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A questionnaire study among 124 students at Haskell Indian Nations University investigated the
hypothesis that engagement with Indigenous identity—assessed along 3 dimensions including
degree (identification scale), content (pan-ethnic or tribal nation), and context (reservation or
non-reservation)—can serve as a psychological resource for well-being and liberation from
oppression. Consistent with this hypothesis, degree of identification was positively correlated
with community efficacy and perception of racism. Apparently inconsistent with this hypothesis,
degree of identification among students who had resided on a reservation was negatively
correlated with the social self-esteem subscale of the Current Thoughts Scale (Heatherton &
Polivy, 1991). Rather than evidence against the identity-as-resource hypothesis, this pattern may
reflect the cultural grounding of self-esteem and tools designed to measure it.
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This research applies a cultural perspective to
the phenomenon of ethnic identity among
Indigenous Peoples in the USA.! We first
discuss dimensions of variation in the experience
of Indigenous identities. Beyond the typical
focus on degree of identification, a cultural
perspective directs attention to two additional
dimensions of variation: the content of identity
representations and the context of identity
experience. We then investigate the
consequences of variation along these
dimensions for well-being and collective action.
A guiding concern is the extent to which
Indigenous identity can serve as a resource to
protect people from the harmful effects of
societal oppression (Branscombe, Schmitt, &
Harvey, 1999; Oyserman, Harrison, & Bybee,
2001).

Variations in Engagement
With Indigenous Identities

Degree of Engagement with Indigenous Ildentities

To date, research has considered variation in
ethnic identity almost exclusively in terms of
stage or degree of identification (Cross, Parham,
& Helms, 1991): the extent to which people
embrace an ethnic category and apply it to their
experience. Framed as such, the idea of identity
as a resource suggests that greater degrees of

" Guidelines of the American Psychological Association
dictate the use of American Indian or Native American to
refer to the communities in which the authors conducted
the study. However, people who inhabit these communities
vary in their preferences for different identity labels, and
prescriptions concerning use of different labels are the
subject of heated debate. For example, some writers have
criticized labels like Indian, American Indian, and Native
American as "counterfeit" identities imposed by European
American colonizers as tools of racist subjugation (e.g.,
Yellow Bird, 2004). The present study represents an initial
attempt to investigate the psychological consequences
associated with different forms of identity representation.
In the meantime, mindful of critiques from within the
settings in which we conducted the research, we use
Indigenous Peoples as the pan-ethnic representation for
participants in the study.

identification will be associated with more
positive outcomes. However, what constitutes
greater identification is a subject of
disagreement; competing conceptions and
measures of identity abound in the literature.
Although a detailed review is beyond the scope
of the present paper (Ashmore, Deaux, &
McLauglin-Volpe, 2004; Phinney, 1996, Sellers,
Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998), a
cultural perspective suggests that this abundance
of competing measures may reflect variation in
the construction of ethnic identity across
particular communities.

Content of Engagement with Indigenous
Identities

An important aspect of variation in the
construction of ethnic identity is the content of
identity. Rather than a single, self-evident
category, there are multiple representations of
Indigenous identity with which people might
identify. In some cases, different identity
representations constitute parallel categories
(e.g., "racial" categories like Native American
and White or tribal nation identities like Choctaw
and Navajo). In other cases, representations vary
within a nested-hierarchical model that Trimble
(2000) describes in the following quote:

Within a tribe an American Indian may self-
identify as a member of a clan, outside the tribe
among other American Indians as a member of a
particular tribe, among non-Indians as an Indian,
and outside the country as an American. (p. 199)

Rather than variation between parallel categories,
this quote refers to variation along a hierarchy
organized from local (clan) to global
(nationality) categories.

As an initial investigation of content of
Indigenous identity, the present study considers
the distinction between tribal nation and pan-
ethnic representations. The former refers to
relatively local representations, like Lakota or
Navajo, organized around specific traditions of
language and culture. The latter refers to more
inclusive representations, like American Indian
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or Native American, that are a product of the
ongoing colonial encounter with (predominantly)
European settlers. Although one might refer to
both forms of identification as "ethnic," the
present research investigates whether
identification with one representation or another
has different implications for well-being and
collective action (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). To
the extent that Indigenous communities have
greater control over the meaning of relatively
"local" tribal nation representations than
relatively "global" pan-ethnic representations—
that is, greater opportunity for both authorship of
"liberating" representations that reflect local
experience and censorship of "othering"
representations that reflect projections of
mainstream imaginations—one can hypothesize
that identification in terms of tribal nation
representations will be associated with greater
well-being and collective action than
identification in terms of pan-ethnic
representations.

Context of Engagement with Indigenous
Identities

Also explicit in the quote by Trimble (2000) is
another dimension of variation in experience of
ethnic identity: context of engagement. When
people inhabit settings populated mainly by non-
Indigenous Peoples (where mainstream
American constructions of reality are prominent),
pan-ethnic representations like American Indian
or Native American may provide the most
relevant categories for experience of identity
(McGuire, McGuire, Child, & Fujoika, 1978).
However, in settings populated mainly by
Indigenous Peoples from different communities
(e.g., intertribal associations), tribal nation
representations may provide the most relevant
categories for experience of identity.

