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ARE WE HAPPY YET? : RE-EVALUATING THE 
EVALUATION OF INDIGENOUS COMMUNIT Y 

DEVELOPMENT 

Kerin Gould 
U niversity of Cal ifornia, Davis 

As I was working on research i nto Ind igenous com m u n ity 
development, I wanted to get an  overview of how thi ngs are goi ng 
- are projects improvi ng wel l -bei ng? What is  worki ng and what 
isn't? I found I cou ldn 't get a clear mu lt i-dimensional p ictu re. So I 
had to wonder, about eval uation criteria and what the a lternatives 
were. How can we, as academics and researchers and a l l ies, make 
sense of the avai lable i nformation i n  such a way that ou r work is  
mean i ngfu l to the I ndigenous commun ities we work with ? 

As academics, our  work can affect processes and practices 
carried out in the different ethn ic  commun ities that we work with . 
We can make ou rselves more usefu l and relevant if we recogn ize 
that these peoples have the i r  own measurements and criter ia and 
work the i r  concepts i nto our  methods and analyses. It  i s  tempti ng 
to claim egal i tar ian ideals as the reason for using the same 
measu rements for deeply d i fferent peoples, as if we al l  pr iorit ize 
goals identica l l y  and organ ize us ing the same protocols, but it can 
also negate sign ificant aspects of cu l tu ral and ind iv idual  identities 
and can resu l t  in m is lead ing i nterpretations.  Conventional melt i ng-
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pot th i nking on d iversity often impl ies that everyone basical ly wants 
the same th i ngs, assum i ng Eu ro-American va l ues represent u n iversa l 
goa ls .  This assu mption can d im in ish comm u n ity satisfaction with a 
project as has been seen i n  many cases of top-down development. 
In spite of global ization, societies are not rea l ly  melt ing pots - more 
l i ke minestrone soup  where each i ngredient can be savored, even 
if some wou ld  prefer  a cream-of-mainstream .  I nd igenous peoples, 
for example, l i ve with i n  nat ion-states and societies that are based 
on enti rely d i fferent worldviews, so shou ldn 't assessment of the i r  
u n ique issues reflect the i r  d isti nct va l ues and criter ia ? 

I n  looking at d i fferent comm u n ity development projects of 
I nd igenous peoples throughout the Americas, certa i n  standard 
ind icators pai nt a rosy pictu re, but do these add up  to improved wel l 
bei ng1 6* accord i ng to what the comm u n ities i n  question consider 
most important for l iv ing?  What kind of eva luat ion i s  usefu l to ensu re 
that commun ity projects del iver the most mean i ngfu l contentment 
and wel l -bei ng to I nd igenous commun it ies ? Most i mportantly, 
how can I nd igenous people measu re whether they are succeed ing 
on thei r own terms, i n  ways that respect and support trad it ional 
knowledge, ph i losophy, and socia l  protocols, self-determ i nation, 
cu ltu ral conti nuance and thr iv ing i nd iv idua ls ?  

Positive Economic Indicators Show Improvements 
After centu ries of the most severe poverty brought about by 

confiscation of sustai n i ng resources, subjugation to ethnocentric and 
often u neth ical  laws, categorizat ion as i ncompetent to manage thei r 
own assets, d ispersal to cit ies and pro letar ian ization, assim i lation 
without equa l i ty, and the resu lt ing phys ica l/menta l /spi r itual health 
damage, some I nd igenous people are see ing some improvement 
and economic success. Certa in ly  I nd igenous popu lat ions are 

1 6' I use the term "we l l -being" here to i mply a m o re h o l ist ic, i n c l u s ive 
sense and because the term "q u a l ity of l ife" has p rev ious ly  been 
associated with external ly gen erated cr i ter ia  w h i c h  a re often, i ro n i c a l l y, 
too quantitat ive i n  the hopes of p resenti ng objective and comparabl e  
data. "We l l -bei ng" c a n  com pr ise physical ,  mental ,  and spi r i tu a l  h ealth 
of both the i n d iv idual  and the com m u n ity col l ect ive as we l l  as the 
contentment with the perceived l eve l s  of phys ica l ,  m e ntal ,  and spi r i tual  
health . Certa i n l y  th is  defi n it ion begs a com b i n at ion of both object ive, 
mater ia l  cr iter ia  as wel l as subjective and cu ltu ra l l y  specific cr iter ia .  
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recoveri ng, some are begi nn i ng thr ive, and one might say they are 
developing i n  ways that para l le l  those of non-Native cou nterparts. 
Many d iagnost ic methods i nd icate that I nd igenous comm u n ities 
are in better cond it ions than they were only a few short decades 
ago, in what might seem l i ke a m i racu lous economic  recovery. 

