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 Abstract 

The topic of this analysis involves the pursuit of elected office by Native American 

women. Unfortunately, there are a disproportionately smaller number of Native American 

women who are represented in municipal, state, and federal government. In a culturally 

diverse world, it is important that there is equal representation at the table when 

implementing or discussing policies that impact minority communities (Deane, 2015). 

This study focuses on Native American women pursuing elected office on a state level. I 

used a qualitative phenomenological research approach for this study and data was 

collected from interviews and artifacts from Native American women who have pursued 

state office. I discovered factors that influenced the participants’ decision to run for 

public office. There were seven themes that were discovered from the research. The 

seven themes included activism, advocacy, balancing two worlds, community, culture 

and traditions, poverty, and support. The central phenomenon was giving back to the 

community. I proposed four recommendations for the political party leaders, gatekeepers, 

local political county parties, and Native American women candidates that would help 

address issues from the findings.   

Keywords: Native American women, politics, experiences, motivation, leadership  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 Native American women are underrepresented in government and their voices in 

particular are absent within state legislatures. For years, policy makers have made key 

decisions on healthcare, water rights, human trafficking, immigration, and foster care 

without a diverse group of leaders. For example, in 2018, women occupied 1,875 seats 

from the total of 7,383 state legislator positions available in the country (National Caucus 

of State Legislators, 2018). Women of color held 456 of the legislative seats that were 

held by women (Center for American Women and Politics, 2018). However, only 22 state 

legislators of the 1,875 women legislators were of Native American/Native Alaskan 

descent (CAWP, 2018).   

Currently, there are a total of 5.2 million of American Indians/Alaska Natives in 

the United States (National Congress of American Indians, 2019). There are more than 

550 federally recognized tribes in the United States (Prindeville, 2004). However, there is 

a lack of representation of Native Americans in United States politics (NCSL, 2019). Ten 

years ago, it was unheard of to witness Native Americans running for elected office in 

statewide and Congressional races. However, this has begun to change. For instance, 

North Dakota elected its first Democratic Native American woman to the North Dakota 

House of Representatives in 2018 (Astor, 2018). This was a positive development for 

North Dakota and impactful changes were made during the Representative’s first term in 

office.  

In the 2018 election cycle, a record-breaking number of Native American women 

sought election to state and national positions (Trahant, 2018). Over half of the Native 

American women running for office, won a seat at the table including two seats in 
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Congress (Trahant, 2018). There is a trend of Native American women running for office. 

It is important that Native American women has a presence and voice on every level of 

government.   

Background 

Historically, Native American women have had a role and history of influence 

within tribes and nations. In some tribes, women have owned and controlled wealth 

including dwellings, food supplies, tools, livestock, and other resources (Prindeville, 

2004). Women and men had different roles within the tribes to help the tribe function 

properly. Some of these roles for women included homebuilding, basket weaving, and 

pottery making (Prindeville, 2004). The role of the male was to protect and provide for 

his family as well as to help the tribe when needed such as to be a hunter or to go to battle 

(Prindeville, 2004). However, the roles of the male and female changed once the United 

States sought to assimilate the Native population by displacing many tribes to 

reservations. The U.S. policies were created to wipe out the Native American population 

and their culture. Many Native American children were removed from their home and 

sent to government boarding schools. At the boarding schools the children were 

forbidden to speak their Native language or practice their traditions (Prindeville, 2004).   

The Fifteenth Amendment granted all U.S. citizens the right to vote regardless of 

race (Library of Congress, 2019). However, Native Americans were still forbidden to 

participate in voting elections because the Constitution left it up to the states to decide 

who should have the right to vote (Library of Congress, 2019). Although, Native 

Americans had the right to vote in every state, they endured much of the same 

mechanisms and tactics that African Americans had faced (Library of Congress, 2019). 
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Some of these mechanisms included poll taxes, literacy tests, intimation, fraud and 

anything else that would discourage them to exercise their right to vote (Library of 

Congress, 2019). In 1924, the United States government granted citizenship to the Native 

Americans, also known as the Indian Citizenship Act (NCAI, 2019). However, it still 

took over forty years for all states to allow Native Americans the right to vote even after 

the Citizenship Act passed (Library of Congress, 2019). Despite the obstacles that Native 

Americans have endured, many still feel a duty to serve their communities through 

elected offices. This study examined the obligation and ties to the communities that may 

have persuaded the participants to pursue elected office. 

Statement of the Problem  

For decades, Native American nations have advocated for the protection of treaty 

and trust rights in Washington D.C. (Wilkins and Stark, 2018). Over time, more issues 

have surfaced that directly affected the Native American population. Some of these issues 

included having access to closer voting locations near reservations, protection of Indian 

gaming, healthcare, and protecting the environment from the oil and gas pipeline 

(Wilkins and Stark, 2018). The issues are not only alerting the Native American 

population, but it is also triggering tribal governments to participate in state and federal 

politics by donating financial contributions to political candidates (Wilkins and Stark, 

2018). Tribal governments are demanding to weigh more heavily on issues that are 

important to tribes, such as the national tobacco litigation and voting locations (Wilkins 

and Stark, 2018).   

Another important issue is cities and states are failing to track murdered and 

missing Indigenous women (Domonoske, 2018). Native American women are murdered 
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at a rate approximately 10 times the national average (Domonoske, 2018). Native 

communities are upset with the lack of comprehensive data from law enforcement 

agencies on how many Indigenous women are murdered or missing (Domonoske, 2018). 

Therefore, proper political representation of Native American women in office could help 

highlight and find a solution for these critical issues.  

Fadel (2018) discussed that it is important to have leadership that will help defend 

the voices of the people and the needs of the community. Therefore, the lack of 

representation of Native American women in state legislatures can produce laws and 

policies that are, at best, lacking the input of the people these affect, and at worst, can 

damage their ability to “pursue life, liberty, and happiness”. Studying the experiences of 

Native American women candidates who pursue elected office highlights the reasons 

behind their decision to run for office.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore the factors 

and experiences that motivate Native American women to pursue elected state office in 

the United States.   

Research Question  

 The central research question is: What are the experiences of Native American 

women in pursuing and winning elected office at the state level in the United States? The 

research study focused on the experiences of Native American women who have run and 

won elections and experienced the political process. I collected data from 15 Native 

American women who have successfully ran for the state legislature in the United States. 

Native American women from various tribal backgrounds, political party affiliations, and 
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experience as a political candidate for an elected state office were selected for the study. 

The goal was to obtain data from the participants that can be used to provide answers to 

the general research question.   

Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this study is twofold; first, to inform the leaders of political parties, 

tribal nations, action groups, and scholars regarding the motivations of Native American 

women who may wish to seek elected office. Second, the insights produced by this study 

may inform the creation of a leadership curriculum for Native American women 

considering the pursuit of elected office.   