There are many ways to understand context
and its potential influence on experience of
identity. In the present study, we focus on one
dimension of contextual variation that is relevant
in the case of Indigenous Peoples: reservation
experience. Without reifying this dimension into

a rigid dichotomy, people who have resided on
reservations are likely to be more engaged with
Indigenous worldviews than people who have
not resided on reservations (Fryberg & Markus,
2006).> Accordingly, one can hypothesize that
people who have resided in reservation settings
should report greater engagement with
Indigenous identities—and experience the
hypothesized benefits for well-being and
action—than people who have not resided in
reservation settings.

Implications of Engagement With
Indigenous Identities for
Important Outcomes

The preceding section considers variation in
Indigenous identity. The next section considers
implications of this variation for self-esteem,
community efficacy, and perception of racism..

A Conventional Measure of Well-Being: Self-
Esteem

A comprehensive review of the self-esteem
literature is beyond the scope of this paper
(Gray-Little & Hafdahl, 2000; Twenge &
Crocker, 2002). Instead, we follow precedent
(Branscombe et al., 1999; Sellers et al., 1998)
and use self-esteem as an indicator of well-being.
A cultural perspective suggests that the
relationship between ethnic identity and self-
esteem depends on the meaning of identity. To

2 As one reviewer noted, some non-reservation
communities do maintain a strong sense of tribal culture
and identity. People in these non-reservation settings may
resemble people from reservation settings in their patterns
of engagement with Indigenous identity, including relative
preference for tribal nation representations. Likewise, as
another reviewer noted, reservation communities differ in
many ways (e.g., casino wealth or lack thereof). We
therefore emphasize that our use of reservation background
does not imply rigid dichotomy. Rather, we use it as a
rough dimension suitable for an initial investigation of the
role of context on engagement with Indigenous identity. A
more finely tuned analysis of contextual variation awaits
future research.
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the extent that mainstream American society is
filled with representations that portray
Indigenous Peoples in a negative light, one might
expect that people who identify strongly with this
devalued group may suffer decreased self-esteem
as a result (Allport, 1954). However, people who
find identities under attack need not allow
negative associations to taint personal self-
esteem. Instead, they can buffer self-esteem by
either redefining the self in ways that de-
emphasize its connection to the devalued
category or by redefining the category in a more
positive light (Gurin, Miller, & Gurin, 1980;
Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Thus, the association
between self-esteem and identification with a
devalued group need not be negative and may
even be positive (Branscombe et al., 1999;
Sellers & Shelton, 2003).

The redefinition of devalued categories is not
merely an individual activity, but also occurs at
the level of cultural representations. Some
communities may create liberating worldviews
that provide alternative, less derogatory accounts
of ethnic position than the stigmatizing accounts
that prevail in mainstream society (Carmichael &
Hamilton, 1967; Fanon, 1963; Martin-Baro,
1994). These liberating worldviews may buffer
self-esteem by providing conceptual resources
needed to challenge mainstream constructions of
social reality. With respect to Indigenous
Peoples, examples of liberating worldviews
include attempts to challenge mainstream
interpretations of historical events (e.g., framing
Columbus Day as commemoration of genocide
rather than celebration of "discovery"; Yellow
Bird, 2004; Nagel, 1996) or to redefine
individual manifestations of distress in terms of
intergenerational trauma (Duran & Duran, 1995).

One can hypothesize that people who engage
constructions of identity that are grounded in
Indigenous worldviews may show a more
positive (or less negative) association between
ethnic identity and self-esteem than do people
who engage constructions of Indigenous
ethnicity that are grounded in the colonizers'
constructions. The corresponding hypothesis is

that people who report tribal nation identities or
who have resided in reservation settings will
show more positive correlations between self-
esteem and degree of ethnic identification.

Similarly, the relationship between identity
and self-esteem may depend on the meaning of
self-esteem. Although most research on this
relationship has tended to assume that self-
esteem has similar meaning across groups, a
cultural perspective suggests that self-esteem
may mean different things in different settings
(Heine, Lehman, Markus & Kitayama, 1999).
For example, research has noted a tendency for
Indigenous people to score lower on measures of
self-esteem than do people from other ethnic
groups in North America (Twenge & Crocker,
2002). The meaning and extent of this pattern is
the subject of considerable debate (Gray-Little &
Hafdahl, 2000), and empirical research has
tended to yield contradictory conclusions
(Trimble, 1987). However, a cultural perspective
emphasizes that the tendency for people from
Indigenous communities to score lower on
measures of self-esteem does not necessarily
mean that they suffer low levels of self-respect,
self-regard, or other forms of positive self-
functioning (Heine et al., 1999). Instead,
conventional measures of self-esteem developed
among mainstream populations may not
adequately capture positive self-experience
among Indigenous people. Moreover, to the
extent that Indigenous worldviews are associated
with lower scores on mainstream measures of
self-esteem, a cultural perspective suggests the
hypothesis that increasing engagement with
Indigenous worldviews—as indicated by
reservation experience, preference for tribal
nation designation, and scores on conventional
measures of ethnic identification—should be
associated with lower scores on mainstream
measures of self-esteem.