I n  the US, 2002 Census' reports that 201 , 387 American 
I nd ian/Alaska Native-owned bus inesses (not i nc lud ing tri ba l ly  
owned bus i nesses, as i n  the previous census) rang up  receipts of 
$26, 872,947,000, and as of 2004, there are an estimated 90,730 
majority-owned, privately-held fi rms owned by AllAN women in  
the U .S. ,  employing nearly 1 29,000 people and generat ing $ 1 2 .4 
b i l l ion i n  sales. Between 1 997 and 2004, the number of Native 
American and Alaska Native women-owned firms i ncreased by 
69%, employment grew by 73%,  and sales rose by 83% . 2 I n  
2005 a Harvard Un iversity Project O n  American I nd ian Economic 
Development report on socio-economic changes showed that 
s ign i ficant material  improvements have taken place over the l ast 
decade for U .S .  Native people as seen in th is table :  

Changes O n  Reservations Other Than Navajo 
(Changes 1 990- 2000 presented in points unless indicated as %; OTSAs 
excluded) 3 

Non- G a m i ng Gami ng U . S .  

Rea l per cap i ta i n come +2 1 % + 3 6% + 1 1 % 

Med ian househol d  i ncome + 1 4% +35% +4% 

Fam i l y  poverty -6.9 - 1 1 .8 -0 .8 

C h i l d  poverty -8 . 1  - 1 1 . 6 - 1 . 7  

Deep poverty - 1 .4 -3 .4  -0 .4  

Pu b l i c  assi stance +0 . 7  - 1 . 6  +0.3 

U nemployment - 1 .8  -4 . 8  - 0 . 5  

Labor force partic i pation - 1 .6  + 1 . 6  - 1 . 3  

Overcrowded homes - 1 .3 -0. 1 + 1 . 1 

Homes l acki ng complete p l u mbing -4 . 6  -3 . 3  -0 . 1  

Homes l acking complete kitchen + 1 .3 -0 . 6  +0.2 

Col lege graduates + 1 . 7 +2 . 6  +4.2 

H igh school or  equ ivalency o n l y  -0.3 + 1 . 8  - 1 .4  

Less than - 9th  grade education -5 .5 -6.3 -2 . 8  
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u. s. Census Bureau, American Indian- And Alaska Native-Owned 
Firms: 2002 Economic Census, Survey Of Business Owners 4 

Gaming is clearly not the only contributor to economic upturn, 
and in fact non-gaming tri bes' average wages are h igher as are housing 
improvements on those reservations.s Throughout the Americas, 
Native commun ities and i ndividuals have bu i lt up a l l  ki nds and sizes 
of enterprises from wi ld r ice or special ized corn production to smal l  
a i r l i nes, cloth i ng design, I ndigenous music record i ng companies, 
radio stations, handmade soaps, software design, lega l and technical  
advis i ng, coca-leaf teas and candies, hotels and eco!cu ltu ra l tou rism, 
wind farms, adobe construction, susta i nable forestry and fisheries, 
herbal medici nes, real estate and banks.6 

In Canada, the National Aborigi nal  Envi ron mental Development 
Board reports that aborigi nal  enterprise i s  growi ng - even faster than 
the national  averages in many f ields.  There are now over 27,000 
Aborigi nal  entrepreneu rs, a 30% i ncrease from 1 996 to 2001 , 
more than n i ne t i mes that of the Canadian average.7 The n u m ber 
of man ufactu ri ng, transportation and warehous ing bus i nesses was 
a l most f ive ti mes h igher i n  2001 than in 1 996, and the n u m ber 
of Aborigi nal busi nesses operat ing in professional ,  scientific and 
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techn ica l ,  education, health and socia l  services has more than 
doubled s ince 1 996 .  

Many tri ba l ly  owned bus inesses are a lso thr iv i ng, often 
combi n i ng severa l complementary i nterests such as forestry and 
a m i l l  or construction busi ness, for example.  The Wisconsi n Ho
Chunk  tri be i nvested casi no money i n  d iverse busi nesses - hote ls, 
real estate, stores, two I nternet companies, a hous ing fabrication 
company, and a telecom hardware company to name a few and 
generated profit growi ng from zero to $25 m i l l ion in  revenues i n  
five years.8 

For Centra l  and South America, it is very d ifficu l t  to fi nd 
comparab le i nformation that d isti ngu ishes the entrepreneursh ip  and 
economic projects of  I nd igenous i nd iv iduals  and comm u n ities as  
d isti nct from those of  "peasants" or "ru ra l poor". There i s ,  however, 
lots of d iscussion on emigration as a major sou rce of i ncome and 
outside agencies' macro-economic p lans  and pol icies to create 
development for and i n  the territories of Ind igenous people.  Sti l l , as 
in the north, I nd igenous people have been i ncreasi ng thei r  bus iness 
acumen and expand ing markets for goods and services. Emigrants 
often br i ng home computers or fax mach i nes with which they can 
stay in touch with remote c l ients or mai nta in  networks between 
the home commun ity and customers abroad . One example i s  that 
of the d iaspora of people from Otavalo i n  Ecuador, whose fame 
as purveyors of Andean texti les has spread with the i r  m igrants 
to Europe and North America. At a Cal i forn ia powwow recently, 
I nd igenous vendors from the south were sel l i ng warm a lpaca 
sweaters with dream-catcher and eagle designs to appeal to the 
northern Natives' tastes. Whi le  one Comanche vendor said she d id 
not approve of  the appropriat ion of  northern Native designs, even 
by other I nd igenous people, others were busy buyi ng. 