Proposed Methodology 

I used a qualitative phenomenological research approach that explored the factors 

that promoted Native American women to pursue elected office in the United States. I 

selected a sample of 15 Native American women from different tribal nations who have 

pursued an elected office in the state legislature. The participants had various 

backgrounds such as in education, ages, regions, and tribal nations. The data that I used 

for the study included in-depth interviews. The in-depth interviews consisted of a variety 

of questions such as their decision to run for office, personal experiences, resources, 

barriers, support, and the motivation behind their successes.   

Definition of Relevant Terms 

The study discussed both political and leadership theories when explaining the 

pursuit of elected office. Therefore, various terms have different or similar meanings 

regarding the theories. To gain a better understanding, this section is used to define terms 

that could be interpreted in several ways. The following terms below are used 
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operationally within this study. Below you will see the proper formatting for the 

definition of terms section:  

Candidate: One who seeks or is proposed for office (Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary, 2016). 

Native American: A member of any of the aboriginal peoples of the United States 

(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2016).  

Minority: A part of a population differing from others (as in race) (Merriam-

Webster Dictionary, 2016).  

Reservation: A piece of land set aside for Indian use by the Federal government 

(Patterson and Snodgrass, 1994).  

Culture: The lifestyles, customs, and beliefs of Native Americans (National 

Congress of  

American Indians, 2019). 

Tribe or tribal nation: A group who share a common history and culture, 

including religion, language, values, territory, laws, and traditions (Patterson and 

Snodgrass, 1994).  

Tribal Council: The tribal council is the elected body of officials charged with 

responsibility for managing the government and affairs of a tribal nation (National 

Congress of American Indians, 2019).  

Tribal council meeting: The tribal council holds meetings throughout the year to 

discuss important tribal issues and to hear from tribal members (National 

Congress of American Indians, 2019).  

Political motivation: The desire to acquire political power.  
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Constituents: A person entitled to vote for a representative for a district (Merriam-

Webster Dictionary, 2016).   

The definitions and terms are to explain certain instances and viewpoints 

pertaining to the study. All the terms listed are used more than once throughout the study. 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

 This section discusses the limitations, delimitations, and personal biases that 

could impact the findings of the research. It is important to take precautions to avoid 

biases to the research. These safeguards are discussed in this section.  

Limitations 

 Limitations are factors that influence the study that are beyond the control of the 

researcher (Simon and Goes, 2013). Limitations include the fact that there are few 

sources related to the political involvement of Native American women. From my 

research, it is evident that more scholarly research must be accomplished on the subject 

of Native American women running for public office. Another limitation is the fact that 

there is not a huge population base of Native American women who have been through 

the political electoral process. For example, the population of this study could be less 

than 200 Native American women who have campaigned for an elected office and even 

less for a statewide office. 

Delimitations 

 Delimitations are those characteristics that arise from limitations in the scope of 

the study and result from specific choices by the researcher (Simon and Goes, 2013). My 

choices include the research questions selected for the study. I conducted the study of 

participants from different states to receive a variety of perspectives from candidates. I 
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selected candidates from a list that was distributed at a Native American leadership 

meeting. Native American women considering local office (e.g. city, county, or school 

district) are not a part of the sample population. The study focused on the Native 

American women who have ran for office on a state level. Restricting the population 

sample to those considering a run for a state office versus a local office might require 

greater commitment. However, the motivational aspect of my research question might not 

be true for other candidates running for a local office. Also, the participants are Native 

American women who have ran for office within the last five years. 

Biases 

It is important that I did not make biased judgements based from their experience 

as a Native American woman legislator. Therefore, I took precautions to set aside my 

personal beliefs, biases, and any preconceived notions about the research, a term also 

known as bracketing (Creswell, 2014). Collecting accurate data is important to the study 

and should not be influenced by my personal biases when I examined the data. Therefore, 

I used zoom and audio recorded the interviews to make sure the data was accurate, and to 

ensure that the participants answered the questions with their own words when replying 

to the interview questions. It is important to create a setting during the interviews that is 

more formal and less laid back. I was careful not to over-participate in the interview 

process, so as to let the participants reveal their perceptions regarding the questions, I 

asked them.      
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The Role of Leadership in this Study 

 Lowney (2013) highlights the importance of a leader as being self-aware of their 

flaws and gifts so that they are be able to know what they can offer the world and lead in 

an effective manner. Therefore, I believe there is a strong relationship between leadership 

and political leadership. For example, the candidate strives to be an elected official so 

that they can help others and implement effective policies for their communities. 

Leadership styles may play an important role for the candidate during the election 

process. Each political candidate brings their own leadership style to the table whether it 

is transformational, transactional, authentic or servant. I believe each leadership style 

affects the way the candidate represents themselves on the campaign trail and in the 

legislature. The leadership styles help constituents vote for their best candidate based on 

their leadership traits and what they feel they can do for their communities. Sipe and 

Frick (2015) outlined a variety of qualifications of a servant leader such as putting people 

first, maintaining integrity, demonstrating humility, being a skilled communicator, 

compassionate collaborator, having foresight, considering the greater good, and leading 

with moral authority. A candidate may lead with these servant leadership traits such as 

making decisions with compassion while considering the greater good for the people 

(Sipe and Frick, 2015).  

Transformational leadership encourages their colleagues and peers to develop 

their full potential and to work hard for others (Doucet et al., 2015). They are the type of 

leaders who are focused on improving lives by the grace of developing individuals who 

can help transform society (Stevens, 2017). Transactional leadership motivates others to 

establish a “give and take relationship” (Doucet et al., 2015). Stevens (2017) states that 
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transactional leadership is focused on self-interest and using power to get what one can 

get for oneself and for a particular group. In the political world, Stevens (2017) discussed 

this could be addressed by a “give me your vote, and I’ll give you tax reform” type of 

manner. Both leadership styles can contribute towards the way the candidate will lead 

their community such as using incentives or by encouragement.  

I argue that Native American women should be at the table to pursue elected 

office.  Equal representation at the table will help bring Native American issues to the 

forefront and potentially acted upon. By doing this research, I have taken on a new 

leadership role, that could lead to change. The role of learning these leadership traits of 

the participants and my role as a researcher has highlighted the experiences that have 

contributed toward Native American women pursuing elected state office.  

Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

This dissertation in practice studied and acknowledged the importance of the 

proposed research for diverse fields including, leadership, politics, women studies, and 

social justice. Furthermore, these diverse fields are be applied to the Native American 

women’s journey toward politics. The findings from the research could be useful to 

potential Native American women candidates who are interested in running for office. 

Reading the experiences of Native American women and their paths to elected office 

could encourage other women to seek office in their home states or provide research to 

political parties and women voting organizations. Also, the findings could build the 

foundation for future studies about Native American women in politics and could help 

highlight the barriers Native American women face when pursing elected office. Finally, 
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the information from this study could be used as a blueprint to help design political 

training programs for Native American women.  

