Reclaiming Qur Narratives: An Indigenous
Evaluation Framework for Urban American Indian/
Alaska Native Communities

Sofia Locklear (Lumbee)
Western University, London, Ontario, Canada

Martell Hesketh (Michel First Nation)
NDN Collective, Seattle, Washington, United States

Natalyn Begay (Diné)

Native American Youth and Family Center, Portland, Oregon, United States

Jennifer Brixey (Choctaw)
Community Partnerships and Capacity Building, Multnomah County
Public Health, Portland, Oregon, United States

Abigail Echo-Hawk (Pawnee)
Urban Indian Health Institute, Seattle, Washington, United States

Rosalina James (Lummi)
Urban Indian Health Institute, Seattle, Washington, United States

Abstract: Aligning with the Western Door—Do Good Work, this article outlines
Urban Indian Health Institute’s (UIHI) Indigenous Evaluation Framework, created
to explicitly include and empower urban Indigenous communities to reclaim their
narratives by using evaluation as a tool to tell their stories and to build capacity to
take ownership of research and evaluation. The framework includes the following
core values: Urban Indigenous People Create Communities Wherever They Are,
Resilient and Strength-Based, Decolonize Data, and Community Centered. The au-
thors provide an overview of how they applied the framework in collaboration with
18 urban Indian organizations through the UIHI's community grants program and
include a first-hand example of implementation of the framework from the Native
American Youth and Family Center, a community grantee. The authors highlight the
importance of including urban Indigenous people in evaluation contexts, as evalu-
ation is not just an exercise in methods or logistics but also a political act and an
assertion of Indigenous values and sovereignty, one that defines who is counted, how
people are counted, and what decisions are made. The UIHI's Indigenous Evaluation
Framework aims to decolonize data to reclaim urban Indigenous narratives from
colonial understandings and tell the stories of our communities.
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Résumé : Conforme a la Porte de I'Ouest - Bon travail, le présent article décrit
le cadre dévaluation autochtone de I'Urban Indian Health Institute (UIHI), créé
pour explicitement inclure et autonomiser les communautés autochtones urbaines
a réclamer leurs narratifs en utilisant [évaluation comme outil pour raconter leurs
histoires et pour améliorer la capacité de se réapproprier la recherche et [évaluation.
Le cadre inclut les valeurs de base suivantes : Les peuples autochtones urbains créent
des communautés ou qu’ils soient; Résilient et fondé sur les forces; Décoloniser les
données; et Centré sur la communauté. Les auteures offrent un survol de la fagon
dont elles ont appliqué le cadre en collaboration avec 18 organisations autochtones
urbaines par U'intermédiaire du programme de subvention communautaire de "'UIHI
et offrent un exemple de la mise en ceuvre du cadre avec le Native American Youth
and Family Center, bénéficiaire dune subvention communautaire. Les auteures
mettent en relief Iimportance d’inclure des personnes autochtones urbaines dans
des contextes dévaluation, puisque [évaluation west pas simplement qu’un exercice
méthodologique ou logistique, mais aussi un acte politique et une application des
valeurs et de la souveraineté autochtones, laquelle application définit qui est compté,
la facon dont les personnes sont comptées et quelles décisions sont prises. Le cadre
dévaluation autochtone de P'UIHI vise a décoloniser les données pour se réapproprier
les narratifs autochtones urbains de la compréhension coloniale et pour raconter les
histoires de nos communautés.

Mots clés : évaluation autochtone, autochtone urbain, décoloniser les données, com-
munauté, organisation autochtone urbaine