An Alternative Measure of Well-Being:
Community Efficacy

In light of the cultural critique described in the
preceding paragraph, the present research
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supplements a focus on self-esteem with a
measure of well-being that may be more
appropriate in Indigenous settings: community
efficacy (Bandura, 2000). One benefit of this
concept is to extend research focus from the level
of individual self to the level of collective self.
Another benefit is to extend research focus
beyond the esteem dimension of self-experience
to the efficacy dimension. More generally, the
concept of community efficacy represents an
important outcome to the extent that it fosters
and affords community action in the fight against
oppression.

Perception of racism

Another outcome that has become the focus of
research on the implications of ethnic identity
has been perception of racism. Among European
Americans, high degrees of engagement with
White identity are negatively associated with
perceptions of racism in society (Nelson,
Branscombe, Adams, & Schmitt, 2005). Among
people from stigmatized, ethnic minority groups,
high levels of ethnic identity are positively
associated with perceptions of racism in society
(Branscombe et al., 1999; Operario & Fiske,
2001; Sellers & Shelton, 2003).

However, the more typical focus of research
on perception of racism has not been its
relationship to ethnic identity, but rather its
implications for self-esteem (Major, Quinton, &
McCoy, 2002; Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002).
On one hand, perception of racism entails
acknowledgment that society devalues one's
social identity, which could lead to increased
stress and depressed self-esteem (Branscombe, et
al., 1999). On the other hand, perception of
racism may promote increased self-esteem to the
extent that it helps people accurately anticipate
and control situations in which they are, in fact,
targets of racism (Sechrist, Swim, & Stangor,
2004).

Regardless of its implications for self-esteem,
perception of racism can be beneficial to the
extent that it sensitizes people to actual
oppression. If people do not identify instances of

oppression, they are unlikely to mobilize
resources to defend themselves against it. Thus,
like community efficacy, one can interpret
perception of racism as an indicator of processes
related to liberation from oppression (Fanon,
1963; Martin-Bar6, 1994; Sellers et al., 1998).

Overview of Research

This paper explores variation in engagement with
Indigenous identity and its implications for well-
being and collective action. Specifically, we
consider three dimensions of variation in
engagement with Indigenous identity: degree
(i.e., a conventional identification scale), content
(i.e., tendency to use tribal nation versus pan-
ethnic representations), and context (i.e.,
reservation experience). We investigate the
implications of this variation for three outcomes:
a three-dimensional measure of self-esteem,
collective efficacy, and perception of racism.

The guiding hypothesis is that greater
engagement with Indigenous identity will be
associated with more positive outcomes.
Regarding degree of engagement, this translates
into the more specific hypotheses that higher
scores on the identification scale will be
associated with greater (a) self-esteem, (b)
collective efficacy, and (c) perceptions of racism.
Regarding content of engagement, this translates
into the more specific hypotheses that
participants who use tribal nation representations
will report greater (d) self-esteem, (¢) collective
efficacy, and (f) perceptions of racism than do
participants who use pan-ethnic representations.
Finally, regarding context of engagement, this
translates into the more specific hypotheses that
participants who report reservation experience
will report greater (g) self-esteem, (h) collective
efficacy, and (i) perceptions of racism than do
participants who do not report reservation
experience.

Hypotheses (a), (d), and (g) assume that
conceptions and measurement of self-esteem are
similar in Indigenous and mainstream American
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settings. In contrast, a cultural perspective
suggests the engagement with Indigenous
worldviews may be associated with lower scores
on mainstream measures of self-esteem. This
translates into the specific hypotheses that (a')
higher scores on the identification scale, (d') the
tendency to use tribal nation representations, and
(g") the tendency to report reservation experience
will be associated with lower self-esteem scores.

Finally, in addition to the preceding
hypotheses, a more exploratory research question
is whether the implications of variation in degree
or content of engagement vary with the context
of identification (i.e., reservation experience).
This pattern corresponds to the statistical
interaction of reservation experience with either
degree or content of engagement. A significant
interaction implies that the consequences of
engagement (e.g., as represented by hypotheses
(a) to (f) in the earlier paragraph) differ for
people who do and do not report reservation
experience.

Method

Participants

Participants were 124 students at Haskell Indian
Nations University. The university provides
tuition-free education in a culturally based
curriculum for approximately 1000 students who
must prove membership in a federally
recognized, Indigenous community. Although
located in Lawrence, KS, students come from
Indigenous communities across the USA
(including Alaska), with the greatest
concentration from Plains and Southwest regions.
We recruited participants from a variety of
classes (American Indian Studies, Introduction to
Psychology, and Introduction to Sociology) to
help insure a representative sample. Demographic
characteristics closely match those of samples in
subsequent research, suggesting that this sample
is representative of students at Haskell. Half of
participants reported that they had lived on an

Indian reservation (34 females, 28 males) and
half reported that they had never lived on an
Indian reservation (28 females, 34 males).
Participants ranged in age from 18 to 35 years,
with a median age of 21 years. They received no
compensation for participation.