Summary 

 I selected this topic to learn the experiences of Native American women who have 

successfully run for office in the state legislature. I chose the qualitative phenomenology 

approach because of the in-depth interviews with the Native American women 

participants that reveal the lived experiences of their journey toward public office. This 

research gave an opportunity for the participants to tell their story and experience as a 

Native American women candidate. However, it is important to first acknowledge the 

history of Native Americans in general and their relationship with the United States 

government. I have identified specific terms and are defined in this section that help 

clarify the study for the reader.   

 Throughout this section, I addressed and acknowledged limitations, delimitations 

and potential biases during the research and listed precautions I took to avoid threats to 

the data.  Furthermore, I applied examples of servant and transformational leadership 

theories to the study and how those theories related to the participants. Finally, I 

explained the significance of the research study and the impact that it may have on the 

public. The next section is the literature review that discussed potential theoretical 

mechanisms that motivate a candidate to run for office.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

There are over 5.2 million Native Americans who live in the United States 

(Britton, 2014). Around 30 percent of Native Americans live on reservations, on land that 

was allotted to them by the United States government (Britton, 2014). A tribal member 

living on a reservation may face many challenges and struggles such as poverty, 

addictions, lack of resources, and transportation. Despite the obstacles and challenges, the 

2018 election race proved that Native American women are coming forward in record-

breaking numbers to run for an elected office (Trahant, 2018). Therefore, this research 

strives to understand the potential factors that could influence their decision to run for 

office. The following literature review presented current findings and supported evidence 

from articles that discussed themes related to this research.   

I begin with a discussion of Native Americans and the political system of the past, 

present, and future. Candidate recruitment and the influence of voters are topics that are 

furthered discussed in the review. Finally, various types of motivational theories are 

explained such as intrinsic and extrinsic and the role they play in policy making and 

office seeking behavior. The review concludes with a summary that recaps the overall 

literature review.    

Native Americans and the Political System Past & Present 

There are many debates about the exact origins of Native American peoples 

(Wilkins and Stark, 2018). However, one known fact is that the Indigenous peoples 

inhabited this hemisphere before Columbus and the European invasion (Wilkins and 

Stark , 2018). Since the first Europeans arrived, they dealt with Indigenous peoples as 

sovereign nations by signing treaties with them (Wilkins and Stark, 2018). Treaties are 



NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN LEADERS  13 
 

agreements between sovereign nations such as with the United States and Native 

American nations (Wilkins and Stark, 2018). Sometimes, treaties are often broken or 

forced between the sovereign nations. Treaties have been in existence for a long time and 

can date as far back as to the term of President George Washington (Wilkins and Stark, 

2018). 

All the Native American tribes and nations were independent, and each had their 

own governments, religions, and social systems. However, each tribe or nation were 

different in how they selected their leaders. Some leaders obtained power through 

hereditary titles, merit based, or from seeking council positions. In other tribes, 

individuals were not allowed to take on leadership roles unless they demonstrated to 

tribal members that they had the spiritual and physical well-being of being a leader 

(Wilkins and Stark, 2018). Some tribes rarely separated the political world from the 

spiritual world, meaning, that political actions were carried out with spiritual guidance 

(Wilkins and Stark, 2018). For example, Native leaders might have looked for guidance 

from spiritual leaders of the tribe before following through on a plan. Historically, Native 

American males held most of the elected or appointed positions while Native American 

women had significant influence over the family and social life (Wilkins and Stark, 

2018).   

It is important to note that to the present day each tribe is governed differently but 

has sought to maintain sovereignty by managing their own affairs while providing basic 

needs and safety for their community (Wilkins and Stark, 2018). However, the United 

States government doesn’t always honor the Native American government’s right to 

maintain its sovereignty and it is often ignored, reduced, or terminated by the federal 
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government (Wilkins and Stark, 2018). In present day, many Indigenous governments 

have changed throughout time from original to contemporary institutional governments 

such as providing their own judicial, executive, and legislative branches of government 

(Wilkins and Stark, 2018). However, there are Indigenous governments that exhibit 

original or traditional structures of governance that link to historic times (Wilkins and 

Stark, 2018). For instance, the Pueblos continue to use their traditional form of 

government and exclude women from participation in tribal politics (Prindeville, 2004). 

Native nations continued to fight for their sovereignty and to urge Congress to pass more 

significant legislation that impact Native Americans in a significant manner. The 

representation for Native Americans in politics on a national level were male leaders such 

as former Vice President of the United States, Charles Curtis and U.S. Senator Ben 

Nighthorse Campbell. During Senator Ben Nighthorse Campbell’s term in office, he 

demonstrated the importance of working with tribes and advocating for the issues that 

were important to the various tribal nations (Draper, 2006). One example is when Senator 

Campbell helped lead two Ute Colorado tribes to victory by championing a massive 

water rights settlement act (Zimmer, 2018). The passage of the act helped strengthen the 

Ute tribes water rights and laid a foundation of leadership. 

Future of Native Americans and the Political Leadership 

The number of Native American women holding leadership roles within the tribe 

has increased. For example, in a 1981 study, sixty-nine tribes from the 500 federally 

recognized tribes were led by women (Wilkins and Stark, 2018). By 2006, 133 women 

were in leadership positions of their tribal nation, and in 2014, 147 Native American 

women were elected to serve as tribal leaders (Wilkins and Stark, 2018). These statistics 
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can serve as evidence that Native American women are gradually increasing their 

numbers when it comes to serving in leadership positions within their tribal nations. One 

Native American woman who helped pave the way for other women in politics, is the late 

former Principal Chief of the Cherokee Nation, Wilma Mankiller (Keene, 2020). The 

honorable Wilma Mankiller was the first woman elected to serve as Principle Chief of her 

nation for over a decade leaving a legacy of profound leadership (Keene, 2020).  

For the state and federal levels, the numbers and facts are changing from year to 

year. In the 2018 election cycle, 78 Native American women ran for state legislatures 

nationwide and 10 Native American women ran for United States Congress (Trahant, 

2018). The state of Arizona tripled the number of Native representations in the state 

Senate with three Native American women winning a seat at the table (Trahant, 2018). 

Overall, at least 28 Native American women were elected to offices ranging from state 

legislatures to Congress (Trahant, 2018). Although, the statistics have improved there is 

still much work to be done before there is true victory and equal representation. The next 

sections describe some of the challenges and advantages that Native American women 

experience as political candidates such as candidate recruitment, voter influence, and 

motivation.       

Candidate Recruitment 

Political parties are crucial in the recruitment process, especially in the state and 

Congressional races (Fox and Lawless, 2010). The grooming of candidates happens with 

the help of party organizations, grass root organizations, political leaders, and activists, 

also known as political gatekeepers (Fox and Lawless, 2010). In a six-state study, 

Sanbonmatsu (2006) uncovered that gender bias in the recruitment process is present in 
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the state legislature because the gatekeepers are overwhelmingly male. Therefore, 

political parties and various recruitment activities can be a disadvantage for women (Fox 

and Lawless, 2010). Early studies have proved that gender bias in the recruitment process 

contributes to the women’s underrepresentation in political office (Fox and Lawless, 

2010). In a research study about the recruitment of women candidates, Fox and Lawless 

(2010) found that women are less likely than men to be recruited to run for public office 

by all types of political actors and multiples sources. This suggests that a major 

recruitment gap may be present that could lower a women’s political ambition and hinder 

their emergence as a candidate. Conversely, this gap may offer an opportunity for women 

(particularly Native American women) and political parties as well.    