INTRODUCTION

Indigenous people were the first evaluators and researchers on this land. Our
ancestors used the deep knowledge generated through their relationship with
the land and their communities to sustainably manage resources, mitigate the
impacts of climate change, engineer seaworthy crafts, selectively propagate crops,
and prevent illness (Gaut, 2005; Redvers & Blondin, 2020; Smithers, 2019). We
refer to these practices that Indigenous people have always engaged in as evalu-
ation and research. Despite this ancestral history of designing and conducting
investigations, many Indigenous communities and organizations have been dis-
enfranchised from these practices because Western institutions have intentionally
severed Native people from their land and traditional knowledge systems (Hall &
Tandon, 2017). This intentional destruction through colonization was used to
perpetuate the myth that the only “valid” evidence is that codified by Western
institutions. Through our Indigenous evaluation framework, we reclaim evalu-
ation and research as a practice for all American Indian and Alaska Native (Al/
AN) people, including those living in urban areas.
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As Indigenous scientists working with both academic institutions and Trib-
al and urban Indigenous communities, we know that evaluation work is fun-
damental to the improvement of programs, the demonstration of impact, and
the documentation and celebration of successes. Yet, it is often perceived to be
cumbersome and difficult due to rigid Western measurements of “process and
outcomes” that are rooted in colonialism (Anderson et al., 2012; Bowman et al.,
2015). There is a growing body of both culturally responsive and Indigenous
evaluation frameworks that honour Indigenous ways of knowing and Tribal sov-
ereignty (Cram et al., 2018; Grover, 2008; LaFrance & Nichols, 2008). While these
frameworks have been fundamental in establishing a foundation for Indigenous
evaluation, they tend to be framed around Tribal nations whose sovereignty is
federally recognized and who have land and treaty rights, often excluding AI/AN
people residing in urban environments, which for this article we refer to as “urban
Indigenous people” With this in mind, the Urban Indian Health Institute (UIHI)
has created an Indigenous Evaluation Framework that is inclusive of urban AI/AN
people. This article outlines our framework and provides a first-hand example by
the third and fourth authors, who discuss the importance of Indigenous evalua-
tion for program assessment and advocacy within an urban Native community in
the context of their organization’s experience. We also provide an overview of how
we applied the framework in collaboration with 18 urban Indian organizations
(UIOs) through the UTHI's community grants program.

The UIHI is a division of the Seattle Indian Health Board (SIHB) and a
Tribal epidemiology centre that serves urban AI/AN populations nationally by
providing public health support and infrastructure to UIOs. The designation of
UIO comes from the U.S. federal government, under Title V Indian Health Care
Improvement Act in contract with the Indian Health Service (n.d.). Since 2000,
UIHI has become a national leader in raising awareness about urban Indian health
needs and considerations for responsible research (Lawrence & James, 2019). We
use the terms American Indian and Alaska Native, Indigenous, urban Indian, and
Native to describe ourselves and other communities located within the colonial
borders of the United States in North America. All authors of this article identify
as AI/AN or First Nations. We honour and acknowledge the Indigenous research
and evaluation that our ancestors, communities, and colleagues have done and
continue to do.

BACKGROUND

There are many frameworks available to guide Tribal program evaluation. One of
the first published Indigenous evaluation frameworks comes from LaFrance and
Nichols (2008), who, through collaboration with the American Indian Higher
Education Consortium (AIHEC), developed a framework centred on Tribal sov-
ereignty and highlighted the inapplicability of Western frameworks and the threat
that they pose to Indigenous communities. LaFrance et al. (2012) continued
the discussion of the ATHEC’s Indigenous evaluation framework and underline
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the value of storytelling within Indigenous culture and the equal importance it
holds within Indigenous evaluation. Bowman et al. (2015) argued that traditional
knowledge systems were lost when Native people’s ceremony, kinship connec-
tions, language, and forms of governance were made illegal. This purposeful
erasure of lifeways shaped the way Western epistemologies of science delegitimize
and devalue forms of Indigenous knowledge, a sentiment that continues to per-
vade contemporary academic disciplines of health and medicine. The Culturally
Responsive Indigenous Evaluation (CRIE) model based on Lunaape/Mohican
cultural teachings and values presents a way to conduct evaluation through hon-
ouring the unique legal procedures that must take place to respect sovereign
nations and understand the cultural context of the work. Other examples of
Indigenous evaluation frameworks that have been developed include the UIHT’s
model used to evaluate the Good Health and Wellness in Indian Country Project,
the Roadmap for Co-Creating Collaborative & Effective Evaluation To Improve
Tribal Child Welfare Programs, and the Nation-to-Nation Systems Evaluation
Framework (Bowman, 2020; Lawrence & James, 2019; Tribal Evaluation Work-
group, 2013).

