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GOAL: 
Research public opinion and inform narrative and 
cultural strategies that will shift public perceptions 
and win hearts and minds to catalyze 
transformative change.

Reclaiming Native 
Truth will set the 
stage for the next 
phase and long-term 
to result in:
• Improved accuracy of portrayals in the media and 

entertainment
• New narratives in pop culture and media that can 

lead to greater cultural shifts
• Greater inclusion in 

government decision-making
• Increased support for key issues and policies 

important to Indian Country
• Inclusion of accurate history in K-12 educational 

curricula
• Increased social and philanthropic investment in 

Native communities, innovation and Native-led 
solutions

• Increased self-esteem, hope and opportunities for 
Native youth to realize their full potential

Reclaiming Native Truth is an unprecedented national project to transform the way society, 
institutions, popular culture and Americans perceive Native Americans that can lead to 
equity, inclusion, accurate representation, policy change and social justice.





• Invisibility may represent the biggest obstacle Native peoples 
face when it comes to changing public perceptions

• Majority of respondents admit they do not know any Native 
Americans.

• Many believe population is declining because they do not see 
or hear much in media 

• People fall back on toxic narratives, myths and misconceptions 
perpetuated in schools, pop culture & media:

1. Government benefits and Indian Gaming
2. Harmful stereotypes in Hollywood, sports, pop culture; 
3. Negative coverage in media: poverty, alcoholism and crime

• Only 34% of Americans believe that Natives face 
discrimination

• Respondents in rural areas/close to reservations had less 
respect for tribal sovereignty and rights than their counterparts 
they were not in close proximity.

Significant Research Findings



• 1) K-12 education 2) Pop Culture 3) 
Media perpetuating invisibility and 
false narratives

• Creates very serious biases among 
diverse demographics and 
institutions, including the Courts, 
Congress, philanthropy and other 
sectors. 

• Invisibility found to be equally if not 
more damaging to misconceptions 
and stereotypes

• Invisibility strong indicator for 
continued bias, lack of support for 
social justice

Significant Research Findings
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•Judicial Elites

•Executive Elites

•Legislative Elites

•Moving Forward
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• Federal judges and their law clerks are particularly ignorant about 
tribal sovereignty & Federal Indian Law

• Judges’ perceptions of tribes and Native issues are often formed by 
limited experiences in the form of criminal cases and are informed by 
the same toxic narratives and issues of invisibility of other 
respondents surveyed.

• “Tribes often call themselves ‘nations’ to puff themselves up.”
• “Native communities are dysfunctional.”
• “Indigenous means primitive.”
• Indian law cases were perceived to be “nonsensical” and “irrational” 
• Congresspersons and administrative officials agree that invisibility, 

stereotypes and narrative set by others affect policy. 
• Tribes are seen as having moral authority, expertise and influence on 

natural resources and the environment.
• Tribes are perceived to be an “afterthought” on issues such as taxes, 

housing, education and health care
• Tribes perceived to have very little influence on criminal justice 

Significant Research Findings: 
Political & Judicial Research



The Judiciary: The Law Clerks

❖ All of the American Indian Law Clerks reported 

ignorant statements made by federal Judges or their 

law clerks:

❖ “You are not dark enough to be Native.”

❖ “You are not Native if you did not grow up on a 

reservation.”

❖ On Baby Veronica, “How can the tribe take jurisdiction 

over a child who has such a tiny fraction of Cherokee 

blood?”

❖ “Are tribal members allowed to vote in state elections?”



Stereotypes in the Executive: White Noise

❖ All interviewees agreed that 

perception and invisibility is a 

major problem

❖ One interviewee pointed to 

Standing Rock as an example of the 

role the media plays in shaping the 

public’s perception of Indians.

❖ Stereotypes are rarely 

communicated directly, but “like 

white noise, it’s always there.”

Indians 
are not as 

smart

Tribes are 
all the 
same

Noble 
Savages

Lazy 
alcoholics



The Legislature: Partisanship in Indian Affairs

❖ Interviewees said most members of Congress have little 

knowledge of Native issues

❖ A significant number do not have Tribes in their 

districts, and they see Indians as “somebody else’s 

problem”

❖ A few influential members of Congress have great 

influence on Indian policy, and other members rely on 

them and vote as they vote, unless there is another 

partisan issue.

❖ Federal spending on programs that support Tribes is 

often a partisan issue



Standing Rock
• Majority of participants across the country had basic knowledge of Standing Rock and 

were supportive of the tribe’s fight ”to protect its land and water”
• Created a major disruption in dominant narratives and opened new space for interest in, 

support for Native American issues. 
• Powerful intersection of new narrative messaging based on values that intersected with 

grassroots organizing, tribal sovereignty, social media and pop culture
• Many lessons learned that can inform future narrative and social change work

Significant Research Findings





• Indian Country has a huge opportunity to shift public perceptions and start to 
disrupt and change the negative narratives and invisibility

• Two-years of intensive RNT research and strategy development has mapped 
a pathway forward.

• In April 2018, RNT conducted a nationally representative survey of 2,000 U.S. 
adults to study whether various groups, given “new narrative” messaging 
strategies, would shift their opinions on Native specific issues such as pop 

culture representation, the Indian Child Welfare Act, and tribal sovereignty.

Opportunity: Narrative Change



• GOOD NEWS!  When diverse groups of Americans are 
exposed to the “new Native narrative” they are moved 
to change perceptions, be more supportive and are 
open to learning more:

• 78% of Americans are interested in learning more about 
Native cultures and that strong majorities support 
Native positions on most issues;

• 72% believe it is necessary that to make significant 
changes to K-12 curriculum on Native history & culture

• 64% Even among conservatives, support increasing 
resources to reduce poverty and improve health care 
and education. 

The new narrative moves people. 

Significant Research Findings

























• 78% Most Americans are generally open to hearing this narrative. A 
78 percent majority in this survey say they are interested in 
learning more about Native American cultures. Strong majorities 
support Native American positions on most issues—mascots 
excepted—without hearing the narratives.

• 81% The public reacts strongly to our narrative.
• 88% Nearly nine in ten voters find it credible 

Key findings: New Narrative



Opportunities & Next Steps



CALL TO ACTION

• Download research, message guides, narrative change 
strategy and share widely: illuminatives.org/reclaiming-
native-truth/

Next Steps
1. IllumiNative formed to help advance and be a backbone 

organizing entity for phase 2
2. National coalition of tribes, Native organizations, youth 

and allies committed to work together on a national 
narrative change campaign

3. Translate data into actionable formats, tools and 
strategies to impact change in pop culture, media, K-12 
education, policy and philanthropy

4. Training & building capacity new narrative strategies: 
Native speakers bureau, tribes, organizations, grassroots, 
youth and coordinated rapid response communications 
capacity

5. Develop & launch multi-media and multi-prong national 
campaign with a focus on pop culture, media, K-12 
education, policy and philanthropy

6. Need to resource movement and build collaboration

https://illuminatives.org/reclaiming-native-truth/


• Mission to advance narrative change in pop culture, media, K-12 
education, philanthropy and policy about, by and for Native peoples. 

• Illuminate the vibrancy, resilience and transformative potential of 
Native traditional knowledge, contemporary voices, experiences, 
storytelling, innovation and Native-led solutions to break through the 
invisibility, erasure and toxic narratives that impact Native peoples

www.illuminatives.org

http://www.illuminatives.org/


The Time is Now.

Thank You!

For more information:
Crystal Echo Hawk

IllumiNative | Echo Hawk Consulting
crystal@echohawkconsulting.com