Materials

The first page of the survey included open-ended
items about ethnic affiliation, gender, age, year in
school, and hometown. The rest of the survey
included measures of self-esteem, community
efficacy, ethnic identification, and perceptions of
racism (in that order).’

SELF-ESTEEM. The Current Thoughts Scale
(CTS; Heatherton & Polivy, 1991) served as a
measure of state self-esteem. The CTS consists of
20 items for which participants use a 5-point
scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely) to indicate
how they feel "right now." The purpose of the
CTS is not to assess an individual's characteristic
level of self-esteem, but instead to assess current
experience of self-regard. An important feature of
the CTS is that it consists of three subscales
measuring different aspects of self-regard. These
include a 6-item appearance subscale ("I feel
satisfied with the way my body looks right now";
o =.77), a 7-item performance subscale ("I feel
confident about my abilities" [reverse scored]; o
=.76), and a 7-item social subscale ("I am
worried about what other people think of me"; a
= .81). Items on the social subscale are coded
such that high scores indicate less concern with
other people's attention, which is associated in
mainstream American settings with high self-
esteem.

? Nearly all students completed the open-ended item about
ethnic affiliation with Native American or American
Indian. Without information to the contrary or the explicit
opportunity to provide alternative information, participants
appeared to assume that the investigators desired officially
sanctioned categories used by U.S. government
institutions.
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COMMUNITY EFFICACY. Measures of self-
esteem typically focus on the individual self. To
assess self-regard at the level of collective self,
we adapted a measure from our previous research
(Fryberg, Markus, Oyserman, & Stone, 2006) to
create an indicator of community efficacy.
Participants used a 5-point scale (1 = not at all, 5
= extremely) to indicate agreement with four
items (o =.77): (1) "People in my community
have a number of good qualities," (2) "I care how
others think about my community," (3) "I feel
like I can make a difference in my community,"
and (4) "People in my community can take action
to make things better." Besides its focus on the
collective self, the emphasis on action rendered
this measure useful as an indicator of processes
related to liberation from oppression.

DEGREE OF IDENTIFICATION: ETHNIC
IDENTIFICATION SCALE. Following research on
the role of identity as a resource (e.g., Oyserman,
Bybee, & Terry, 2003), we used six items from
the Racial Identification Scale (RIS; Oyserman et
al., 2001) to assess degree of engagement with
Indigenous identity. In particular, we combined
items from the connectedness (e.g., "It is
important to me to think of myself as an
American Indian.") and embedded achievement
(e.g., "If I am successful, it will help the
American Indian community.") subscales of the
RIS to form an index of engagement with
Indigenous identity (o = .85). Participants used a
5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree) to indicate their agreement with each
statement.

CONTENT OF IDENTITY: IDENTITY
REPRESENTATION. An important goal of the
present research was to extend attention beyond
degree of identification to consider content of
identification. Participants indicated which of a
set of six identity descriptions—American, Native
American, Indian, American Indian, Tribal
Nation, and Other—best described how they
experienced their identity at the present moment.
We coded whether participants selected a tribal
nation representation (1 = yes, 0 = no) to create a

dichotomous indicator of identity content.

PERCEPTIONS OF RACISM. The final measure
was a 16-item instrument (o = .88) that assessed
perceptions of racism. We adapted this measure
from previous research (Adams, Tormala, &
O'Brien, in press; Branscombe et al., 1999) to
reflect issues of relevance for Indigenous
Peoples. The items consisted of hypothetical
situations (e.g., "A real estate agent takes an
American Indian couple to look only at homes in
low-income neighborhoods.") and actual events
(e.g., "The use of American Indians as mascots
by colleges and professional teams"). Participants
used a 7-point scale (1 = no role, 7 = a large role)
to indicate the extent to which racism played a
role in each event. The mean of each participant's
responses constituted their perception of racism
score.

Procedure

After each instructor introduced her, Fryberg
(who identifies as Snohomish from the Tulalip
reservation in Washington State) explained the
goals of the research, assured students of
confidentiality, educated them about their rights
as participants, and invited them to participate.
After completion, participants placed the consent
form and survey in separate boxes to further
assure anonymity. Researchers debriefed them
regarding the background of the study and
thanked them for participating. Participation took
approximately 30-40 minutes.

Results

The first purpose of the study was to investigate
variation in the engagement with Indigenous
identities. Accordingly, we assessed the extent to
which both degree and content of engagement
varied as a function of reservation background,
gender, and year in school. Because we measured
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degree of engagement with a continuous variable
(ethnic identification scale) the appropriate
technique was analysis of variance (ANOVA).
Because we measured content with a categorical
variable (identity representation), the appropriate
technique was loglinear analysis, for which
partial associations between combinations of
predictors and the categorical outcome variable
are analogous to main effects and interactions in
ANOVA (Marascuilo & Busk, 1987).

