
November is National Native 
American Heritage Month, the 
perfect time to increase your 
entire company’s awareness of the 
rich culture and the educational 
and talent potential of American 
Indians. This Meeting in a Box is 
designed to make it easy for you 
to share the entire package or 
individual components with your 
employees. Each component is 
available in a web page that is 
easily printable.
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  1   HISTORIC TIMELINE

  2   FACTS & FIGURES

We recommend you start your employees’ cultural-competence lesson on American Indians by using this Historic Timeline, which 
documents struggles with the U.S. government, restitution, growth of tribal gambling and its impact, and American Indian leaders 
and success stories.

After discussion of the Timeline, the next step is to review available data and understand how and why recognizing the important 
contributions of American Indians and their value to the workplace is essential.

The data we have chosen to present here represents information of relevance to corporate America, such as education (available 
labor pool), percentage of population, income and buying power.

  How accurate are your historic perceptions of American Indians? How has popular culture perpetuated stereotypes and misinformation? 
Discuss the dangers of stereotyping people and of making assumptions in the workplace about intelligence or ambition based on cultural 
misperceptions. Reference how stereotypes can force people to devalue their own contributions and bring less than their full selves to work each 
day.

  What civil rights of American Indians have been impacted? Have the civil-rights movement and affirmative action benefited this group? 
Discuss the historic implications of systemic inequities and discrimination on a group. When a demographic is not a large percentage of the 
population, how can they and their advocates fight for equity?

  Why are “firsts” important to note? What other barrier breakers have you witnessed in your lifetime? 
This is a personal discussion designed to help the employee note other barrier breakers historically. This discussion can be further explored after 
the Facts & Figures section below is discussed

  How can your organization work to ensure equal educational opportunities for people from underrepresented groups in your community? 
Why is this important to the future of your business? 
Discuss what types of skills are most needed now and in the future at your company and how you can help reach, mentor and educate young 
people to fill those needs. Consider national research on where job shortages will be.

  Does your workplace have a resource group for American Indians? 
If so, how does the group work to educate the workforce on the cultural heritage of American Indians? If not, do you see the need for such a 
group at your organization? If you don’t have a large enough population of American Indians, how can other groups increase cultural awareness 
of this important demographic?

  How critical is it to have role models in an organization? 
And if you agree it is, how do you encourage people from underrepresented groups to be proud of their heritage? Many American Indians have 
mixed racial heritage. Why should they particularly identify as American Indians? What are the benefits of a corporate culture where people can 
be free to bring their whole selves to work?

 Discussion Questions for Employees

 Discussion Questions for Employees

We are supplying a Historic Timeline of battles, legislation and events impacting American Indians, 
their achievements in the United States, and areas where opportunity continues to exist; Facts 
& Figures that demonstrate continued educational inequities while noting progress with income 
and buying power; and our cultural-competence series “Things NOT to Say” focusing on American 
Indians in the workplace. This information should be distributed to your entire workforce and 
also should be used by your resource groups both internally and externally as a year-round 
educational tool.
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  3   THINGS NOT TO SAY TO AMERICAN INDIAN COWORKERS
Our popular “Things NOT to Say” series includes interviews with American Indians about offensive phrases they’ve heard in the 
workplace and how best to respond to them to further cultural-competence education.

  What other phrases have you heard addressed to American Indians that were condescending or offensive? 
Discuss how these phrases and stereotypes impact office morale and productivity. For more information on this topic, go to 
www.DiversityInc.com/john-amaechi and www.DiversityInc.com/claude-steele

  How do you feel about the use of American Indian names for sports teams? How should this be handled in the workplace? 
When do discussions of “political correctness” offend some in the majority culture? How can we include the sensibilities of all groups without 
allowing bias in our workplaces?