Beh ind  the busi ness successes, there has been an i ncrease i n  
both techn ical bus iness assistance/tra i n i ng and loans for commun ity 
development and i ndiv idual  entrepreneu rsh ip. Agencies l i ke the 
Commun ity Development Fi nancial  Institution Fu nd, part of the 
U .S .  treasu ry, statewide chambers of commerce, and the Smal l 
Busi ness Admin i stration (and i n  Canada, agencies such as Industry 
Canada's Aborigi nal  Bus i ness Canada program and the Fi rst 
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Citizens' Fu nd i n  B rit ish Col u mbia) provide a n u mber of support 
services to Native entrepreneu rs and tri bal  bus inesses, techn ica l  
assistance and loans,9 networking and conferences. 

I n  addit ion to bus i ness growth, I n d igenous people have 
i mproved the i r  ab i l ity to carry out comm u n ity projects by worki ng 
with foundation support. One of the most posit ive trends for 
I ndigenous economic improvement is an i ncrease i n  grantmaki ng, 
lend ing and techn ical assi stance. There are programs that provide 
capacity-bu i l d i ng for non-profits and tri bal  organ izers, rotat ing loan 
or m icro- lendi ng cooperatives, and education for managi ng fam i ly 
fi nances. Many of these featu re I nd igenous people supporti ng 
other I nd igenous people as a l l ies who can relate to the recip ients' 
organ izi ng styles, goa ls, needs, ph i losoph ies, and problems 
especia l ly wel l .  In Canada human resou rce programs have hel ped 
thousands retu rn to school or work, and 

"Aborigi nal  F i nancia l  I n st itut ions (e .g .  Aborigi na l  Capital 
Corporations and Aborigi na l  Commun ity Futu res Development 
Corporations) cu rrently d isburse an impressive $ 70 m i l l ion 
i n  loans to a l most 2,000 Aborigi nal  bus inesses each year . . .  
Aborigi nal people and commun ities conti nue  to negotiate more 
and more revenue-shari ng and impact benefit agreements." l a  

I n  addit ion to support for bus inesses, I nd igenous commun ities 
with a bit  of su rp lus  are supporti ng projects i nter-triba l ly and even 
across the Americas. G iv i ng, newly constituted as ph i lanthropy, 
has deep and mean i ngfu l roots throughout Native cu l tures. I n  
commun ities where a person who has given away a great dea l 
i s  respected more than one who has accu m u lated a great deal 
or where the word "sti ngy" i s  the worst poss ib le  i nsu lt, it i s  not 
su rpr is ing that i n  t imes of economic improvements Native people 
cu lt ivate and formal ize the i r  own giv ing practices and organ ize 
ph i lanthropic support. Tri bes and organ izations have been able to 
respond generously to the needs of Native and non-Native people .  
For example, i n  October of 2001 Indian Country Today reported 
on the response from Native tribes to the 9/1 1 attacks on the World 
Trade Towers : for example, the Mohegan Tribe of Connecticut 
donated $1 m i l l ion, the Rumsey Rancheria of Cal i forn ia contr ibuted 
$200,000 and the Pra i r ie Band Potawatomi  $ 1 00,000, wh i le  other 
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tri bes qu ietly contr ibuted goods and services." Several tribes, the 
National  Congress of Ameri can I nd ians, and the National I nd ian 
Gami ng Organ ization later donated large amou nts to support other 
tri bes and non-Native neighbors h i t  by H u rr icane Katri na, although 
some of those dol lars apparently never reached the i r  i ntended 
benefic iar ies, perhaps lost i n  the bu reaucracy of large-scale d isaster 
re l ief.1 2 Severa l other organ izations that are mai n ly Native-ru n, l i ke 
the Seventh Generation Fund, Honor the Earth, and F i rst Nations 
Development Fu nd support a variety of commun ity projects, whi le 
many casi no tri bes contr ibute to regional concerns i n  order to 
foster goodwi l l  among the i r  neighbors. 

On the more technica l  side of I nd igenous networki ng, a 
study conducted at Iowa State U n iversity i n  2002 reports that 
e-commerce hel ps I nd igenous busi nesses e l im i nate midd lemen 
and supports networking between other Natives at home, on other 
reservations and elsewhere.1 3 As th is  research shows, not only have 
I nd igenous people begu n us ing e-commerce for d i rect sales of thei r 
arti san work or specia lty crops and promotion of the i r  eco-tou rism 
offer ings, but they are a lso using the i r  social ,  cu ltu ra l ,  natu ra l and 
h uman capital to create and susta in  bus i nesses. 