The second purpose of the study was to
consider implications of variation in identity for
well-being (indicated by self-esteem) and
processes related to liberation from oppression
(community efficacy and perception of racism).
The general hypothesis was that engagement with
Indigenous identity would be positively related to
these outcomes. To assess this hypothesis, we
conducted analyses of all outcomes as a function
of gender, year in school, and each dimension of
variation in engagement. We used regression
techniques for analyses involving the continuous
indicator of degree (ethnic identification scale)
and ANOVA techniques for analyses involving
the categorical indicators of content (identity
representation) and context (reservation
background).

Initial analyses indicated that distributions for
all Likert-type scales (i.e., ethnic identity scale,
three self-esteem subscales, community efficacy,
and perception of racism) met the assumption of
normality. In the analyses that follow, we report
results that were significant at p = .05.

Variation in Engagement with Indigenous
Identities

To assess variation in degree of engagement, we
conducted a 2 (Reservation Background: none or
some) x 2 (Gender: men or women) x 2 (Year in
School: first or second) ANOVA of identification
scores. Results revealed a main effect of
reservation background, F(1, 116) =13.05,p =
.001, n* = .10. Participants who reported
reservation experience (M = 4.50, SD = 0.50) had

higher identification scores than did participants
who did not (M =4.07, SD = 0.74).

To assess variation in content of engagement,
we conducted a loglinear analysis of the identity
representation (pan-ethnic or tribal nation), using
the three categorical predictors from the
preceding analysis. Results revealed a partial
association of Reservation Background x Year in

School x Identity Representation, X*(1, N = 124)
=6.25, p <.013 (i.e., a Reservation Background x
Year in School interaction in ANOVA terms).
Follow-up analyses revealed an association of
reservation background with identity content that
was limited to first-year students. Although 41%
of first year students who reported reservation
experience indicated a tribal nation
representation, only 7% of students who did not

report reservation experience did so, x*(1, N = 62)
= 8.87, p =.003. The percentage of second-year
students who indicated a tribal nation
representation did not vary as a function of
reservation background (i.e., 29% for both
groups).

In general, results suggest that engagement
with Indigenous identity varied in predictable
ways as a function of reservation background.
Participants who reported reservation background
had higher identification scores and—at least
among first-year students—were more likely to
report tribal nation identity than were participants
who did not report reservation background.

Implications of Variation in Degree of
Engagement: Ethnic Identification Scale

To assess implications of variation in degree of
engagement, we conducted regression analyses
with ethnic identification scores, gender, year in
school and the higher-order interaction terms
composed of these variables as predictors of each
outcome. In support of hypotheses (b) and (c),
results revealed relationships of ethnic
identification scores with community efficacy, 3
=.505, p <.001, and perceptions of racism § =
378, p = .015. In contrast, there was no evidence
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for hypothesis (a) regarding positive relationships
between ethnic identification and measures of
self-esteem. No other relationships approached
conventional levels of statistical significance.

Implications of Variation in Content of
Engagement: Identity Representations

To assess implications of variation in content of
engagement, we performed a 2 (Identity
Representation: tribal or pan-ethnic) x 2 (Gender:
women or men) x 2 (Year in School: first or
second) Multivariate Analysis of Variance
(MANOVA) on the five dependent outcomes plus
the ethnic identification scale. The results
revealed a significant Identity Representation x
Gender interaction, Wilks' A = 0.892, F(6, 111) =
225 p=.044,n>=.11.

To interpret this multivariate result, we
conducted 2 x 2 ANOV As separately for each
outcome. These univariate analyses revealed only
a Gender x Identity Representation interaction for
appearance self-esteem, F(1, 116) =5.66, p =
019, 1 =.05. To interpret this interaction, we
assessed the simple effects of identity
representation within each gender. These analyses
revealed an association of identity representation
with appearance self-esteem—that is, support for
hypothesis (d)—that was limited to women, F(1,
120) = 6.39, p = .013, n* =.052. Appearance self-
esteem was greater for women who indicated a
tribal nation representation (M = 3.81, SD = 0.66)
than for women who indicated a pan-ethnic
representation (M = 3.32, SD = 0.65). Values for
men were M =3.43, SD = 0.80 and M = 3.60, SD
=0.70, F(1, 116) = 1.09, p = .300, 1> =.009.

In contrast to this evidence in support of
hypothesis (d), results provided no support for
hypotheses (e) and (f) regarding associations of
identity representation with community efficacy
and perception of racism. Likewise, results
provided no evidence of any association between
use of tribal nation representation and scores on
the ethnic identification scale.