  After today’s lesson, what would you do if you overheard a colleague make one of these comments? 
Continue the discussion with each employee having a plan of action on how to address offensive language.
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NEXT MONTH
Supplier Diversity for all employees and Executive Diversity Councils for 
D&I staff, diversity-council leaders and staff, resource-group leaders, and 
legal, communications and HR staffs

http://www.DiversityInc.com/john-amaechi
http://www.DiversityInc.com/claude-steele
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TIMELINE

1824 Office of Indian Affairs 
(now Bureau of Indian 
Affairs) is established

1828 The Cherokee Phoenix 
becomes first U.S. 
newspaper printed  
in an Indian language

1830 Indian Removal Act  
leads to the forced 
relocation of thousands 
of Indians from the 
Southeastern U.S. to 
west of the Mississippi 
River. An estimated 
4,000 die during the 
migration

1834 Indian Trade and 
Intercourse Act of  
1834 bans sale of 
alcohol in “Indian 
Territory”

1851 Indian Appropriations 
Act of 1851 allocates 
funds to move tribes 
onto reservations

1862 Homestead Act 
essentially allows 
Americans to settle on 
Indian land

1864 During the Long  
Walk of the Navajo, 
8,000 Indians were 
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On Dec. 14, 1915, Red Fox James, a Blackfeet Indian, presented at the White House endorsements from 
24 state governments for a day to honor Indians. But the federal government didn’t take action until 
1983, when President Ronald Reagan proclaimed May 13 as American Indian Day. In 1990, President 
George H.W. Bush signed a joint congressional resolution designating November as National American 
Indian Heritage Month. It is now called National Native American Heritage Month.

forced to walk 450 
miles from Arizona to 
a reservation in New 
Mexico

1871 Indian Appropriations 
Act of 1871 dissolves 
the status of tribes as 
sovereign nations

1876 Sitting Bull and Crazy 
Horse (Lakota) defeat 
George Custer at Battle 
of Little Bighorn

1885 Major Crimes Act 
provides for federal 
jurisdiction for seven 
crimes (including 
murder, rape and arson) 
if committed by an 
Indian on Indian land

1886 Legendary warrior 
Geronimo (Apache) 
surrenders to U.S. troops

1887 Dawes Act allows 
government to divide 
Indian land into 
individually owned 
parcels

1890 About 300 Sioux are 
killed at Wounded Knee 
in last battle between 
U.S. troops and Indians

1614 Pocahontas (Algonquian 
Indian) marries English 
Jamestown colonist John 
Rolfe in Virginia

1626 Dutch colonist Peter 
Minuit buys Manhattan 
from Indians for $24 
worth of goods

1758 First North American 
Indian reservation is 
established in New Jersey

1776 Continental Congress 
fails in attempt to recruit 
2,000 Indians to fight 
Revolutionary War

1778 U.S. signs first Indian 
treaty, with Delaware 
Indians

1804– Sacagawea (Shoshone)
1806 accompanies Lewis and 

Clark on their expedition

1812 Tecumseh (Shawnee) 
fights alongside British 
in the War of 1812

1817 Indian Country Crimes 
Act provides for federal 
jurisdiction of some 
crimes committed by 
or against an Indian on 
Indian land

Pocahontas Sitting BullSacagawea with Lewis and Clark

The Long Walk
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1975 Indian Self-Determination 
and Education Assistance 
Act simplifies Indians’ 
access to federal funds 
and gives tribes help in 
meeting the educational 
needs of children

1978 Indian Child Welfare Act 
gives tribes exclusive or 
concurrent jurisdiction 
over custody proceedings 
involving Indian children

1978 American Indian Religious 
Freedom Act protects 
Indians’ right to “believe, 
express, and exercise” 
traditional religions

1979 Seminole Tribe of Florida 
opens first casino on 
Indian land

1982 Indian Mineral 
Development Act allows 
tribes to sell resources 
mined on their land

1984 U.S. Senate Committee 
on Indian Affairs, 
reestablished in 1976, 
is made a permanent 
committee

1985 Wilma Mankiller becomes 
first female Chief of the 
Cherokee Nation

1988 Indian Gaming 
Regulatory Act affirms 
right of tribes to open 
casinos on Indian land

1990 Native American 
Languages Act protects 
right of Indians to “use, 
practice and develop” 
their native languages

1990 Native American 
Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act requires 
institutions to return 
Indian remains and 
artifacts to tribes upon 
request