Political Party Involvement 

Scholars have gathered evidence that party officials have become more involved 

in the political process such as through fund raising, opinion poll taking, and electoral 

mobilization (Kazee and Thornberry, 1990). Political parties seek to select candidates 

who will uphold the party’s goals (Lawrence, 2001). In the past, the Republican party has 

been labeled as the party of old white men and being unfriendly to women issues (Brufke, 

2019). However, after the Democrats elected 35 women to Congress in the last election 

race, the push to revise the recruitment process by the Republican party has begun. The 

National Republican Congressional Committee recruitment chair has stated that the 

leaders of the Republican party have already spoken to at least 157 Republican women 

interested in running for office in 2020, and 42 has declared their candidacies (Brufke, 

2019). The Republican party has stated that they must find strong women candidates who 

appeal to the suburban districts (Brufke, 2019).  
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Conversely, some believe Democrats have a huge problem with the recruitment 

process as well with an outdated play book and a tattered infrastructure that neglects state 

organizations (Halper, 2017). Critics argue that the plan must rebuild bridges with 

grassroots organizations and state parties (Halper, 2017). Having a presence in all states 

can help recruit more candidates who can represent the majority of their communities. 

However, instead of waiting to be encouraged to run for office, more Democratic women 

are finding training programs and support to help them run for office in the next election 

cycle (Halper, 2017). Therefore, the leaders of the National Democratic party are 

planning to adjust and look for ways to empower candidates instead of solely telling them 

what to do (Halper, 2017).     

The numbers could be disappointing when it comes to women of color being 

recruited by a political party to run for office. For instance, black women are less likely to 

be selected by party leaders to run in an election race or to unseat a strong incumbent 

(Silva and Skully, 2019).  Even though black women are stronger Democrats and have 

proven to have a strong presence in the election polls they are still not at the top of the list 

in the recruitment process (Silva and Skully, 2019). Unfortunately, black women are 

offered fewer opportunities to run for office compared to other ethnic groups such as 

Asian, Latina, and white women (Silva and Skully, 2019). Therefore, women of color 

candidates have their work cut out for them because they must prove themselves to their 

own party to be considered as viable candidates.   

Qualified to Run for State Office 

 Men are 15 percent more likely to be recruited to run for office and are twice as 

likely to say that they are qualified to run for office compared to women (Miller, 2016). 
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Yet, when women run for office, they tend to succeed (Miller, 2016). In 2017, women 

held 24 percent of statewide elected offices, including attorney general and lieutenant 

governor (Boschma, 2017).  It is evident that women can raise money and win elections 

(Boschma, 2017). However, some women don’t see themselves as viable qualified 

candidates, which can discourage them from running for office (Miller, 2016). Qualified 

women candidates underestimate their abilities and assume their male opponents are 

more qualified to run for office (Miller, 2016). This type of mentality can have a negative 

effect on the women’s decision to run for office and to become a strong candidate. Also, 

this is likely to influence Native American women’s decisions to run as well.   

Native American Women’s Political Involvement 

Native American women can bring a variety of issues to the table that are often 

ignored and forgotten by other leaders. Tippeconnie Fox and Luna-Firebaugh (2015) 

discussed Native American women’s involvements and leadership within the community. 

The research found that Native American women were committed to serving their 

communities, being involved, valuing education, bridged relationships, and nurtured their 

inner spirit (Tippeconnie Fox and Luna-Firebaugh, 2015). Therefore, Native American 

women have proven that they have the skills and compassion to lead their tribal nations 

and communities. In 2019, there was an unprecedented number of Native American 

women running on a municipal level for Mayor and for various city council positions in 

Rapid City, South Dakota (Guerry, 2019). The Rapid City candidates ran for office 

because they thought the city council should reflect the people it represents and that 

everyone deserves a voice at the table, including Native Americans (Guerry, 2019).  
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Campaign Process 

Receiving support from leaders of the legislature or the state party can have many 

perks as a candidate such as having direct access to donors, volunteers, and other 

resources. According to the Maranzan, Sabourin, and Chicago (2013), resources are 

important to a candidate and the amount of resources such as money, volunteers, and 

support available to a candidate can determine the outcome of an election race. For 

instance, the campaign process can be a tough road but can be made easier with the help 

of donors. Donors can help pay for important resources such as a campaign manager and 

staff that will work to influence voters while spreading the candidate’s platform. 

However, recent studies have shown that female candidates can fundraise just as well as 

male candidates (Boschma, 2017). Yet, traditional wisdom still serves as a roadblock for 

women candidates (Thomsen and Swers, 2017). The campaign finance portion can 

impact a woman’s outcome to be elected but must build their own donor networks 

(Thomsen and Swers, 2017). The scholars found that Democratic donors valued the 

election of women while Republican donors valued more conservative male candidates in 

general (Thomsen and Swers, 2017). Depending on the individual and the party they 

represent, having access to a donor network and other resources can affect the success of 

the campaign.   

Native American Women and the Campaign process 

There is evidence of the challenges Native American women face before jumping 

into the political arena and some of those hardships include the lack of resources. Data 

about limited resources for a campaign for First Nations women was collected at a 

women’s leadership conference in Canada (Maranzan, Sabourin, and Chicago, 2013). 
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The limited resources of the First Nations women could run parallel with the stories of 

Native American women when it comes to the struggles of running a successful 

campaign. The limited resources of the First Nations women included lack of support 

from family, mentors, time, financial stability, and community support (Maranzan, 

Sabourin, and Chicago, 2013). Unlike some other candidates who might have support 

from their political party and donors, it is evident that Native American women must 

learn the political process to become a strong candidate.   

Voter Influence 

One of the key goals of almost every candidate is to appeal to the voters. During 

the election cycle, we witness campaign advertisements on television and candidates who 

walk door to door, trying to win the support of voters. Many different tactics are used that 

can win the support of young voters, rural voters, or voters who come from various ethnic 

backgrounds.  Both the Democrat party and the Republican party work hard during the 

election cycle to persuade voters to support their candidates. The Democrats strive to win 

the working-class voters in swing states and the Republicans fight to beat back 

challengers who do not have their endorsement (Kalla and Broockman, 2017). Therefore, 

a political candidate must do more than know the issues and fundraise but also to appeal 

to the voters. This next section discusses the obstacles that women and women of color 

candidates endure with the voters.  