In addition to the frameworks offered above, there are also ongoing conversa-
tions about barriers that may arise when conducting Indigenous evaluation. An-
derson et al. (2012) offered a model for Indigenous evaluation capacity-building
and reflected on the barriers that they faced during their capacity-building train-
ing for Alaska Natives. One of the barriers they described was that they were not
allowed to limit the training to Indigenous attendees. When non-Native people
chose to attend the training, it disrupted the original goal of hosting a training
specifically for Alaska Native people and directly contrasted with the core value
of self-determination included in their evaluation framework. Bowman et al.
(2015) continued the discussion of self-determination and Indigenous peoples’
desire for autonomy, sovereignty, and self-identification, which are important
values that Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) highlights (Brayboy, 2005).
TribalCrit asserts that colonialism is endemic to society—and, for the case of
this article, we acknowledge that it is also endemic to how evaluation methods
are often practiced and that Indigenous evaluation is needed to counter that co-
lonialism. Cochran et al. (2008) also aimed their work toward outside research-
ers and called attention to the tendency of Western researchers to view Native
communities as objects rather than subjects. Grover (2008) further explored the
gap between Indigenous evaluators and Western funding programs caused by
barriers such as cultural misalignment, power inequities, inadequate data, and
distrust of government agencies. These barriers are exemplified by the tension
that resulted when the federal government refused to recognize a community
program as “evidence-based,” despite it being a widely implemented program
within Indigenous communities across the country. Lawrence and James (2019)
provided suggestions on conducting responsible research and improving re-
search conducted within Native communities, specifically communities in an
urban context. They offered a much-needed look at the unique barriers that
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urban Indigenous communities face due to their lack of the protections that
Tribal communities living on federally defined reservation land may have from
non-Indigenous researchers.

URBAN AI/AN BACKGROUND

Today, approximately 76% of AI/ANs live in urban environments (United States
Census Bureau, 2022) due to a multitude of reasons, including having urban
development encroach onto their traditional lands. The Indian Relocation Act of
1956 that was created to entice migration into urban areas, the increasing rates
of removal of AI/AN children from their families, and low economic opportu-
nity in rural areas all contribute to the large population in urban areas (Davis et al.,
2016; Halverson et al., 2002). Like their relatives living on reservations, urban
Natives experience disproportionate health problems including higher rates
of cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular problems, and infectious diseases (Urban
Indian Health Institute, 2021). It is also important to note that AI/AN people
may also live in urban settings because they simply want to and are exercising
self-autonomy. But federal treaty rights do not just end if an Indigenous person
moves away from their reservation. The sovereign rights guaranteed in treaties
to Indigenous people should extend to those also living in urban areas. The
UIHI maintains that all Native people are Tribal people regardless of where they
reside, and their sovereignty needs to be honoured in research and evaluation
processes.

The framework described here was designed to evaluate programs that are
taking place in urban settings and are funded by a variety of sources. It explicitly
includes urban AI/AN communities because they often struggle for visibility,
including in the components that guide existing Indigenous research and evalua-
tion frameworks. One example of a program this framework being implemented
is the UTHI community grants program called the Sage and Sweetgrass Grants for
UIOs. Throughout this work, we have shared and implemented our Indigenous
evaluation framework with UIO sub-grantees or community grantees through
workshops and their participation in our evaluation of the community grants.
With the majority of AI/AN individuals living in urban settings, it is time to
actively include and honour their Indigenous knowledge and sovereignty in all
evaluation work moving forward.

THE UIHI'S INDIGENOUS EVALUATION FRAMEWORK

The UIHIs Indigenous Evaluation Framework is grounded in a foundational
assumed truth about Indigenous people and Indigenous knowledge. We start
with the fundamental understanding that Indigenous people have always been
researchers and evaluators and that these practices are Indigenous values. We
acknowledge that while the language used to describe these activities may have
been different, the value of that work was not lost on our ancestors. Careful and
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meticulous investigation into sustainable patterns for our people and the earth
has always been done. The knowledge gathered through those investigations
was used to make decisions that supported the collective wellness of Indigenous
communities. Rooted in traditional knowledge, our ancestors collected data for
an important reason: for the love of their people so that future generations could
survive and thrive.

A second truth on which our Indigenous evaluation framework is based is
that we need to tell our own stories. Our Indigenous communities have shown
incredible resilience in the face of physical and cultural genocide as well as his-
torical and present-day trauma (Oré et al., 2016). It is important that our commu-
nities are able to tell the lived reality of that colonialism, both the hardships and
our resilience, in our own words. Indigenous evaluation can and should be used
to highlight resilience and at the same time “heal, strengthen, and preserve In-
digenous societies for the next seven generations” (Bowman et al., 2015, p. 350).
We envision urban AI/AN communities using evaluation as a tool to tell their
stories, highlight their own knowledge and resiliency, and to build the capacity
to take ownership of their own research and evaluation. The UIHT’s Indigenous
Evaluation Framework includes the following core values: Urban Indigenous
People Create Communities Wherever They Are, Resilient and Strength Based,
Decolonize Data, and Community Centred, which are described in the follow-
ing sections.

