
SLIDE 1:  Title  (BETH) 

  

We are so pleased to present our research on collaborations with native communities at this 

forum, the summit for the Protocols. We hope that our research will help to facilitate today’ 

discussions.  

  

Collaborations between tribal and non-tribal organizations bring diverse communities together, 

often for the first time, to educate and learn, to address misinterpretations of the past, and to 

share cultural resources and knowledge. By examining data obtained through a nationally 

distributed survey, our research explores how successful partnerships between tribal and 

nontribal institutions are initiated, developed, and maintained; and reveals the “lessons learned” 

across a wide range of collaborative projects and partnerships. Our overview of collaborative 

models is intended to offer recommended best practices for both tribal and nontribal 

organizations interested in sharing useful skills, knowledge, and resources through partnerships 

built on mutual understanding and respect. 



SLIDE 2: Project Background and Context (BETH) 

  

Our research was grounded in a number of important initiatives over the last decade that served 

to reassert the rights of Indigenous peoples over their cultural heritage, including, the 

establishment of the Association of Tribal Archives, Libraries, and Museums, the UN Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and the Protocols for Native American Archival Materials.  



SLIDE 3:  Our work centered on three basic Research Questions (NATALIA) 

 

 



SLIDE 4: Research Methodology utilized a mixed methods approach (NATALIA) 

 

In-Depth Online Survey (of the 31 respondents, 8 were tribal and 23 were nontribal)    

 

Interviews (of the 9 interviewees, 4 represented tribal organizations and 5 were nontribal 

representatives) 

 



SLIDE 5: The RESULTS: (NATALIA) 

 

The survey consisted of 30 questions covering 5 broad areas of investigation. We received a 

great deal of data – more is in the article and session (last slide). 

 

We will focus on #4 “Collaborative Management of Indigenous Cultural Heritage 

Materials: Policies and Protocols ”and the “Suggested Best Practices” 



SLIDE 6:  Collaborative Management of Indigenous Cultural Materials (BETH) 

  

50% of the collaborative projects included collections and resources held by both tribal and 

nontribal organizations, with a smaller subset that dealt with materials exclusively in the 

possession of the tribal organization (27%) or the nontribal partner (23%).  

  

Since most of the projects involved the sharing of cultural resources, we were interested in 

learning whether either partnering institution had existing policies for the use of culturally 

sensitive materials. The data indicate that 19% of the survey respondents have a written policy in 

place, while 1/3 operate with an unwritten policy, and another 1/3 had not developed a policy at 

the time of the survey.  15% had a written policy in progress.  In some cases, new policies were 

initiated in response to needs that emerged through the collaborative effort. 

  

We were also interested in determining the degree to which the partners referenced or actively 

used The Protocols for Native American Archival Materials in the development of project goals 

and procedures. The Protocols offer a set of best practices and procedures for the “culturally 

responsive care and use of American Indian archival material held by nontribal organizations.” 

The Protocols also provide guiding principles for entering partnerships, handling culturally 

sensitive materials, engaging in reciprocal training, and the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives 

in the interpretation and description of Native American materials. Although not officially 

endorsed by many professional organizations, the Protocols emerged as a critical managing 

document for many of the projects surveyed. The data indicate that 44% of the institutions 

surveyed actively use or refer to the Protocols in their daily work, and 38% directly used the 

Protocols in the development of project policy, procedures, and contracts for their collaborative 

projects. 



SLIDE 7:  Protocols continued (BETH) 

 

To gain a better understanding of how the Protocols directly or indirectly informed these projects, 

we asked detailed questions related to their central recommendations. The survey data indicate 

that most of the project participants, both tribal and nontribal, actively sought the perspective of 

tribal communities, including the selection of content, the identification of staff expertise, the 

incorporation of tribal knowledge in the arrangement, description, and preservation of materials, 

and the inclusion of Native language (see graph). Respondents who answered “other” 

emphasized the importance of community involvement and coordinating roles for tribal members 

with specialized expertise, including NAGPRA liaisons. 



SLIDE 8: Lessons Learned (NATALIA) 

  

The survey respondents were also asked to share any successes, challenges, and “lessons 

learned” in their efforts to build trusting relationships and to develop successful collaborative 

projects. We investigated these questions further in the interview phase. Several themes 

emerged ~ the voices represented a blend of Native and non-Native perspectives working both 

within and outside of their respective cultures. 

 

Get started early, be flexible, and build trust slowly.  

Challenge your motivations and be authentic.  