Social  Indicators Pai nt a D ifferent Picture 
With a l l  of the economic improvements noted above, one 

wou ld  expect to see equa l ly  dramatic improvements reflected in 
socia l  i nd icators. Socia l  improvements certa i n ly exist i n  terms of 
mater ia l  improvements and some services. I nfant deaths decreased 
from 1 5 .2 to 8.6 between 1 983-2002, and 71 % of expecti ng 
mothers received prenata l care. School readi ness in 3 -5 year olds 
has gone from 35% in 1 993 to 39% in 2001 , with 5 year olds 
reach ing 71 % and 80.7% of ch i ldren use computers at school and 
65 .2% use them at  home.  1 4  These important and long over-due 
improvements wou ld pai nt a very rosy pictu re, and one m ight be 
tempted to see examples of economic improvement as a s ign that 
I nd igenous peoples' problems have been resolved . 

However, i n  a scan of socia l  i nd icators, the th i ngs that d id  not 
improve or worsened were most notable.1 5  Violence against women 
cont inues to be a concern of ind igenous people that i s  far from being 
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reso lved or amel iorated by economic ga i ns .l 6  Stri k ing d i sparit ies i n  
qua l ity of l i fe between Native popu lat ions a n d  the nat ions around 
them hurt not on ly due to the i nadequacies themselves but a lso 
i n  the comparisons as other issues may u nderl ie economic, and 
social d i sparities (and v ice versa) . For example, i n  Canada where 
aborigi nal  u nemployment rates conti nue to be double the nat ional  
average and i ncomes are lower than the nat ional  leve ls  by 40-
50%17, a number of socia l  problems conti nue to f lour ish, i nc lud ing 
the h igh rates of  v io lence agai nst and d isappearance of  I nd igenous 
women.  Amnesty i nternat ional attr ibutes th i s  ma i n ly to the socia l  
and economic margi na l ization of I nd igenous women that has 
"pushed a d i sproportionate n u mber of I nd igenous women i nto 
dangerous situations that i ncl ude extreme poverty, homelessness 
and prostitution,"l a a l l  of which makes them more vu l nerable to 
attack, and u n l i ke ly to receive pol ice protection or ass istance when 
attacked. Amnesty I nternat ional has traced this v iolence to 

"a broader spectrum of socia l  stress and turmoi l that has 
resu lted from government pol ic ies i mposed on I nd igenous 
peoples without thei r consent. . . . the erosion of cu ltu re, the 
uprooti ng of generat ions of I nd igenous women, the separation 
of ch i ld ren from thei r parents, and a cycle of i mpoverishment, 
despa i r  and broken self-esteem that conti nues to gri p many 
Ind igenous fam i l ies ."l 9 

This  composite of socia l  problems wi l l  not be resolved s imply 
through i ncreased i ncomes and employment rates. 

For I nd igenous people in Lati n America, though it i s  aga in  
d ifficu l t  to fi nd d isaggregated socia l  i nd icators, some scattered 
i nformation can pai nt a panorama from which to draw ideas if 
not conc lusions .  Accord ing  to Mexico's National Commiss ion for 
the Development of I nd igenous People20, over half  of I nd igenous 
people su rvive on m i n i m u m  wage or less, i nc lud ing a large n u m ber 
with no v is ib le i ncome at a l l .  Without even consideri ng the effects 
of consp icuous nationa l  d i sparities, i t  i s  c lear that the modern ization 
of Mexico, benefits ( ? )  of NAFTA and global ization, and even the 
improvements generated by some I nd igenous commun it ies and 
the i r  a l l ies have not reached a l l  of I nd igenous Mexico. These 
d isparities, and resu lt i ng u rban ization and emigration, exacerbate 
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relative pu rchasi ng power and access to resources for resolv ing 
socia l  and health problems, create new fam i ly and commun i ty 
breakdowns, d i l ute identity and col lective knowledge bases, 
d im i n i sh ing wel l-being on many levels .  A report by World Bank 
ana lysts2 1 notes that many poverty-related socia l  i nd icators are not 
improvi ng as hoped for :  

• I nd igenous people recover more s lowly from economic  cr is is .  
• The ind igenous poverty gap is  deeper, and shrank more s lowly 

over the 1 990s. 
• Being ind igenous i ncreases an i nd iv idua l 's probabi l ity of bei ng 

poor and th is re lationsh ip  was about the same at the begi n n ing 
and at  the close of  the decade. 

• I nd igenous people conti nue to have fewer years of education, 
but the gap is  narrowi ng, and education outcomes are 
substantia l ly  worse for i nd igenous peoples, which is i nd icative 
of problems i n  education qua l ity. I ncreases i n  education do 
not resu l t  in the same ga i n  in earn i ngs for I nd igenous people.  