Gender Bias 

As mentioned earlier, women are qualified to run for office and are sometimes 

more qualified than men to run for office. However, convincing voters that they are 

qualified to run for office may be another battle (Howard, 2015). According to Dr. 
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Cecilia Hyunjung Mo, an assistant professor of political science at Vanderbilt University, 

voters have a hard a time seeing women as leaders; therefore, women candidates must be 

more qualified to run for office than their male opponents (Howard, 2015). This may be 

true because people have not seen many of women leaders (Howard, 2015). One of the 

biases that a female candidate faces is that they are not strong enough to fight for the 

values of the community because they are seen as more compassionate (Dolan and 

Lynch, 2014). Therefore, voters see men as being more masculine and strong leaders and 

having a greater ability to handle a crisis (Dolan and Lynch, 2014). One of the ways to 

tackle this issue of gender stereotypes in election races is to train more women to run for 

office so that people can get in the habit of seeing more women run for office (Howard, 

2015).   

Women of Color appealing to Voters 

 The rising number of women of color running for an elected position shocked the 

country in the 2018 election cycle. A recent survey among registered voters, showed that 

Democratic voters favored female candidates over males by a net 19 percentage points 

(Easley, 2018). Democrats were more likely to prefer candidates who are Native 

American, Black or Hispanic over White candidates (Easley, 2018). Diversity was seen 

as a plus for Democratic candidates in the 2018 election cycle (Easley, 2018). The study 

found that both the Democrat and Republican voters wanted their elected officials to 

represent them from a demographic perspective more than just on policies (Easley, 2018).   

 For the Republican voters, male candidates had the edge over women by a margin 

of 16 points and being white was a positive compared with any other racial demographics 

(Easley, 2018). Republican women voters held traditional family values as one of their 
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main deciding factors and were more resentful toward the fact that women in politics 

were linked with Democratic and pro-choice issues (Easley, 2018). However, despite the 

stereotypes, Silva and Skulley (2019) found that women of color legislators are more 

effective in legislating and representing their communities because of their strong 

determination and resilience.          

Motivation in General 

 There are many definitions for the word motivation, and it depends upon the 

various perspective that it is defined such as from a mathematical, psychological, or 

historical viewpoint. This section defines and discusses the general definition of the word 

motivation while exploring the different viewpoints. To begin, it is evident that there are 

various types of people when it comes to motivation such as those who are highly 

motivated, moderately motivated, and those who are not (Durand, 2006). It is important 

to find out what motivates people to do their best and to achieve their goals. One of the 

classic definitions of motivation is an internal process that energizes, directs and sustains 

behavior (Reeve, 2016).    

Durand (2006) spent fifteen years creating a formula that explains motivation. 

The formula was comprised of several components that add and subtract components. 

The formula for motivation is: life balance plus influence plus creativity and humor, 

minus runaway self-esteem (Durand, 2006). Durand (2006) believes that it is important to 

balance all of these components in life to achieve motivation. Learning how to balance 

the six plates of life such as family, financial responsibility, health, social contributions, 

education, and vocation is essential for unlocking perpetual motivation (Durand, 2006). 

However, Durand went into detail about runaway self-esteem and the importance of not 
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only serving others but oneself as well (Durand, 2006). Low self-esteem can trigger low 

motivation. Therefore, it is important not to neglect oneself which can make one 

ineffective in serving those around them. Durand (2006) described investing in one’s 

attitude and ability which will enhance their motivation to support important causes.        

 According to the Webster’s dictionary, motive is the root word of the word 

motivation. Therefore, it is defined as to provide with a motive (The Merriam Webster 

Dictionary, 2004).  The motive could be a condition that makes one do something that 

drives, desires, feelings, interests, and the needs of others (DeRoche, 1967). From a 

teaching viewpoint, DeRoche (1967) defined motivation in terms of an instructional 

technique to motivate the student to have interest in and excitement about the task. 

Research found that success is a motivational factor and the desire for recognition can 

self-motivate a student in the classroom (DeRoche, 1967).  Competition with others or 

with oneself can also be a motivational technique that can have a positive effect on the 

outcome (DeRoche, 1967).      

Toure-Tillery and Fishbach (2011) explored the course of motivation in pursuing 

various goals. They distinguished between two dimensions of motivation: the motivation 

to attain a main goal and the motivation to “do things right” in the process of reaching a 

goal (Toure-Tillery and Fishbach, 2011). The authors defined motivation as a 

psychological force that enables action and used examples of when using motivation to 

attain a main goal and the motivation to “do things right” in the process (Toure-Tillery 

and Fishbach, 2011). For example, the motivation to attain a main goal would predict that 

at the end of the charity fundraising event, consumers would be more likely to increase 

their contributions to help achieve the overall financial goal (Toure-Tillery and Fishbach, 
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2011). The motivation to “do things right” in the process could be when someone has a 

goal about recycling and the main goal would be to get into the habit of learning how to 

recycle (Toure-Tillery and Fishbach, 2011).            

The overall discussion helps define the meaning and explore the various 

viewpoints of different subjects associated with the word motivation. These are a few 

scholarly viewpoints of individual motivation and how it is used in everyday life. The 

outcomes of being motivated can help others but only if the motivator is taking care of 

themselves in the process. The next sections discuss the theories of extrinsic and intrinsic 

motivation and the relation to the behavior of office seeking candidates and policy 

making candidates.  

Extrinsic Motivation 

Kyriacou (2010) explains that extrinsic motivation is accomplished to attain some 

separable outcome or instrumental value. Wery and Thompson (2013) discussed and 

studied extrinsic motivation when it comes to teaching struggling students. From the 

research, they learned that extrinsically motivated learners have to be encouraged, enticed 

or prodded by teachers (Wery and Thompson, 2013). Therefore, some teachers give 

students incentives such as sweets, good grade, or extra credit to participate or complete 

an activity. Extrinsic students complete the tasks for the sake of attaining the reward or 

for avoiding punishment (Wery and Thompson, 2013).       

Political candidates who are extrinsically motivated may run for office because 

they want to receive incentives other than helping others or for their community. 

Sometimes tension arises once the candidate is elected to office and they are conflicted 

between doing the right thing versus being reelected (Glassman, 2018). Glassman (2018) 



NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN LEADERS  25 
 

argues that some politicians want to pass good public policy, but they also want to be 

loyal to their political party which could help get them reelected or increased power in 

the legislature. Therefore, incentives and power would help motivate an extrinsically 

political candidate to run for office. The incentives could include a number of objects 

such as cash, promotions, jobs, or other material rewards.   

Office Seeking Candidates  

  Office seeking behavior reflect the behaviors of politicians whose goals are to 

get elected and be re-elected (Dolan, 2014). Therefore, they are likely to do whatever is 

needed to achieve those goals and are less likely to have a strong sense of values. 

Candidates who run for office could be running for the wrong reasons such as having the 

opportunity to push their own self-absorbed political agenda for power (Doherty, 2015).  

For instance, critics accuse Joe Biden of running for President for political reasons and 

call it a power grab to pursue his own leadership agenda (Doherty, 2015). This same 

accusation of Joe Biden could be compared to our current President in office. If both 

accusations were true, then these cases could be considered a type of extrinsic motivation 

because both Biden and President Trump would reap the benefits of pushing their own 

agenda and would be given incentives simply to enrich themselves. 