Respectful communication is fundamental. Strive to understand tribal perspectives and express a 

willingness to learn from and work within tribal culture.  

Establish and communicate clear, realistic project goals and time-lines while respecting cultural 

differences.  

Be flexible when formalizing collaborative agreements.  

Successful collaboration requires committed and equitable institutional support from both 

partners, as well as outside funding. 

 

In a series of open-ended questions, we also asked our survey respondents if they would 

consider future collaborations. Without exception, all respondents indicated that they would be 

interested in collaborating with their partners or other organizations on similar projects in the 

future.  

 



SLIDE 9: Toward a set of Best Practices (BETH) 

 

Given this substantial body of research data concerning the development of cross-cultural 

relationships, what characteristics do these successful collaborative partnerships have in 

common? The survey data, compiled across multiple institutions, indicate that the project 

partners share several commonalities. Collectively, these themes form a set of strategies and 

best practices that can assist tribal and nontribal organizations in building trusting, reciprocal 

relationships and successful collaborative projects. Our recommendations are intended as a 

starting point for those interested in sharing useful skills, knowledge, and resources through 

collaboration. 



SLIDE 10: Initiating the Project (NATALIA) 

 

- Cultivate strong institutional support when developing project objectives. Align the project with 

organizational mission and strategic goals. 

- Consult with tribal communities and tribal governance early in the planning phase, and gain 

approval for the project goals, policies, and procedures. 

- Involve leadership at the highest levels to engender a sustainable culture of trust and respect. 

Ensure that leadership in partnering institutions understands the unique nature of 

collaborations with tribal organizations. 

- Articulate a pressing social, cultural, or economic reason to collaborate and publicize to 

relevant communities. 

- Focus on existing cultural, historical, or geographic alignments to identify partners, while also 

recognizing the historical tensions across cultural groups. 

- Establish clear project objectives that are mutually beneficial to all parties. Engage in 

extensive preliminary planning to set clear goals, responsibilities, planned outcomes, and 

time-lines. 

- Seek funding from both internal and external sources, and use the grant writing process as a 

mechanism to formalize the collaborative relationship. 

- Ask permission, listen, be patient, and always keep the well-being of the tribal community in 

mind. 

- Realize the collaboration is greater than the initial project goals. Interact with the community 

at all levels, attend cultural events, extend invitations, share equally in establishing the 

relationship. 



SLIDE 11: Cultivating Relationships (NATALIA) 

 

- Develop a culture of respectful communication and inclusivity that learns from and works 

within tribal culture.  

- Develop written agreements, including memorandums of understanding or contractual 

agreements that guide institutional commitments, workflow, and staff roles. Gain support 

through a tribal resolution whenever possible.  

- Engage a project coordinator familiar with tribal history and cultural perspectives. 

- Be sensitive to different understandings of work culture and time management.  

- Meet frequently in both tribal and nontribal venues, and build trust through regular face-to-

face meetings hosted by each collaborative partner. 

- Engage in equal partnerships, and ensure that partners have an equal voice. Develop an 

advisory board representative of all partners. 

- Engage in reciprocal training and education. Share critical skill sets, such as tribal knowledge, 

knowledge of archival best practices, and grant writing. 

 



SLIDE 12:  Developing Policies and Procedures (BETH) 

 

- Develop policies and procedures for the inclusion of tribal expertise, traditional cultural 

expressions, and traditional knowledge in the selection, interpretation and management of 

content. 

- Ensure that the process for approving content selection and interpretation is determined by 

the tribal entity. 

- Respect tribal expertise in the identification and handling of culturally sensitive materials, 

including clearance from tribal communities, restriction or removal of sensitive materials, and 

agreements on mechanisms for limiting access or use. 

- Utilize contractual agreements, including grant reports to provide structure, accountability, 

and resources required to support projects. 

- Ensure the project is of a manageable size and scale, and that the technical infrastructure is 

sound. 

 



SLIDE 13:  Sustaining Project Outcomes (BETH) 

 

- Maintain ongoing documentation and share this information widely. 

- Develop mechanisms for tribal approval of any information planned for public dissemination. 

- Gain institutional support for long-term and sustainable management of project outcomes. 

- Continue to maintain community goodwill and relationships after the project ceases. Follow up 

regularly and engage in subsequent partnerships that build alliances over time. 

- Publicize impact and share successes with others. 

 



SLIDE 14:  Learn More (BETH) 

 

Article includes all data collected  

 

Presentation includes examples of successful implementations of lessons learned and 

best practices with experiences shared by selected research project interviewees   

 