• Ch i ld  labor i s  sti l l  needed by many fami l ies and i nterferes with 
schoo l i ng 

• Chi ld ren conti nue to suffer from mal nutrition .  
• I nd igenous people, especia l ly  women and ch i ld ren, conti nue  

to have less access to basic hea lth services. 
And the Pan American Health Organ ization conti nues to 
report dismal health cond it ions and d isparit ies for I nd igenous 
popu lat ions. In  thei r report " Health of the Ind igenous Popu lat ion 
in the Americas", presented to the 1 38th Sess ion of the Executive 
Committee i n  Washi ngton, D.C., i n  J u ne 2006, they described the 
cu rrent s ituation : 

"Trad it ional ly, ind igenous popu lations have suffered from 
d isproportionately h igh rates of maternal and i nfant morta l it ies, 
mal nutrit ion, and i nfectious d iseases. However, these 
popu lations become more mobi le, less isolated, i ncreasi ngly 
u rban, and located in border areas, issues such as use of 
drugs and a lcohol, su ic ide, sexua l ly transmitted d iseases, and 
loss of  i nf luence of tradit ional health practices have become 
increasi ngly important. Although thei r d i sease burden and 
transit ional -stage epidem iological profi le  i s  s im i lar to other 
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disadvantaged groups i n  the Region, thei r  poor health status is  
compou nded by d iscri m i nat ion and i nequ ity with i n  the health 
system. I nd igenous popu lat ions comprise the majority in severa l 
cou ntries and geograph ic areas, but 40% of the ind igenous 
popu lation lacks access to conventional health-related services 
and 80% rely on trad it ional healers as thei r pr i nc ipa l  health 
care provider."22 

I f  severa l decades of i nternational  efforts in development have 
not pai nted a more posit ive p ictu re of basic, physical  wel l  bei ng, 
perhaps we shou ld question the goa ls, pr ior ities, and measurements 
of development to date. Even in the U n ited States, where health and 
morta l ity statistics have been improvi ng, Natives between 15 and 
24 years of  age commit  su ic ide 3 .3  t imes more than the rest of  the 
country and 25 -44 year old Native die from chron ic  l iver d iseases 
7.1 times more than the rest of the US and from su ic ide 2 . 1  t imes 
more often .  Native youth attend too many fu nera ls .  Two Oj i bwe 
fema les i n  thei r early twenties told me they had been to more than 
twenty funera ls  in thei r l ifetimes, severa l in the past year a lone. 
Certa in ly, the grief and despa i r  caused by h igh rates of i l l ness and 
death i n  the commun ity can have mental and behaviora l  health 
consequences, perhaps more so because these health d isparit ies 
seem i nevitably l i n ked to bei ng I n d igenous.  

I nv is ib le to quantitative eva luations are the many socia l  nuances 
particu lar  to each comm u n ity that are certa i n  to be affected by 
economic changes for better or worse. For example, d ivis ions 
with i n  comm u n ities between "progressives" and "trad it iona l i sts" or 
even between extended fam i l ies are exacerbated by controversial 
project proposals, especia l ly  when a com m u n ity's economy is  
precar ious.  Examples of th is  i nc lude the recent trend toward 
reshuffl i ng tr ibal enro l lment once a tr ibe becomes wealthy or the 
v io lence sti rred up  between neighbori ng Ecuadorian tr ibes when 
tanta l iz ing oi l  money is  ava i lab le .  

I n  some cases, the i nd icators of success may not be compatib le 
with Native ways of eva luation .  One i mportant concern is  that on ly 
i nd iv idua ls' needs or benefits a re measu red, but  the wel l  bei ng of 
the col l ective entity is not considered - also a problem with human 
r ights, i n  some cases. Other cr iter ia can be deeply mismatched, as 
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in the U n its States' General Al lotment Act of 1 887 ( known as the 
Dawes Act) , where the ideal was to create self-employed farmers 
th rough land legis lation, or the Relocation pol icy of the 1 950s where 
assi m i l at ion was seen as key to economic success; mechan ization, 
as i n  a torti l la factory that did not rep l icate homemade taste; or the 
G reen Revol ution of the 1 960s - 70s that created dependence on 
expensive chemicals and machi nery as wel l  as socia l  d iv is iveness. 
A l l  of these cou ld  have been measu red based on i ncreased 
productiv ity and j udged successfu l programs. Top-down and -one
s ize-fi ts-a l l  projects, seemi ngly proven to be successfu l accord ing 
to some criter ia, have caused i nnu merable socia l  consequences 
that perhaps cou ld  have been foreseen from an emic poi nt of view. 
Project designers that are not endogenous are not place-based, 
can leave or be d istant from the place of the project and can ignore 
( i ntentiona l ly  or u n i ntentiona l ly) a large amou nt of commun ity and 
geographica l ly specif ic knowledge needed for development to be 
successfu l i n  a lasti ng and sign i ficant way i s  can be overlooked in  
favor of  estab l i shed mainstream technology and methodology. 