Implications of Variation in Context of
Engagement: Reservation Background

To assess implications of variation in context of
engagement, we conducted a 2 x 2 x 2 MANOVA
on the five outcome measures with reservation
background, gender, and year in school as factors.
These analyses revealed a main effect of
reservation background, Wilks' A = 0.849, F{(5,
112) =3.99, p = .002, n* = .18. To interpret this
multivariate main effect, we conducted 2 x 2 x 2
ANOV As separately for each outcome. Results of
univariate tests for main effects of reservation
background appear in Table 1. In support of
hypothesis (i), students with reservation
experience reported greater perception of racism
than students with no reservation experience.
Likewise, results revealed a trend consistent with
hypothesis (h), such that students with reservation
experience reported greater community efficacy
than students with no reservation experience. In
contrast, but in support of hypothesis (g'),
students with reservation experience indicated
lower levels of self-esteem on all three subscales
(i.e., performance, social, and appearance) than
students with no reservation experience.

Multiple Regression Analyses with Ethnic
Identification and Reservation Background

Separate analyses of reservation background and
degree of identification indicate significant
relationships of these variables with the outcomes
of community efficacy and perception of racism.
However, because there was also a strong
relationship between these two variables, it is
relevant to ask whether relationships between one
of the variables and the outcome measures may
be mediated by its relationship to the other
variable. Following Baron and Kenny (1986), we
conducted mediation analyses in which we
considered ethnic identification and reservation
background as simultaneous predictors of
community efficacy and perception of racism.
(Initial analyses indicated that the Ethnic
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Table 1 Mean differences in outcomes as a function of reservation background

No reservation

Reservation F (1,116) p n2

Performance Self-esteem 3.95 (0.56) 3.67 (0.65) 7.62 .007 .062

Social Self-esteem 3.87(0.59) 3.53 (0.85) 9.33 .003 .074

Appearance Self-esteem 3.65 (0.63) 3.34(0.75) 6.18 014 .051

Community Efficacy 3.27(0.91) 3.61 (0.78) 3.10 081 .026

Perception of Racism 5.06 (1.19) 5.48 (0.85) 5.03 027  .042
Note. Ns = 62

Identification x Reservation Background
interaction term was not a significant predictor of
any outcome, so we do not discuss it further.)
Results indicated that the relationships of ethnic
identification with community efficacy § = 0.431,
p <.001 and perception of racism, = 0.348, p <
.001 remained significant. In contrast, previously
significant relationships with reservation
background were no longer significant for
community efficacy (f = 0.06, p = .50) and
perception of racism (B = 0.09, p = .32). Sobel's
(1982) tests confirmed that the indirect
relationships of reservation background mediated
through identification score were significantly
different from zero for community efficacy, z =
3.02, p =.003 and perception of racism, z = 2.73,
p = .006. These patterns suggest that the
associations of reservation background with these
two outcomes were mediated by identification
scores.

We also conducted multiple regression
analyses with ethnic identification and
reservation background as simultaneous
predictors of the three self-esteem subscales.
Because analyses had revealed no significant
relationships between degree of identification and
self-esteem, mediation analyses were
inappropriate. Instead, the purpose of these
analyses was to consider the exploratory research
question noted in the Introduction: namely,
whether relationships between identification and
self-esteem changed as a function of reservation
background.

To address this issue, we regressed each self-
esteem subscale on identification score,
reservation background, and the interaction of

these two variables. Results indicated a
significant, Ethnic Identification x Reservation
Background interaction only for scores on the
social self-esteem subscale, f =-1.42, #(120) = -
2.10, p = .038. To interpret this interaction, we
analyzed the relationship between identification
and social self-esteem separately for participants
with and without reservation experience. These
analyses revealed no relationship between
identification and social self-esteem scores for
people with no reservation experience, § = 0.035,
#(60) < 1. However, there was a significant,
negative relationship between identification and
social self-esteem scores among people with
reservation experience, = -0.257, #(60) = -2.06,
p < .043. This pattern constitutes support for
hypothesis (a') although limited to social self-
esteem scores among participants with
reservation experience.

Discussion

Results provide initial evidence for the general
hypothesis that engagement with Indigenous
identity is positively associated with indicators of
well-being and collective action. One source of
evidence for this hypothesis involves quantitative
differences in degree of identification. Students
who scored higher on the scale measure of
identification also tended to report greater
community efficacy and perception of racism.
Previous research has documented a positive
relationship between ethnic identification and
perception of racism among African American
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(Branscombe et al., 1999; Sellers & Shelton,
2003) and Latino participants (Operario & Fiske,
2001). The present research documents a similar
pattern among Indigenous participants.

How is one to interpret the association
between ethnic identification and racism
perception? One interpretation is that racism
perception fosters identification. That is,
perception of racism may promote a sense of
rejection by American society, which may lead
people to identify with (and find greater
acceptance among) other Indigenous people who
have been similarly rejected (Branscombe et al.,
1999). From this perspective, increased
identification can serve as a resource to the extent
that it helps buffer the consequences of
mainstream rejection.