1992 Foxwoods Casino opens 
on Pequot Reservation in 
Connecticut

2000 U.S. Mint issues a dollar 
coin featuring Sacagawea

2002 John Bennett Herrington 
(Chickasaw) becomes 
the first Indian in space

2004 National Museum of the 
American Indian opens 
in Washington, D.C.

2005 National Collegiate 
Athletic Association 
bans use of “hostile 
and abusive” American 
Indian mascots in 
postseason tournaments

2009 Federal government 
agrees to $3.4 billion 
settlement with 
Indians who say they 
were swindled out of 
royalties overseen by 
the Department of the 
Interior since 1887

2009 President Obama 
signs Native American 
Apology Resolution

2011 New York State begins 
to collect sales tax on 
tobacco products sold 
on Indian reservations

2012 HEARTH Act allows tribal 
governments to approve 
leasing of tribal lands
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1912 Jim Thorpe (Sac and Fox) 
wins Olympic gold in 
pentathlon and decathlon

1916 New York becomes 
first state to celebrate 
American Indian Day

1924 Indian Citizenship Act 
grants citizenship to all 
Indians born in the U.S.

1929 Charles Curtis, whose 
mother is three-fourths 
Indian and who grew up 
on a Kaw reservation, 
becomes Vice President. 
Curtis was the first 
Indian to serve in the 
House (1893–1907) and 
the Senate (1906–1929)

1934 Indian Reorganization 
Act decreases federal 
control of Indian affairs 
and re-establishes tribal 
governance

1944 National Congress  
of American Indians  
is founded

1946 Indian Claims Commission 
is established. Over the 
next 32 years, it awards 
more than $800 million in 
judgments

1956 Indian Relocation Act 
establishes vocational 
training to encourage 
Indians to move off 
reservations

1961 National Indian Youth 
Council is founded

1968 Indian Civil Rights Act 
grants Indians most of 
the protections of the 
Bill of Rights and the 
14th Amendment

1968 The first tribal college, 
Navajo Community College 
(now Diné College), is 
founded in Arizona

1972 The American Indian 
Movement seizes the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs 
national headquarters 
and presents a 20-point 
list of demands

1973 Indians occupy Wounded 
Knee, S.D., during a 71-
day armed standoff 

Thorpe Curtis

Mankiller
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2012
3.9 Million
1.2% of Total Population

2060
6.3 Million 
1.5% of Total Population

(PROJECTED) 

POPULATION

WHERE DO THEY LIVE?

MEDIAN AGE (2012) NUMBER OF FEDERALLY  
RECOGNIZED TRIBES

566
MOST POPULOUS TRIBES  
(2010)
Cherokee 819,105
Navajo 332,129
Choctaw 195,764
Mexican  
American Indian 175,494
Chippewa 170,742
Sioux 170,110
Apache 111,810
Blackfeet 105,304

Total 
population

American Indians
29.7

Latinos
27.8

Blacks
32.5

Asian-Americans
35.7

Whites
39.3

37.4

California
639,740

(16.6%)

Arizona
345,622

(9.0%)

(8.9%)
341,844

New
Mexico

New
York

North 
Carolina

Oklahoma

Washington

Texas

Alaska

     More than 
100,000 American 
Indian and 
Alaska Native 
residents 
in 2012

     More than 
one-third
of American 
Indians 
live in these 
three states 
(number in 
parentheses 
is percent of 
total American 
Indian population) 

California
639,740

(16.6%)

Arizona
345,622

(9.0%)