Question ing Current Indicators 
If projects that successfu l ly make economic change don't better 

wel l -bei ng - for whatever reason - perhaps we are not eval uat ing 
success i n  a way that makes th is happen .  After a l l ,  cr iter ia and 
eva luations i nform the goals  of  subsequent projects. 

Whi le  economic i nd icators tel l  us  l ittle  about the non-mater ia l  
wel l -being of a commun i ty, socia l  i nd icators tel l  us  much more 
about health and happi ness, as wel l as fami l ies and i nd iv idua ls' 
human development. However, neither te l l s  us  how they con nect 
and whether any commun ity projects affect a deeper and broader 
wel l -being. If eva luations make no connection between these, then 
how can anyone design new projects that wi l l  satisfy the needs, 
v is ions, and protocols of the i r  commun ity? Does the number of 
schools or student attendance tel l  us  i f  students are smarter or 
better prepared for l ife with cu l tura l ly  re levant and appropriate 
i ntel l ectual  development? Does i ncreased participation i n  tr ibal or 
national government ensure consensus and cooperation ? Does the 
number of hospita ls  or doctors tel l  us  whether people are healthy 
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- or does it say that there is such poor health that these services 
are in great demand ? Whether the com m u n ity is health ier or not, 
a large number of medical employees can lower u nemployment 
rates and ra ise average income - even i f  the employees were h i red 
from outs ide the area . I n  some cases, such as coal m ines, more 
jobs have meant health, envi ronmenta l ,  and/or fam i ly  problems. 
Does the number of bus inesses i n  an  I nd igenous region ind icate 
a level of susta i nable self-suffic iency or imp ly dependence ? Wi l l  
socia l  problems come attached to i ncreased i ncome?  Does i ncome 
level or employment rate tel l  us  whether  people fee l  that they are 
contributi ng members of the i r  comm u n ity? There i s  no question 
that schools, c l i n i cs, and jobs are important, but they are not the 
same th i ng as wel l -bei ng. How does a Native comm u n ity (or any 
commun ity for that matter) recognize whether i t  i s  thr iv i ng on a 
mean ingfu l ,  i ntegra l level or just improvi ng the look of statistics ? 

For example, if a commun ity with a cas ino hands out large per 
capita checks and has exce l lent hea lth i nsu rance and services but 
has an a larm ingly h igh domestic v io lence rate, can this commun ity 
be said to experience wel l -being? And is  there a relationsh i p  between 
these two occu rrences ? In the Hnanhu com m u n ity of San Pabl i to, 
the number of cement-block houses, cars, phones and toi l ets has 
r isen thanks to i ncome sent home by emigrant workers, but the 
commun ity also has its fi rst two cases of AIDS and an i ncrease in 
abandoned ch i ld ren and e lders (personal  commun ication, Lu isa 
Santos, November 2004) . S im i lar ly, the Navajo nation reported its 
fi rst cases of AI DS i n  1 987, severa l years i nto the epidem ic .  What 
brought th is about? Commun ities receiv ing emigrant or u rban 
money may exper ience associated vio lence, ass im i lation, gender 
role sh ifts, dependence, language and knowledge loss, neglect 
of lands, si ngle parent fam i l ies and abandonment of ch i ld ren 
and e lders - that one can hard ly say with  any certi tude that the 
commun ity as a whole is  th r iv ing more than it did before the you ng 
men went away to work. 

Challenging U niversal ized Criteria 
As academics and a l l i es of grassroots practit ioners, we can 

chal lenge un iversa l i zed eva luation methods, which may be 
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wel l - i ntentioned in the i r  pursu i t  of equan i m ity, but are fu l l  of 
problems. The Un i ted Nations has been worki ng on "Mi l lenn i u m  
Development Goals" which have identi fied un iversa l gO<:l l s  -
address ing basic needs that people shou ld  not be without - but 
the measu rement systems conti nue to work on a national  level and 
don't a lways d isti ngu ish Ind igenous people's status .  I nd igenous 
activists have voiced the i r  concerns.  I n  a l l  fa i rness, the U n ited 
Nations is  a coal it ion of nation-states and must work with i n  these 
structu res, �ut th is  sort of eva l uation can make it  seem that Lati n 
American cou ntries are very c lose to meeti ng these MDGs, even 
though the I nd igenous qua l i ty of l ife is often far from adequate . 
I n  the U n ited States the d isparity between statistics on education, 
i nfrastructu re, employment for the nation and those for Lakota or 
Hoopa reservations is  startl i ng, as is  the d isparity between Mexico's 
nat ional averages and Tarahumara communi ties, Braz i l 's and those 
of I nd igenous Amazon commun ities, etc . 