Intrinsic Motivation 

Kyriacou (2010) defines intrinsic motivation as “doing the activity for its inherent 

satisfaction rather than because of external prods, pressures, or rewards”. Intrinsic 

motivated individuals prefer the consumption of the public good but also have 

preferences for the consumption of the public good by others (Kyriacou, 2010). 

Satisfaction depends upon the actual consumption of the public good by the individual or 
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others (Kyriacou, 2010). Individuals seems to be intrinsically motivated when they 

receive value from the act of contributing toward the cause and toward the act of giving 

(Kyraicou, 2010).   

In education, teachers are intrinsically motivated when they teach others and share 

knowledge (Wery and Thompson, 2013). For learners, intrinsic motivation occurs when 

one participates in an activity purely out of the need to know more about something and 

for the sake of participating in and completing a task (Wery and Thompson, 2013). 

Intrinsic students are motivated to complete a task, even though it is difficult and will not 

require any rewards or incentives (Wery and Thompson, 2013).   

A political candidate who is intrinsically motivated may choose to pursue elected 

office because they gain a sense of well-being from helping others and their community. 

Intrinsically political candidates seek no incentives for their decision to run for public 

office. Therefore, their only reward is to help others or their community. For example, 

Paulette Jordan, a member of the Coeur d’Alene tribe of Idaho, is running for the U.S. 

Senate (Chavez, 2020). Her platform is advocating for new leadership and that leaders 

need to value people over politics (Chavez, 2020). Therefore, Paulette Jordan could be 

running for office for the sake of putting people’s priorities first over politics, a platform 

that is not used by candidates who are extrinsically involved.  

 Policy Making Candidates 

Baumeister (2016) defines motivation as wanting change which can cause the 

candidate to pursue elected office. The drive of motivation to change policies or the 

makeup of a legislature can influence a candidate’s run for office. Entman (2018) 

interviewed, Amanda Clayton, who is an assistant professor of political science at 
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Vanderbilt University, about the increase of women running for office in the 2018 

general election. Clayton discussed that influence and anger are strong motives behind 

the reason more women ran for office in the 2018 election (Entman, 2018). She described 

how women candidates are seeing the need to improve policies such as women rights, 

healthcare for family, and foster care issues (Entman, 2018). Also, she described how 

anger could have been a motive for women to run for office because of how they felt 

about the current administration (Entman, 2018).   

The motivation of wanting to change policies could be an example of intrinsic 

motivation because no one asked them to run for office, but they did so because they 

wanted to improve policies. Therefore, some people want to create policies that will help 

their own communities.  For instance, Silva and Skulley (2019) found that women are 

more likely than men to run for office because of policy issues. Threats to communities 

can account for one type of political motivation for women to run for office so that they 

can make sure that their communities are safe. For example, Representative Gail Finney, 

has been leading a fight over the safety of her community against big electric companies 

in Kansas for several years (Carpenter, 2019). The big electric companies want to install 

oversized transmission poles in her neighborhood (Carpenter, 2019). Representative 

Finney feels that the mega poles not only infringe on property rights but could be a safety 

hazard for her constituents (Carpenter, 2019). These types of experiences and threats to 

communities could help women find their voice and calling to the political arena.     

Motivation and Native American Women 

There are various scholars who have discussed motivational factors that could 

promote Native American women leaders to pursue elected office in the United States. 
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Each scholar provides a different perspective when discussing the motivational factors 

for minority women.  Both the Tippeconnie Fox and Luna-Firebaugh (2015) and 

Waterman and Lindley (2013) research, found that the motivation of a Native American 

woman in general is to give back to her community. This suggests that these candidates 

are generally more “policy seeking” than “office seeking”.   

A comparative study of Native American and Hispanic women in grassroots and 

electoral politics discovered that culture, race, and ethnicity were important for the 

participants that they interviewed (Prindeville, 2002). A leader’s connection to family 

and community, culture, and race all helped shaped the way the participants thought 

about political leadership (Prindeville, 2002). The findings of the Prindeville (2002) 

study provided many motivational aspects of a Native American woman’s decision to be 

involved in the political process. The Prindeville (2002) study expressed the motivation 

for running for office by the need for personal responsibility stemming from her sense of 

civic obligation. Most of the women had desired the need to give back to the community 

and to make a difference to facilitate social change (Prindeville, 2002). The participants 

in the study felt a responsibility as leaders in assisting others to find their voices, exercise 

their rights, and to become active players in their communities (Prindeville, 2002). 

Therefore, these women did not seek personal gain, prestige, or financial rewards when 

they decided to run for office (Prindeville, 2002). Motivation for the participants of the 

research study came from issues that they wanted to see improvement such as preserving 

water, traditions, saving lands, and to politically empower their people (Prindeville, 

2002).   
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Theories of Motivation and Native American women 

As mentioned earlier, individuals are intrinsically motivated when they receive 

value from the act of contributing toward the cause and the act of giving (Kyraicou, 

2010). Previous research suggests that Native American women feel that they have an 

obligation to give back to their community (Prindeville, 2002). Perhaps they have been 

taught at an early age about the importance of education and helping others or that they 

want to do good for their community.  Furthermore, these types of feelings of 

commitment to the community can lead to a type of intrinsic motivation for Native 

American women to run for office. Prindeville (2002) discussed from their findings that 

motivation for the participants geared from issues that they wanted to see improved such 

as preserving water, traditions and saving lands. Growing up in conditions on and off 

reservations of witnessing and experiencing these types of areas that need improvement 

could motivate a candidate to run for office. For instance, Congresswoman Deb Haaland 

from New Mexico, ran for office because she understands what it is to be a part of the 

working class in the United States such as being a single mom, on food stamps, and 

paying off student loans (Fadel, 2018). Her experiences helped shape her platform and 

input on various policies that affect the working class.      

 My research examined the motivation, experiences, and a Native American 

woman’s decision to run for office. Having a sense of giving back to the community 

helps establish a relationship between the act of contributing to the cause and the act of 

giving.  Therefore, intrinsic motivation is the most appropriate method of analysis for 

Native American women seeking elected office.       

 



NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN LEADERS  30 
 

Summary 

The literature review acknowledges the history of Native American politics and 

discusses the changing role of Native American women and leadership. It is evident that 

Native American women are vying for new roles within the tribe, state, and country. 

Some of the roles include being a leader of their tribe and running for state office. It is a 

sign of progress that 78 Native American women ran for state office in the 2018 election 

cycle and 10 ran for a Congressional seat (Trahant, 2018). However, the success of 

winning a seat at the table could not happened without tackling certain areas such as 

learning how to run a campaign (Maranzan, Sabourin, and Chicago, 2013), becoming 

appealing to voters (Howard, 2015), and having the motivation to make a change 

(Prindeville, 2002).    