Urban Indigenous People Create Communities Wherever They Are

Every urban Native community is diverse and strong, creates a sense of belong-
ing without the geography of federally defined reservation land, and supports the
creation of intertribal relationships (Ramirez, 2007). Urban Indigenous commu-
nities should be able to define their own priorities and strategies to achieve their
self-defined version of success. It is in this way that the entire evaluation process
begins and remains rooted in the creation of these communities. Indigenous
evaluation is not confined to the boundaries of federally defined reservations;
rather, it expands to wherever Indigenous people build community—including in
our urban centres. The creation of community helps build tools to collect mean-
ingful data. As urban Indigenous people meet in urban settings, they bring with
them their own cultural knowledge and practices. They form diverse, supportive,
and strong networks that find ways to honour and make space for multiple Tribal
traditions while simultaneously creating new traditions. These communities use
tools of assessment to determine successes and challenges for achieving outcomes
in social, health promotion, and education programs, but this is often not recog-
nized by funding agencies.

Evaluation is what Native activists, such as Joyce Smythe, Luana Reyes, Bernie
Whitebear, and many others did in Seattle in the 1970s when they observed a
need within their community for access to culturally appropriate health care and
established what would eventually become the Seattle Indian Health Board (n.d.).
For the first time, urban AI/AN people in Seattle had access to health care services
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that were operated by Native people for Native people. This helped them observe
where institutions and systems were failing to meet the needs of their commu-
nity (Seattle Indian Health Board, n.d.). By honouring the inherent strength and
resilience of urban Native people, we can ensure their voices are driving the work
and that the purpose is to benefit the community. Simply put, Indigenous people
create strong cultural communities regardless of where they live, and evaluation
starts in the very creation of these communities.

Resilient and Strength-Based

A strength-based evaluation approach is necessary to reflect the resiliency of
urban Indigenous people and move conversations away from deficit-based evalu-
ation. Most reporting requirements ask for metrics of what needs to be improved
without recognizing the incredible ingenuity and powerful work that is simulta-
neously occurring, which is not seen through the lens that looks only for deficits.
When evaluation and research focus exclusively on deficits, it reinforces harmful
tropes about Native people (Foulks, 1987). This is often because these projects
fail to put deficits in the context of the historical systemic oppression that is at the
root of their presence. When this happens, these deficits are used as excuses to
blame these issues on individual or community moral failure rather than ongoing
colonial oppression.

While it is important to identify areas for improvement, it is equally impor-
tant to identify the strengths and beauty in our communities. By focusing on
community power, evaluation can contribute to identifying and sharing practices
based on strengths as defined by the community. By sharing our assets, we can
implement and develop programs that best serve urban Indigenous communities.
It also enables us to continue the tradition of sharing our innovations and solu-
tions with others. Native people have always identified ways to maintain health
and wellness and have developed ways to document those strengths to pass on that
critical knowledge of our resilience to others and future generations. In the words
of Abigail Echo-Hawk, “Don’t come to us because you think we have all the prob-
lems, come to us because we have the solutions.” Evaluation work dedicated to eq-
uity must move away from focusing on deficits and instead honour and highlight
the resistance and solutions our communities have always demonstrated and held.

Decolonize Data

Although the most literal form of decolonization means to redistribute material
means of wealth—for example, Land Back (Tuck & Yang, 2012), for this context,
we posit that rigorous data practices can also be a part of a decolonial practice.
Data must be collected and used with the intent to benefit AI/ANs and must al-
ways pose the question, “How will this benefit the community, and how will these
data be useful?” Decolonizing data also means enhancing and supporting the local
utility of data-driven processes. An Indigenous approach to rigorous data is in
place when data-driven processes are owned by the community, the possibilities
for exploitation are minimized, and the principles of Indigenous data sovereignty
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are implemented. Indigenous data sovereignty rightfully asserts that Indigenous
people have unchallengeable rights to the collection, ownership, and application
of any data collected about them, regardless of whether they live on federally
defined sovereign land or not (Kukutai & Taylor, 2016).

AI/AN people must also be meaningfully included in all and any data analy-
ses. Too often AI/ANs are deemed “statistically insignificant” due to small popula-
tion size and are relegated to the “other” category. Some academics have called this
“statistical genocide,” in which AI/AN people continue to be erased through data
(Anner, 1991). To decolonize data means that thorough and careful data analysis
is done in a way that not only includes AI/AN people but also recognizes the in-
tersectionality of AI/AN communities (Huyser & Locklear, 2021). Decolonizing
data also means that we recognize that data are more than just numbers. They are
storytelling; they are the intricacies of a woven cedar rose; they are community
gathering over food to share stories of family and tradition; they are in our con-
versations, beadwork, and art. All of those are forms of data and valid approaches
to data analysis.