Fortu nately, a lternative i nd icators have emerged that clear ly 
reflect the worldviews and val ues of thei r practit ioners. For example, 
the Happy Planet I ndex, developed by the New Econom ics 
Fou ndation, i ncorporates th ree separate ind icators: ecological 
footpri nt, l i fe-satisfaction and l i fe expectancy. Conceptua l ly, 
it i s  straight forward and i ntu it ive :  HP I  = Life satisfaction x L ife 
expectancy div ided by Ecological Footpri nt. The H PI j uxtaposes 
average years of happy l i fe and planetary resou rces consumed to 
concl ude that our  resources can be better used toward the u lt imate 
end of long, happy l ives. "Th is  conc lusion is less surpr is i ng i n  the 
l i ght of our argument that governments have been concentrat ing 
on the wrong i nd icators for too long.  If you have the wrong map, 
you are u n l i ke ly to reach your desti nation ."23 

Th is  calcu lation rates economic powerhouses l i ke the U S, 
Canada and Russia lower whi le  smal l is land nations fare best, 
suggesti ng that money doesn't make you happier or make a better 
re lationsh i p  between resource use and long, happy l i fe.24 

Cultural ly-specific Evaluation 
Although they share some va lues and often col l aborate, 

envi ronmenta l i sts and other a l l ies a re not identical to I ndigenous 
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people i n  the i r  worldviews, va lues, social protocol s, or goals .  Nor 
are thei r futu res i nextricably l i n ked to project outcomes. Fortu nately, 
the stakeholders themselves, the I nd igenous comm u n ities, are 
as capable of express i ng the i r  own val ues and eva luat ing thei r 
own projects as anyone.  Accord i ng to Tebtebba, an I nd igenous 
organ ization based in the Ph i l i ppi nes, the Dayak people of 
I ndonesia have articu lated the i r  own criter ia for commun ity projects 
- Sustai nab i l i ty, Col l ectivity, Natu ra l i ty, Sp i r itua l i ty, Process, 
Subsistence (domestic ity) versus com mercia l i ty, Customary law 
versus global - and Tebtebba notes that " Fa i l u re to ach ieve these 
ideals is bel ieved to resu lt in barau . . .  a s ituat ion when natu re fa i l s  
to function norma l ly, and thus  resu lts i n  chaos. Barau i s  a resu l t  of 
Adat transgress ion, a broken re lationsh ip  with natu re. ' Poverty' for 
the Dayak i s  l i n ked d i rectly with fa i l u re to exercise the Adat that 
governs the way i n  which the people shou ld  I i ve."2s 

In Bhutan, after many centu ries of vol u ntary isolation, 
government br ief ly pu rsued modern ization and capita l ist standards 
of progress and success . They found that, as Buddh ists, th is  was 
not for them.  At the1 998 M i l lenn i u m  Meeti ng for Asia and the 
Pacif ic in Seou l ,  the Cha i rman of the Counc i l  of M in i sters, Royal 
Government of Bhutan expla i ned h i s  cou ntry's ph i losophy of 
development and cautioned that a lthough the standard of "G ross 
National Happ iness" m ight seem idea l i st ic, in fact h i s  cou ntry was 
putti ng the i r  Ki ng's v is ion i nto practice and pol i cy. 

"The academic commun ity has not developed the tools  we 
need to look at happ iness, one of our  pr imary h u man val ues.  
This  has led to a paradoxical  s ituation : the pr imary goal  of 
development is happi ness, but the subject of th is  very goal 
e ludes ou r analys is because it has been regarded as subjective . . .  
Much is  known about i ncome d isparit ies but noth i ng about 
the happi ness gap either between socia l  groups or between 
nations . . .  "26 
Certa in ly  I nd igenous people i n  the Americas l ive the i r  

worldviews as profound ly  as the  Dayak, the  people of  B h utan or 
anyone e lse i n  the world, and a lternat ives specif ica l ly  designed 
by and for I nd igenous comm u n ities to reflect the i r  val ues are not 
on ly poss ib le, they are a l ready on the tab le  i n  i nternat ional  foru ms, 
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contesti ng the u n iversal i ty of genera l ized eval uations that exclude 
the i r  goa ls  and eva luat ions.  Based on recommendations from the 
th i rd and fou rth sess ions, the Permanent Forum on I nd igenous 
issues held the Techn ical Workshop on I nd igenous Peoples and 
I nd icators of  Wel l -Be ing i n  Ottawa27, where d iscussants - i nc l ud ing 
outspoken representatives from a l l over the Americas - noted that 
"domi nant parad igm l i sten i ng" and research methods often d id  not 
reflect I nd igenous perceptions, and the mis interpretations a l lowed 
for a lack of research i ntegrity. Certa in ly  i t  wi l l  take considerable 
work to a l ign cu ltura l ly-specif ic I nd igenous priorit ies for eva luat ion 
of wel l -being - such as trad it ional knowledge, self-government, 
and commu nity/eco-system health - with broad M i l lenn ium 
Development Goals  and nation-state priorit ies for data gather ing.  
However, the discussants created a set of core and sub-themes and 
i mportant i nd icators of Ind igenous wel l -bei ng.28 

Core Theme Sub-Theme(s) Examples of I ndicators 

I dentity, Use and i ntergenerat ional  
. 