The literature review examined the topics of candidate recruitment, voter 

influence, and motivation. For so long, a majority of the candidates recruited by political 

parties were males who had a relationship with donors and networks. There is much work 

to be done before more women of color are considered strong candidates by the political 

parties. It is evident that women candidates bring a variety of issues and various 

perspectives to the table (Brufke, 2019).   

However, this could not happen without the presence of motivation and the 

inspiration to run for office. Motivation is a key factor and force that can drive women to 

run for office. The review discussed and defined extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. 

Extrinsic motivation is achieved with incentives and rewards attached to the goal (Wery 

and Thompson, 2013). An example of this extrinsic motivation is a candidate running for 

office for the perks of being an elected official with having access to free events or to 
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other resources. Intrinsic motivation is a factor achieved by the candidate because they 

want to do good with no incentives attached (Wery and Thompson, 2013). For example, 

this can include women who want to seek political office to raise awareness about an 

issue. However, previous research has shown that Native American women tend to 

follow the intrinsic path of motivation. In the next chapter, I discuss the research design 

(which incorporates questions oriented towards the theoretical arguments presented in 

this chapter).   
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

This study explored the lived experiences of Native American women who 

pursued elected office in the United States. Minority women make up a small percentage 

of officeholders relative to their percentage of the population (Vinik, 2014). Studying and 

listening to the experiences of Native American candidates who pursue elected office, 

highlighted the influences behind their decisions to run for office.   

Research Question 

The central research question is: What are the experiences of Native American 

women in pursuing and winning elected office at the state level in the United States? 

Research Design 

I selected a qualitative phenomenological approach for this research. This is the 

appropriate method given that I was interested in the lived experiences and motivations 

of Native American women seeking elected office. Creswell (2013) discussed that a 

phenomenological study focuses on what all participants have in common as they 

experience a phenomenon. Saldana (2011) described the phenomenological approach as a 

deep understanding of the lived experiences of humans. This phenomenon usually 

happens to a group such as from three to four to as a many as 10 to 15 individuals 

(Creswell, 2013). My research study focused on 15 Native American women from 

different regions and backgrounds who have successfully pursued state office. The study 

investigated the lived experiences of the Native American women participants and 

explored the phenomenon of running for state office.   
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Video Conferencing  

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the in-person interviews had to be conducted 

using a video conferencing method. I interviewed each participant on a video 

communication software called, zoom. I believe zoom was the best research method for 

the interviews and could protect everyone’s safety. The zoom method demonstrated a 

deep personal connection that saved time and financial resources. For the interviews, I 

asked a total of nine open ended questions that explored factors that may influence the 

Native American women to run for an elected office.  

Proposed Participants/Data Sources and Recruitment 

This section discusses the sample population and recruitment for the study. The 

recruitment of the participants took place after the IRB review process was completed. If 

for any reason a participant declined to participate in the study, then another selection of 

a participant took place immediately.  

Sample Population 

Currently, there are 31 Native American women state legislators in the United 

States (NCSL, 2019). Native American women make up 37% of the National caucus of 

Native American state legislators (NCSL, 2019). For this research study, I selected a 

sample size of 15 Native American women from different tribal nations and parts of the 

country who have successfully ran for elected office in state legislatures. The number of 

participants provided the best results for a phenomenological study approach (Creswell, 

2014). The participants were selected for the study based upon their experiences of 

running for a statewide elected office. I looked for former candidates who have 

experienced the campaign trail and were aware of the protocol of being a candidate. I was 
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interested in the increase of Native American women candidates who have recently filed 

to run for office. Thus, the participants were Native American women candidates who 

have ran for office within the last five years.      

Recruitment 

The recruitment for the participants took place at Native American women 

leadership conferences and meetings. The sample was selected from a Native American 

women state legislator participant list from a recent conference in Washington D.C. that 

brought many Native American women state legislators together. I emailed 20 Native 

American women state legislators and 17 responded to do the interview. However, due to 

the COVID-19 epidemic, two of the potential participants had to decline their 

participation in the research because of their role as healthcare workers within their tribe. 

The 15 remaining participants came from various backgrounds including location, 

education, ages, and tribal nations. Key information was discovered such as if the 

participants grew up on a tribal reservation or in urban areas and if that experience was a 

part of their decision to run for office.    

Data Collection Tools 

I used the following data collection tools: an email invitation, notepad, pens, 

laptop, interview protocol, political literature, and face to face interviews on zoom. I 

provided an introduction, questions, and purpose of the study in the interview protocol 

(Appendix A). Also, I attached the consent form in the email invitation (Appendix B). 

The consent form informed the participants of their rights and the confidentially aspect of 

the research. However, Creighton University determined that IRB review was not 

required for my research (Appendix C). Therefore, the participants were sent an email 
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with the purpose of the research included. After the participants responded, a time and 

day was set for the zoom interview. The interviews consisted of nine open ended 

questions.   

The nine interview questions were:  

 Describe your experiences growing up?  

 What or who influenced your decision to get involved in politics?  

 What support did you have when you decided to run for office?  

 What was campaigning like for you?  

 What was it like to work with your political party during your campaign?  

 While in office, what are/were you most pleased with?  

 What challenged or challenges you the most after being elected?  

 What might influence your decision to run for re-election or to run for 

office again? 

There were additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions 

asked during the interviews such as for clarification about their answer to a question 

during the interview. The interviews ranged from 30 to 50 mins in length and were 

recorded. All the interviews took place on zoom except for one interview. The 

participants were aware that the phone calls and interviews were recorded. The recording 

device helped keep the data organized and protected.   

Proposed Data Collection Procedures 

I approached Native American women leaders who have successfully been 

elected to office for the study. Once the participant agreed to be a part of the study, I sent 
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a formal email to the participant to schedule a face to face interview on zoom. There were 

no expenses needed for travel to a location of where the interview could take place.  

As a state legislator, I guarded against my biases. Thus, I strived to avoid taking 

on a conversational tone with the participants and proceeded to the questions from my 

interview protocol. I understand that as a minority woman in a leadership position for 10 

years, that I could have had influence over the interview. Therefore, I did not add input or 

agree with the interviewee during the interview process. It was important that I refrained 

from helping the interviewee answer questions during the interview. Instead, I thought of 

myself as a researcher who collected data for an important cause that would help Native 

American women candidates and political organizations. Memos and refraining from 

helping the interviewee helped validate the answers from the participants.  

Ethical Consideration 

 To ensure confidentially, a consent form was signed by myself and the participant 

to remind the participants that their comments would remain confidential and 

anonymous. To help protect the identity of the participant, each participant in the study 

was referred to as participant 1, 2, 3 etc. The interview began with a short introduction of 

the importance of the study and thanked the participants for their willingness to be a part 

of the research. I stressed the importance that the participant had the option to withdraw 

from the study at any time or ask to take a break during the interview. The data is kept in 

a secure place and will be destroyed after two years. The participants were aware that the 

data would be destroyed after a two-year mark. I was the only one who had access to the 

data and was available to answer any questions about the process. I went through the IRB 

process and received approval from Creighton University before conducting my research.     
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Data Analysis Plan 

I hand transcribed the interviews to retrieve the data. I went back over each of the 

interviews three times to make sure I transcribed each of them correctly. I asked the 

interviewee for approval after the interviews were transcribed. Afterwards, I imported the 

interviews into a web-based program called Dedoose (Version 8.0.35), which helped 

organize the data for my qualitative research.   