Finally, decolonizing data recognizes that ongoing colonization, genocide,
and historical trauma of Indigenous people influence what collecting data or
participating in data collection looks like for our communities. With a litany of
abuses against Native people all in the name of “research,” we must always ask,
“How do we avoid harm to our people and programs while doing evaluation
work?” The only way to truly avoid harm is by ensuring that our urban Indigenous
communities have decision-making power in evaluation processes. That decision-
making power spans from the conceptualization of evaluation design through
implementation, analysis, and dissemination. It also includes the right of refusal.
This means that Indigenous communities have the right to refuse to participate
in or share data from an evaluation. Additionally, it means that Indigenous com-
munities also ultimately hold veto power over evaluation work, from redesigning
to withdrawing or even scratching an entire evaluation. You cannot decolonize
data and evaluation without the involvement of Indigenous people.

Community-Centred

Community participation in evaluation is a crucial part of reclaiming data and
ensuring the evaluation is valuable to the community. Data collection as an
Indigenous value can be viewed through the lens of relationships and commu-
nity. Indigenous evaluation is a communal process, not an individual feat. A
community-centred approach reflects the fact that knowledge is contextual and
requires community involvement to have the appropriate context for interpret-
ing and sharing the stories and results. Our ancestors have always recognized
the importance of placing knowledge in a cultural community context. Many of
our traditional teachings deliver important lessons through stories that do not
explicitly identify a desired learning outcome. Instead, they illustrate memorable
narratives that guide listeners toward a shared set of values and require them to
reflect on how those values fit the contexts of their own lives. One specific example
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would be Trickster stories that we see across many Indigenous cultures and how
these stories often relate traditional knowledge about society, culture, and moral-
ity. This practice is just one example of how AI/AN people have always centred
community and context in teaching and evaluation.

Being community-centred also means that we recognize the responsibility we
have to our respective communities to do evaluation work so that we can provide
the best possible programs and services. A part of fulfilling that responsibility is
being committed to the iterative process of a community-centred evaluation. In-
digenous evaluation follows a reflection loop in which the evaluation is conduct-
ed, and the results are shared with members of the community, decision-makers,
and Tribal council, for example. Based on this process, community context and
knowledge allow for improvements that can be made to the program and/or high-
light the existing strengths from the results. The final step in this iterative loop
is for the data collection to start again and for the process to repeat in a circular
fashion as serving, improving, and empowering our communities does not stop
when an evaluation project ends. The circular motion of evaluation means that
where one evaluation ends, another starts (Figure 1). This value also means that
the UIHI is accountable for feedback and suggestions from urban Indigenous
communities both on this framework and in all the work we do. We actively invite
feedback from urban Indian community programs with whom we work so that we
can make any needed changes. Evaluation belongs to and begins with our urban
Native communities.

Resilient and
strengths-based

Centering of
the community

Community is
created wherever
Native people are

Decolonizing
data

Figure 1. Four core values of the UIHI's indigenous evaluation framework

Note. Figure 1 represents the connection to accountability, responsibility, and Indigenous
knowledge systems. The four women are linked to exemplify the interconnection of the values.
Their skirts are touching the earth where healing starts, and they are rooted in joy.
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Framework Implementation

To date, we have implemented this Indigenous evaluation framework with 18
UIOs to which we awarded grants over a 5-year period. To document the impact
of a community grants program, we developed a low-barrier participatory story
collection method we called Change Stories that fit within our Indigenous evalu-
ation framework. Change Stories is a participatory evaluation method that builds
community ownership of the evaluation process as well as ownership of qualita-
tive data, such as impactful stories. The power of real-life stories from participants
is crucial for understanding and evaluating programs. Additionally, this method
allows for bidirectional learning between the community and organization as
well as providing communities with stories that they can then use for future grant
writing and research and to inform future directions of their programming (Ser-
rat, 2017).

Using the Indigenous evaluation framework, we successfully captured the
different impacts of our grantees’ programs to highlight how organizations helped
keep urban Indian communities healthy and allowed them to tell their stories in
an authentic and flexible way. When given the freedom to build programs that
resonated with community members, many grantees turned to cultural prac-
tices whether that be harvesting and processing plant medicines, participating
in traditional dances, or growing traditional foods to distribute to the commu-
nity. During the first years of the COVID-19 pandemic, grantees adapted both
programming and evaluation strategies to be mostly virtual. The flexibility of
our grantees ensured community members remained safe while still building
community connections through online groups or wellness programs. The adapt-
ability of our framework ensured these important stories and impacts were still
collected. Some overarching themes emerged over the 5 years across 18 grantees
and a national geography through the Change Stories process as an Indigenous
evaluation tool. These included recognizing Native cultural practices as disease
prevention, the importance of utilizing traditional plant and food knowledge, and
supporting connections within the community. The following section provides
a more detailed look at this work from the perspective of one of the grantees as
our co-authors from the Native American Youth and Family Center in Portland,
Oregon, share their first-hand experience of implementing the UTHI’s Indigenous
Evaluation Framework.