Alternatively, increased identification may
promote perception of racism. People who
identify strongly with Indigenous communities
are likely to experience increased engagement
with Indigenous constructions of reality,
including those that emphasize the role of racist
oppression as an explanation for past injustice
and continuing disadvantage. From this
perspective, increased identification can serve as
a resource by providing people with liberating
worldviews, sensitizing them to the threat of
racist oppression, and fostering a sense of
collective efficacy with which to combat this
threat (Gurin et al., 1980; Martin-Bar6, 1994, p.
30).

Another source of evidence for the role of
identity as a resource comes from differences in
content of identification. The general hypothesis
was that use of representations that resonated
closely with Indigenous constructions of identity
would be associated with more positive outcomes
than use of representations rooted in mainstream
constructions of identity. The present study
investigated this hypothesis by considering the
distinction between tribal nation and pan-ethnic
representations. To the extent that identification
with tribal nation representations signals greater
engagement with Indigenous constructions of
identity than does identification with pan-ethnic
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representations, people who typically identify
themselves in terms of the former should report
better outcomes than people who typically
identify themselves in terms of the latter.

Results for appearance self-esteem provide
limited support for this hypothesis. Women who
indicated a tribal nation representation reported
higher appearance self-esteem than did women
who indicated a pan-ethnic representation. One
interpretation of this pattern is that the tendency
to identify in terms of tribal nation
representations reflects greater engagement with
Indigenous worldviews. Engagement with
Indigenous worldviews may buffer appearance
self-esteem by protecting Indigenous women
from potentially damaging, mainstream
constructions of beauty and providing them with
realistic standards that more closely fit their
bodies.

Beyond evidence that tribal nation
representations are associated with greater
appearance self-esteem among Indigenous
women, results provided little evidence of
hypothesized relationships involving identity
content for other outcomes. However, one should
not interpret observed results as an indication that
the content of identity representations is
inconsequential. Instead, an important step for
future research is to move beyond the distinction
between tribal nation and pan-ethnic
representations. Although this distinction implies
that tribal nation representations indicate greater
engagement with Indigenous worldviews than
pan-ethnic representations, the reality is more
complicated. Representations vary in their
resonance with Indigenous worldviews within
both pan-ethnic (e.g. First Nations versus
American Indian) and tribal nation (Lakota versus
Sioux) categories. Future work can benefit from a
qualitative approach that attends more closely to
differences in meaning of various identity
representations.

Although the idea of identity as a resource
implies that variations in identification affect
outcomes of interest, the correlational nature of
the present research does not rule out causal
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relationships in the reverse direction (e.g., that
well-being affects identification) or joint
causation by a "third variable". Conclusive
evidence for the idea of identity as a resource
awaits research that examines the effect of
changes in Indigenous identification—whether
experimentally manipulated or naturally
occurring—on subsequent outcomes.

Contributions of a Cultural Perspective

CONTENT OF IDENTIFICATION. Besides a focus
on identity as a resource, another contribution of
the present research is to apply a cultural
perspective to the study of ethnic identity. One
feature of a cultural perspective is a focus on the
content of identity representations. Identification
is more than engagement (or not) with a naturally
existing, ethnic category. Instead, people have
available to them a variety of identity
representations that vary in meaning and
implications for important outcomes. People are
not passive recipients of these representations,
but instead contribute to the reproduction of these
representations through everyday acts of
appropriation (Gone, Miller, & Rappaport.,
1999). An adequate account of ethnic
identification must transcend the tendency to treat
received identity categories as natural or
inevitable and begin to highlight the collective
construction processes that create, reproduce, and
maintain these categories.

CONTEXT OF IDENTIFICATION. Another feature
of a cultural perspective is a focus on the context
of identification. One expression of this focus is
the variable of reservation background. Students
who had resided on a reservation tended to report
higher degrees of ethnic identification than
students who had not resided on a reservation,
and this accounted for further differences in
measures of community efficacy and perception
of racism.

Likewise, first-year students with reservation
experience were more likely to indicate tribal
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nation representations than were first-year
students without reservation experience. In
reservation settings, differences between tribal
nations—in terms of language, customary
practices, and material culture—may be very
salient dimensions along which to construct one's
identity. However, experience in non-reservation
settings may be more strongly influenced by
mainstream American constructions in which the
most salient dimensions of difference are not
tribal nation representations, but pan-ethnic
categories made real by the census and other
official documents.

Among second-year students, there were no
differences in use of tribal nation representations
as a function of reservation background. As a
space inhabited almost exclusively by people who
claim some form of Indigenous identity, the
constructions of reality that inform everyday
experience at Haskell may be those—Ilike tribal
nation representations—that resonate with
Indigenous communities. Likewise, when one
finds oneself in situations (like Haskell) where
one can assume that everyone claims some form
of Indigenous identity, there is little utility in
identifying oneself according to pan-ethnic
representations. Instead, consistent with the quote
about the situated experience of Indigenous
identity (Trimble, 2000), the more salient or
relevant form of identification may be tribal
nation representations (McGuire et al., 1978).