(8.9%)
341,844

New
Mexico

New
York

North 
Carolina

Oklahoma

Washington

Texas

Alaska

     More than 
100,000 American 
Indian and 
Alaska Native 
residents 
in 2012

     More than 
one-third
of American 
Indians 
live in these 
three states 
(number in 
parentheses 
is percent of 
total American 
Indian population) 
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BUYING POWER (2012)

American Indian
$103 BILLION
Black
$1 TRILLION
Latino
$1.2 TRILLION
Asians
$718 BILLION
Total
$12.2 TRILLION

American Indians

Latinos

Asians

Blacks

Total Population

43.7%

41.7% 39.3%

30.0% 23.8%

PROJECTED 
CHANGE IN  

BUYING 
POWER 

(2012–2017)

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME 

U.S. Median Household Income:

$35,310$$35,310$35,310 $33,321$33,321 $39,005$39,005 $57,009$57,009 $68,636$68,636

$51,707

American
Indians
American
Indians BlacksBlacks LatinosLatinos WhitesWhites AsiansAsians
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American  
Indians 0.5%
Blacks 20.4%
Latinos 34.1%
Asians 14.4%
Whites 2.8%

Percentage of Population 25 and Older With at Least a…
HIGH SCHOOL DEGREE BACHELOR’S DEGREE

As of (2012)
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Projected Increase  
in College Enrollment  
2012–2021

Sherman Alexie, author Bill John Baker, Principal  
Chief, Cherokee Nation

Adam Beach, actor* Michael Black, Director, 
Bureau of Indian Affairs

Louise Erdrich, author

Graham Greene, actor* Kathy Hopinkah Hannan, 
National Managing Partner, 
Diversity and Corporate 
Responsibility, KPMG

John Herrington,  
former astronaut

Ben Nighthorse Campbell, 
former U.S. Senator

Jefferson Keel, President, 
National Congress of 
American Indians

Gregory Pyle, Chief, 
Choctaw Nation of 
Oklahoma

Ben Shelly, President, 
Navajo Nation

Wes Studi, actor Kevin Washburn, Assistant 
Secretary for Indian Affairs

*F
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t N
at
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 (C
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American Indians 81.8% 16.7%

Blacks 85.7% 21.4%

Latinos 65.0% 14.5%

Asians 89.2% 50.7%

Whites 92.5% 34.5%

FACTS & FIGURES
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If you asked Rick Waters, National Director of Tribal 
Partnerships for the University of Phoenix, how he classifies 
himself, he’d say, “I am Cherokee American Indian.” If you 

asked the same question of Reverend John Norwood, Tribal 
Council member and Principal Justice for the Nanticoke 
Lenni-Lenape Tribal Nation, he’d say he’s “Nanticoke-Lenape 
American Indian.” So what’s the proper way to address 
American Indian coworkers? It depends on whom you ask, but 
one thing they all would agree on: to be the most accurate, 
identify the tribe first.

“We are more closely identified with our tribal origins,” says 
Norwood. “It’s like asking someone from Europe what they are. 
They would answer ‘French’ or ‘German.’ It’s the same idea 
here. When someone asks me what I am, I give them my tribal 
reference.”

Societal concerns over the proper way to address American Indians are not new. You may 
hesitate over calling someone an American Indian rather than a Native American, though our 
sources prefer American Indian (after their tribal identification). But what else might you say that 
would be offensive? Take a look at these 11 things you should NOT say to an American Indian 
colleague.

“Hey, Chief”

Unless the person you are addressing is actually chief of a tribe or nation, and you are aware of 
that fact, calling an American Indian “Chief” can be insulting. “When you reference someone who 
is Indian and use the term ‘Chief’ out of context, it’s like saying the same thing as referring to a 
Black person as ‘Hey, Sambo,’” says Waters.