The Framework in Practice: Reflections From the Native
American Youth and Family Center

As the Native American Youth and Family Center (NAYA, n.d.) in Portland, Or-
egon, we work to enhance the diverse strengths of our youth and families through
cultural identity and education. We focus on utilizing cultural knowledge to re-
claim health and wellness in the community, and our health equity program has
worked with UIHI as a community grantee through the Sage grants program for
multiple years. Some of the programs we organize include medicine harvesting
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and the dissemination of cultural knowledge through workshops. We take our
families out to access medicinal plants in our local community and teach classes
on creating plant medicine and food preservation, and we have a community
garden to highlight the importance of where our food comes from. Our health
equity program at NAYA is based on a relational worldview that recognizes health
can only be achieved if there is a balance between environment, mind, body, and
spirit. Program staff have been learning with and using the UIHI’s Indigenous
Evaluation Framework the past few years and have found it to be useful in not only
required evaluation activities but also in centring our community and making
space for Indigenous knowledges that are inclusive of urban Indigenous people.

To ground our evaluation work we like to go back and think about how our
ancestors may have done evaluation. For example, they might have counted sheep,
so they knew how many sheep they had; we know they always did counts. But
they didn’t say, “We only have 10 sheep left, so we can’t support families who need
it” They resisted a scarcity model. Instead, they would keep giving because they
needed to keep the family fed. Instead of focusing on deficits, the counts were
strength-based, and the “evaluation” work was about supporting the community.
So, here at NAYA, we keep an eye on our supplies, and we know what we have. We
keep an eye on our funding, and we will always find a way to give our community
what they need. This centrality of caring for our community is where our evalua-
tion work starts. In other words, evaluation cannot happen without the creation
of community first, which urban Indigenous people create wherever they are.

By recognizing that community is created wherever Native people are, the
UIHT’s Indigenous Evaluation Framework provides a way to promote connec-
tion with culture across an array of Tribal identities in the Portland urban Native
community. It honours the fact that staff from urban Indian organizations are also
a part of this community, and their stories and perspectives provide important
data for evaluation. This value also extends to the online spaces that we cultivated
during the COVID-19 pandemic to sustain connections. Although COVID-19
required us to shift our programming online, we were able to recognize that com-
munity creation for our urban Indigenous population was still occurring, and
therefore, we continued to collect data from our social media sites, such as com-
ments and shares. With this, we were able to gather valuable community feedback
and information about the reach and value of our programming content without
the burden of implementing surveys for every online event.

The strengths and resiliencies of urban Indigenous communities not only are
central to the UIHT’s evaluation framework but are also the basis of the cultural
programming we implement. We define “success” for our programs based on com-
munity standards and recognize the importance of knowing and being a part of the
Portland urban Indigenous community to our ability to accurately measure success—
which often can be very different than how funders define “success.” By focusing on
our strengths, our programs can focus on building a positive future instead of trying
to address “deficits” that may not even be viewed negatively when examined through
a cultural or community lens. Relationships within the community are also inherent
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strengths. Community members often partner with NAYA to teach classes, partici-
pate in events, or show up to volunteer when needed. A strength-based evaluation
approach highlights these relationships which allow for the passing of knowledge
that may not happen otherwise. One example of this was in a workshop in which we
made cedar cleaner. At the end of it, one of our community members unexpectedly
shared her expertise in making hand soap, which then we made. Even though this
spontaneous sharing was so simple, it was also impressive because it highlighted the
knowledge and wisdom that already exist in our community. These types of know-
ings are often ignored through Western evaluation frameworks. The Indigenous
evaluation framework creates room for eliciting stories such as this one to illustrate
community strengths so they can be celebrated and supported.

The UIHTIs Indigenous Evaluation Framework also allowed us to integrate
pieces of data and evidence that other evaluation approaches do not normally
encourage. Instead of spending a large amount of time on pre and post-tests for
every participant, we recognized that just having an intentional conversation with
a participant after an event can give us more than enough valuable data about
the program and allow us to identify opportunities for improvement. Of course,
this also highlights the importance of relationships, as mentioned above. The
recognition that other forms of data are just as valid as those that seek to quantify
is a critical component of decolonizing data for Indigenous communities. By ap-
proaching data with this mindset, our staff has more capacity to focus on meet-
ing community needs instead of feeling pressure to report everything we did in
a clinical way. Taking a decolonizing approach to data collection creates room to
develop new approaches that are grounded in culture and traditional teachings.