Implicit in this discussion is a dynamic
account in which patterns of ethnic self-
identification change over the course of a
student's career. However, this account remains
speculative given the cross-sectional nature of the
present research. More conclusive evidence for
this account awaits longitudinal research that
tracks individual students' patterns of
identification over time.

CULTURAL GROUNDING OF PSYCHOLOGICAL
SCIENCE. A third feature of a cultural
perspective is attention to the cultural grounding
of psychological science. The science of
psychology often proceeds as if its measures and
constructs reflect deeply embedded, natural
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features of human psyche that transcend cultural
and historical context. In contrast, a cultural
perspective considers the extent to which these
measures and constructs reflect particular social
realities.

This perspective is important for making
sense of the apparently anomalous pattern in
which people who had resided on a reservation
reported lower self-esteem on all three subscales
than did people who had not resided on a
reservation. Taken at face value, this pattern
would appear to contradict the idea of identity as
a resource because greater engagement with
Indigenous worldviews, as indicated by
reservation background, was associated with
lower self-esteem. Regression analyses for social
self-esteem afford a similar conclusion. Rather
than a resource to preserve self-esteem, high
degrees of identification were related to lower
scores on the social self-esteem subscale among
students who had resided on a reservation. What
is one to make of these patterns? Does increased
engagement with Indigenous identity result in
low self-esteem?

A closer look at the items of the social self-
esteem subscale suggests a potential answer.
Many of these items (e.g., "I am worried about
what other people think of me") express a
concern about the relationship of self to social
environment. Within mainstream American
constructions of reality (which disproportionately
inform theory and research in psychology),
endorsement of these items may indeed reflect an
"unhealthy" concern about the social environment
that limits elaboration and enhancement of the
individual self. In a setting where elaboration and
enhancement of the individual self is a local
imperative, failure to follow one's inner voice
may be associated with poor outcomes. However,
these poor outcomes may be less the product of
pan-human nature and more the result of the
particular constructions of self that prevail in
mainstream-American spaces (Heine et al., 1999).

Concern about the relationship of self to
social environment may represent a less
problematic way of being in many Indigenous
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communities. Rather than elaboration and
enhancement of the individual self, people in
many Indigenous communities may engage
worlds in which explicit and implicit norms
advocate attention and tuning of self to the social
environment. More generally, constructions of
self-esteem in many Indigenous communities
may deviate from the constructions of self-esteem
that prevail in mainstream psychological science
(Dvorakova, 2003).

So, rather than evidence against the idea of
Indigenous identity as a resource, results for self-
esteem may instead reflect the cultural grounding
of psychological science (Gergen, Gulerce, Lock,
& Misra, 1996). Adequate evaluation of
hypotheses about well-being in Indigenous
communities may require conceptions and
measures of self-esteem that resonate more
strongly with these communities. Equally
important, attempts to measure psychological
experience using conceptions developed in
mainstream American worlds may yield
distorting conclusions (and perpetuate
relationships of domination) if one fails to
consider their status as cultural and historical
artifacts (Duran & Duran, 1995; Greenfield,
1997; Smith, 1999).

Concluding Comments:
Implications for Practice

Given the preliminary status of the present
research, one should regard the preceding
paragraph more as a caution about possibility
than a conclusive explanation for observed
results. We take the liberty to elaborate this
possibility here, despite its speculative nature, to
emphasize the benefits of a cultural perspective.
Although this discussion has focused on
conception and measurement of self-esteem, one
can advocate a similar approach to the study of
ethnic identification. Rather than assume a
transcultural process of ethnic identification, we
advocate increased attention to the ways in which
the conception and measurement of identity is
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grounded in particular constructions of reality.

With that caution in mind, it is important to
stress a similar caution about the contextual
grounding of the present research. Participants in
this study were students at Haskell Indian Nations
University, a unique institution where pan-ethnic,
Indigenous identity—rather than more specific,
tribal nations or more general, mainstream
American society—provides the common ground
for everyday interaction. Accordingly, as with
any study addressing issues of cultural diversity,
there should be no expectation that particular
patterns observed in this study constitute essential
features of "Indigenous" psychology that one
could apply, regardless of context, to all people
identified with that category.

However, it bears repeating that the point of a
cultural perspective—as in the present study—is
not to catalog the essential properties of
artificially reified groups. Instead, the more
important point is to reveal how psychological
processes like ethnic identification are rooted in
particular cultural patterns, social representations,
and other constructions of reality (Adams &
Markus, 2004). Accordingly, we hesitate to give
recommendations for counseling or mental health
practitioners based on our specific results—for
example, to reify the analytic dimension of
reservation background and advocate different
measurement procedures for students who reside
in reservation and non-reservation settings.
Instead, a cultural perspective recommends two
broad orientations to practice. The first is
attention to the context of assessment and the
extent to which standard measures and constructs
are cultural artifacts (Greenfield, 1997). The
second is attention to the content of identity,
including the search for liberating representations
of Indigenous identity and practices that afford
people from Indigenous communities greater
control over the meaning of these representations.
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