THINGS NOT TO SAY

Things Not  
to Say to  
American 
Indian 
Coworkers
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“Squaw”

While there are different opinions as 
to the exact meaning and origin of the 
word “squaw,” that doesn’t give you 
free license to use it with American 
Indians, male or female. The word 
is believed to have come from the 
Algonquian Indian term for “woman,” 
but it began taking on derogatory 
meanings as early as the 19th century, 
and many now see it as a reference 
to a woman’s sexual organs. “Squaw, 
with most Indian males and females, is 
offensive,” says Waters.

“How Indian are you?”

Just as you wouldn’t ask a Black person 
how “Black” he or she is, it’s insensitive 
to ask how Indian someone is. “This 
is something you don’t ask people in 
general, but for some reason, people 
feel they have the license to ask Indians, 
‘How Indian are you?’” says Waters.

“Hold down the fort”

In a general context, “hold down the 
fort” simply refers to leaving someone 
in charge. But when said in reference to 
American Indians, it may be interpreted 
to mean “watch out for the Indians.”

“Historically, forts in America were 
built to hold back the Indians,” says 
Waters.”This implies that Indians are 
always on the ‘war path.’”

“Do you live in a teepee?”

There is a misconception that all 
American Indian tribes once lived in 
teepees. But different tribes lived in many 
different types of structures. The Pueblo 
Indians of the Southwest lived in a 
complex multi-residential structure made 

of adobe. In fact, Indians still inhabit 
the Taos Pueblo, estimated to be about 
1,000 years old. As for teepees, the tribes 
that did live in them haven’t done so for 
generations, for the most part. And while 
it would seem outrageous that someone 
would consider asking the question 
“Do you live in a teepee?” even in jest, 
apparently this does happen.

“Pow-wow”

Waters describes a pow-wow as a social 
gathering for ceremonial purposes, and 
many tribes still hold them on a regular 
basis. Using this out of context to refer 
to a meeting or a quick get-together 
with an American Indian coworker 
trivializes this tradition and could be 
taken as offensive.

“Climbing the totem pole” or 
“Low man on the totem pole”

In corporate America, the phrase 
“climbing the totem pole” may be used 
to refer to someone advancing in his 
or her career. But it’s a myth that there 
was a specific hierarchy in importance 
to images carved in totem poles, vertical 
sculptures mainly associated with tribes 
in the Pacific Northwest. “When saying 
that someone is at the top or bottom of 
the totem pole, this can be perceived as 
insensitive because there is no ‘bottom’ 
in the same sense,” says Waters. “This 
comment isn’t necessarily offensive; it is, 
however, insensitive.”

“Indian-giver”

“Indian-giver” is a derogatory term for 
someone who gives something away 
and then asks for it back. It was coined 
during the struggle for land when 
settlers came to the new world. Many 

tried to “buy” land with trinkets from 
various tribes of American Indians, who 
at the time “had no concept of land 
ownership,” according to Waters. “In their 
conversations with settlers, [American 
Indians] did not understand that they 
were signing over the land.”

“That’s a nice costume”

Traditional American Indian regalia is 
very expensive and also bears heavy 
religious significance. “A costume is 
something you wear when you are 
portraying something that you are not,” 
says Norwood. “But when you wear 
traditional dress, you are making an 
expression, you are expressing who you 
actually are and who your ancestors 
were. So first, to call it a ‘costume’ is 
to misrepresent what it is. Secondly, it 
lessens its significance to the point that 
anybody feels like they can put it on.”

“We’re all immigrants”

Norwood says it is insulting to hear this 
phrase in reference to Americans. “This is 
not true,” he says. “It denies the existence 
of the indigenous people of this country. 
My ancestors were here for thousands of 
years prior to the first Europeans.”

Crediting the “discovery” 
of America to Christopher 
Columbus, the Vikings or 
some other European group

How could someone “discover” a place 
with a population that had thrived for 
millenia? Says Norwood: “This continues 
the racist error of a Eurocentric 
worldview that is still taught in our 
schools and celebrated with Columbus 
Day—which is no celebration for 
American Indians.”

(continued)Things NOT to Say to American Indian CoworkersTHINGS NOT TO SAY