At NAYA, we also use the medicine wheel as a guide for our program
evaluation to tie the work back to the relational worldview we integrate into our
programming. It is important to incorporate measurements for the physical,
emotional, spiritual, and mental impacts of a program to identify if our pro-
grams achieve the balance that the medicine wheel teaches. Decolonizing data
means that we get to measure this in more creative ways. The UIHI’s Change
Stories method is a valuable source of data through the form of storytelling and
photographs. It shifts from the Western focus on individualism to recognizing
relationships and community impacts. For example, we spoke with a family
that we took to gather nettle during a spring-break camp. The mother returned
to that spot and brought her children and her children’s friends. Her child was
then teaching those friends what they had learned from the spring-break camp
about gathering nettle. This demonstrated a spiderweb of knowledge being
spread throughout the community, and the Change Stories allowed us to learn
that important information. It also makes us think that there are likely others
in the community with the same experience of sharing knowledge and how we
should continue to learn about this knowledge mobilization as a part of our
evaluation work.

This framework has also given us resources to advocate for more meaning-
ful community evaluation data with some state funders. We have shown funders
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examples of the stories we have gathered and have been able to teach them about
the Indigenous Evaluation Framework and some of our Native values that are
important to evaluating success. This has influenced our work with these funders
in a way that has been more beneficial to our organization and our community.
For example, one of our funders has a database that comes preset with metrics
they want us to input. It is basically like a quiz: How many people did we serve?
What is the percentage of knowledge gained over time? And that’s hard because
we don't evaluate in that way. How do you look at a change and say, “Oh, that’s
a 75% knowledge increase?” In our advocating, we explained what we actually
measured and why it mattered to our community and that we needed space in the
database to be able to share that data, some of which was in the form of pictures
and the stories that accompanied those photos. The funders made that change for
us, and we were able to share the data we collected that we felt best reflected the
experiences of the participants. A small but significant change!

So often in urban environments, it can feel like Indigenous people are invis-
ible or we just don’t exist. Indigenous evaluation for urban Indigenous people is so
important because it draws on that reconnection to culture. If we're not delivering
programming or collecting information through an Indigenous lens, then we're
doing a disservice to those trying to reconnect with community or with knowl-
edge. It is really important to have that visibility and say, “Hey, this framework
was developed for you? It is part of recognizing the values we want to pass on
to our youth and future generations and thinking about how the work supports
that. We are in the process of knowledge building and rebuilding simultaneously.
Indigenous evaluation centres on that building and rebuilding of knowledge and
our values as Indigenous people. It is telling our own story and making sure that
were meeting the needs of the people we're serving.

DISCUSSION

The UIHT’s Indigenous Evaluation Framework is structured around four main
tenets for urban Native communities. The first is centering the fact that regardless
of whether Indigenous people live on federally defined reservation land, on their
homelands, or in an urban context, that is where community is created. Evaluation
starts in the honouring of these created communities. The second is the necessity
to prioritize evaluation that is strength-based and recognizes the resiliencies of our
urban Native communities. We also want to share the resilience, joy, knowledge,
and successful work being done. The third tenet is the criticality of decolonizing
data, in which data collection should be done with the purpose of serving and ben-
efitting our communities. This also recognizes that data are more than just num-
bers: they are also art, pictures, storytelling, dreams, and emotions. Finally, and
coming full circle, UIHTI’s Indigenous Evaluation Framework centres community
perspectives and feedback. Evaluation work must be deemed useful by those it is
supposed to serve. It is important to note that there is no single approach or spe-
cific tool to use to conduct an evaluation within the UIHTI’s Indigenous Evaluation
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Framework. It is not intended to be a “one size fits all” model. As illustrated by
NAYASs reflection, it can be used in varying ways that serve many purposes, from
storytelling to advocacy. It is both flexible and strong, which means it can be uti-
lized across diverse urban Indigenous communities.

The development and implementation of this framework asserts that urban
Indian communities have a sovereign right to culturally grounded evaluation ap-
proaches and that institutions and organizations have a responsibility to recognize
and honour that if they truly want to support urban Indian organizations and
communities. The importance of this Indigenous evaluation framework is that it is
explicitly inclusive of urban Natives and brings visibility to our communities while
also providing tools for us to continue to collect, share, and learn from stories in
a culturally grounded manner.