Percent of i ndigenous 
Land and transmiss ion of i nd igenous peoples' who recog n i ze the i r  
Ways of languages i nd igenous language as the i r  
L iv ing mother tongue 

Support of, and access to, Percent of f luent i nd igenous 
bi l i ngua l ,  mother tongue, l anguage speakers i n  
and cu ltu ra l l y  appropri ate i n d igenous com m u n i ties 
education Percent of ch i l dren learn i ng 

i n d igenous languages 
N u mber of programs to 
transmit/learn i nd igenous 
l a nguages/Cu l ture 
U se of i nd igenous l anguages 
i n  state docu ments 
U se of i nd igenous l anguages 
i n  the media  

Sample set  of indicators from the Report Of The Meeting On Indigenous 
Peoples And Indicators Of Well- Being, Ottawa, 22-23 March 2006 

It i s  i nteresti ng to note that these i ndicators do not seem to 
d isti ngu ish between i nd iv idua l  wel l -bei ng and the col lective 
wel l -bei ng of a commun ity, people or nation .  Some of these 
ind icators can be transformed i nto project objectives that wi l l  
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lead to improvements i n  the areas l i sted here as sub-themes and 
strengthen the pursu i t  of their  core goa ls .  In the example above, 
i ncreasing the number of f luent speakers wou l d  address the goa l 
of mainta i n i ng transm iss ion of cu l tura l  knowledge. On another 
core theme, reduc ing environmenta l protection violat ions and 
conservation damage with i n  and near i nd igenous lands and 
territories can improve the overa l l  health of  the env i ronment and 
by extension the commun ity. 

It is important to note that the criteria expressed i n  this report 
can be traced to roots i n  I nd igenous va lues and worldviews. 
Worldview refers to col lective ly developed ways of u nderstanding, 
gu id ing and va l u i ng and can be loosely defi ned as an u nderstanding 
of how the world does and shou ld function, why thi ngs work as 
they do, and the role of humans in this world .  Worldview affects 
our socia l ization, expectations, protocols, and assessment of what 
is a healthy and satisfactory l i fe. Important elements of worldview 
are the fou ndation of many commun ity projects, for example, i n  the 
i nstances of d istributive justice or reciprocity defin i ng i ntegrated food 
programs, i n  Menomi nee logging when thei r  relationsh ip with their  
p lace te l l s  them that the forest wi l l  susta in  them indefin i tely as long 
as they susta in  the forest, or in the Pojoaque Pueblo's cu ltu ral and 
educational center which began from the prophecy that told them the 
l ittle ones wou ld lead them out of difficu lt t imes.29 Concepts of t ime, 
re lationsh ip to p lace, and i nterrelationsh ip  among a l l  l ivi ng thi ngs are 
a l l  pieces of worldview that shape goals, methods, knowledge and 
protocols used to pursue improvements i n  wel l -bei ng. 

Conclusion 
I f  projects measured by criter ia that ignore I nd igenous 

va l ues have fa i led to resolve major socia l  concerns, then rev is ing 
eval uations to i ncorporate these va l ues may very wel l  produce 
resu lts that are more and more adequately complex and satisfy ing 
to the I nd igenous commun ities that practice them. Such revis ions 
are a l ready being appl ied with notable i mpact. These are based 
on the particu lar va l ues of thei r designers, their  sense of what i s  
good and right, whether that worldview belongs to Buddh ists, 
envi ron menta l i sts, or I nd igenous people of the Americas. S ince 
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eva luat ion cr iter ia, goals  and research design are a l l  i ntertwi ned, 
i t  seems that s imply a l lowing Ind igenol:Js people to be subjects, 
i nformants or participants Ii m its the depth and usefu I ness of ou r work 
as researchers. As academics we can s imply fu l fi l l  academ ic needs 
and expectations, comfortably analyzing from outside accord ing  
to the  criter ia that su i ts ou r own ideas. Conti nu i ng a long that path 
wi l l  mean we wi l l  eventual ly have to measure the effects of stud ies 
and projects that confl i ct with I ndigenous peoples' worldviews. 
Or we can i ncorporate ta i lor-made, cu ltura l ly-specif ic criter ia as 
expressed by the groups of people that we work with to create 
assessments and analyses that contri bute to work i n itiated and 
d i rected by commun ities themselves. My concl us ion i s  that we can 
be more usefu l and give r icher i nformation i f  we design and d i rect 
research projects with I nd igenous people and the i r  goa ls, cr iteria, 
knowledge and methods, expand ing the canons of ou r d isc ip l i ne  
a b i t  i n  pursu i t  of more relevant and reward ing resu lts. I n  th is  way, 
perhaps the col laboration between academia and I nd igenous 
comm u n ities can contri bute to substantia l  improvements in wel l 
being a n d  contentment. 
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