit, 

www.firstnations.org

(Under the Knowledge Center)

http://www.firstnations.org/
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