Although we have had success in implementing this framework with federal
funders, it has not come without struggle, risk, and a deep analysis of power rela-
tions. It can be risky to approach this topic with funders, as the funding to our
communities often hinges on funders’ choice to willingly step into the invitation of
Indigenous evaluation or to be offended. It is not always safe to challenge colonial
evaluation structures if it will negatively impact important resources for com-
munity work. The analysis of power relations means discerning if there is trust in
the relationship and a willingness from funders—an analysis that is rooted in and
impacted by the settler colonialism of North America.

It is important to acknowledge that implementing any sort of Indigenous
evaluation framework, and, in this case, doing so in urban settings, does not come
without both structural and institutional barriers. It is the unfortunate case that
while Native communities and organizations are working hard to address health
disparities that have been created by settler colonialism, we frequently must an-
swer to federal government evaluation reporting requirements that are burden-
some, time-consuming, and often useless not only for our communities but also
for the funders. Many of the measurements that funders ask for do not accurately
capture the true impact of the program being evaluated and, as a result, do not
provide actionable information for either them or our Indigenous communities.

We are calling for a long overdue shift in the evaluation priorities from
funders to one in which they allow our urban Indigenous communities to draw
on their traditional knowledge and strength through their evaluation work. This
includes honouring different knowledge systems, creating evaluation metrics in
tandem with Indigenous communities so that the required evaluation data is use-
ful for our communities, as well as expanding their understanding of what data
are (more than just numbers!). This shift will not happen overnight but will take
many conversations and an investment and willingness to learn on the part of
various funding agencies. Funders must recognize that this is an important piece
of addressing public health disparities. It can also be argued that it is a responsi-
bility based on the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People
(United Nations, 2007), which, at its core, is a human rights instrument and covers
a range of civil, political, social, economic, land, and self-determination rights,
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including Indigenous data sovereignty. Indigenous evaluation is one avenue for
Indigenous data sovereignty regardless of whether it is used in a Tribal or urban
context. Data in all forms have the power to transform and uplift Indigenous
communities, especially when that data are collected for Indigenous people by
Indigenous people.

A part of our Indigenous evaluation work is telling funders the story of the
barriers faced when conducting the evaluation. Some of these barriers include the
grants themselves, from being able to have access to financial resources to the abil-
ity to spend grant money in a culturally relevant way and not be limited by budget
restrictions that do not understand the importance of gathering over food or the
honouring of community with gifts. Often, timelines of funding agencies and
grants also act as barriers. The good, essential, culturally centred, and sometimes
life-changing work for Indigenous communities is forced to fit into a condensed
colonial grant timeline that doesn’t allow adequate time to build sustainable rela-
tionships. This minimizes the depth and extent to which programs can be imple-
mented and community input gathered. When that arises, Indigenous evaluation
can be difficult to conduct. And that can, and often does have a real felt and lived
impact on the lives of our Indigenous relatives who are being served. Indigenous
evaluation provides a space to tell a clear story to funders about the experience of
Indigenous communities, including the structural and institutional barriers faced
on the individual and collective levels.

MOVING FORWARD

UIHT’s Indigenous Evaluation Framework is meant to be conducted and inter-
preted by Indigenous people themselves. Non-Indigenous individuals should
support the work as well, navigating any barriers that may arise, but Indigenous
evaluation needs to be led by Indigenous people. McKegg (2019) argues that for
non-Indigenous evaluators to be active and effective allies for Indigenous evalua-
tion, sovereignty, and self-determination, they must engage in internal reflection
to understand privilege and its consequences in the field of evaluation, as well
as practices that perpetuate colonial sentiments and attitudes. Every Indigenous
person has the inherent knowledge and skills to become an evaluation expert: It
is time to start investing in them.

Evaluation work matters because it provides us with data. Data matters be-
cause they are a form of knowledge. In our current colonial structure, data dictates
funding opportunities, health outcomes, and the larger social narratives about
who Indigenous people are. Evaluation is not just an exercise in methods, pro-
cesses, or proving how “successful” a program was. It is also a political act and an
assertion of Indigenous values and sovereignty, one that defines who is counted,
how people are counted, and what decisions are made. The UIHT’s Indigenous
Evaluation Framework aims to decolonize data to reclaim urban Indigenous
narratives from colonial understandings and tell the stories of our communities,
both the hardship and the joy. Urban Indigenous communities can reclaim their
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narratives by using Indigenous evaluation as a tool to tell their stories, highlight
their Indigenous knowledge and resiliency, and build the capacity to take owner-
ship of their own research and evaluation.
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