Coding 

Creswell (2014) described coding as a process that organizes data by putting 

together elements of texts that are similar and writing a word that represents the texts. I 

used open coding during the interviews of the data collection process and identified 

commonalities of the participants experiences. Then I conducted line-by-line coding 

using the Dedoose (Version 8.0.35) program and attached or related codes together. After 

this process, I identified language that represented meanings and themes from the data. I 

focused on the phenomenon of shared concepts, events, and lived experiences of the 

participants. For this study, I looked for the motivational themes that could answer the 

general research question of: What are the experiences of Native American women in 

pursuing and winning elected office at the state level in the United States? As mentioned 

earlier, to protect the identity of each participant, they were referred to participant 1, 

participant 2, participant 3 etc.   

Timeline for the Study 

 The proposal defense took place in January 2020.  Before collecting or analyzing 

data, research plans and IRB documentation approval was completed from Creighton 

University. After approval, the interview process took place over a course of three 
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months. I took one month to analyze the data and to find the themes of the research. The 

study was completed, including the data collection process, within a year timeframe. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that there could have been delays in the 

completion of the study because of conflict in schedules of participants or other 

unforeseen circumstances in the process such as with the COVID-19 crisis. 

My Reflections on the Project 

 As a Native American woman law maker, I have witnessed in most states that 

there is not a diverse group of legislators at the table when key decisions are being made 

on a state level. I understand the importance of equal representation on school boards, 

city councils, state legislatures, and in Congress. I believe the voices at the table should 

reflect the communities that they represent, so improvements can be made to health care, 

safety, and education. Growing up, I knew that I wanted to be in politics, but I didn’t 

have any real role models of Native American women in politics to identify with. 

However, times have changed, and more Native American women are pursuing public 

office. From the 2018 election cycle, I was happy to observe many Native American 

women running for office across the country. I wanted to help keep this momentum going 

by conducting a study that focused on the motivational aspect of a Native American 

women’s decision to run for office. The findings from this study acknowledged a new 

group of women of leaders in the political arena and highlights their stories of strength 

and perseverance.   

Summary 

In conclusion, the research study uncovered factors and similarities between 

Native American women and their decision to pursue elected office. Participants helped 
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validate the research by using their own answers to the interviews, and confidentiality of 

their information remains secure. Hand transcribing each interview was an opportunity to 

observe open codes firsthand. During the coding phase, I organized data from the 

interviews by using various codes and then observed categories from the codes. Studying 

the lived experiences of the 15 Native American women participants is important to this 

study and helped answer the central research question: What are the experiences of 

Native American women in pursuing and winning elected office at the state level in the 

United States? Therefore, the qualitative phenomenological study was the best approach 

to use for this research because the nine open ended questions helped find similarities 

between the participants lived experiences and highlighted their decision to run for office. 

The audio recorded research tools such as zoom helped validate the data collected for the 

study. Taking precautions to avoid biases during the interviews such as avoiding the use 

of a conversational tone, refraining from adding input, and sticking to the protocol 

questions helped produce the best data for the research. In conclusion, I am confident that 

my findings from the research may help encourage others to run for office or to take on a 

leadership role at their workplace.        
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore the factors 

and experiences that motivated Native American women to pursue elected state office in 

the United States. The aim of this study is twofold: first to inform the leaders of political 

parties, tribal nations, action groups, and scholars regarding the motivations of Native 

American women who may wish to seek elected office. Sometimes leaders in these 

groups are most likely unaware of these motivations and my research could provide them 

with important information that could help Native American women candidates be 

successful. Second, the insights produced by this study may inform the creation of a 

leadership curriculum for Native American women considering the pursuit of elected 

office. The research study focused on the experiences of Native American women who 

have ran and won elections and experienced the political process.  

 The findings resulted from an in-depth coding process that produced seven 

themes from the codes. The findings included evidence that supports the themes. The 

evidence includes excerpts and quotes from the participants about their individual 

experiences. Also, visual tables and images are included to describe the participants and 

themes.  

Participants 

 This qualitative phenomenological study included 15 participants. The 

participants were Native American women who currently served in their state legislatures 

within the past five years. The participants were from different geographical regions 

across the country. Each of the participants had different political experiences, tribal 

nations, district demographics, and education. For example, the majority of participants 
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had served less than 5 years in office compared to the minority who served more than 10 

years in office (see Table 1). I did not report age in this study but from observations 

through the zoom interviews the participants were diverse in age.   

Table 1 

The Participant’s Characteristics 
 

Participant # Region of 
Representation 

Year Elected to State 
Legislature 

District Demographics 

Participant 1 Midwest 2018 Urban 

Participant 2 West 2012 Urban 

Participant 3 Midwest 2018 Rural 

Participant 4 Southwest 2015 Rural 

Participant 5 Midwest 2016 Urban 

Participant 6 Midwest 2011 Urban 

Participant 7 Northwest 2018 Rural 

Participant 8 West 2009 Urban 

Participant 9 Southwest 2012 Urban 

Participant 10 Midwest 2018 Rural 

Participant 11 Midwest 2014 Urban 

Participant  12 Northwest 2017 Urban 

Participant 13 Southwest 2016 Rural 

Participant 14 Midwest 2018 Urban 

Participant 15 Southwest 2018 Urban 
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Results 

The eight interview questions and the central research question helped shape the 

framework for the data collected. The process started with open coding and then 

transformed to axial coding to put together similar codes. After the codes were put 

together various themes emerged from the codes. Evidence of the themes such as quotes 

and excerpts are included in this section. The seven themes are discussed with specific 

codes that are attached to them. The seven themes are randomly listed below.  

Theme 1: Culture and Traditions 

Theme 2: Community 

Theme 3: Activism 

Theme 4: Advocacy 

Theme 5: Poverty 

Theme 6: Balancing Two Worlds 

Theme 7: Support 

I obtained the results by using a coding analysis process from the data collected 

from the interviews. The results answered the central research question. Hence, seven 

themes from the data were produced.  

Theme 1: Culture and Traditions 

 There were similarities and differences between the participants when culture and 

traditions were mentioned. It is important to acknowledge that every tribe is unique and 

different when it comes to culture, language, religion, food and traditions. For instance, 

some of the participants expressed being religious but not everyone practiced the same 

religion. However, the most prevalent code mentioned by a majority of the participants 
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was the acknowledgement of ancestors and the importance of their tribal elder teachings. 

The participants discussed the acknowledgement of ancestors and elders when they 

described their experiences growing up. Culture and traditions provided a foundation of 

self-identity and was used as a reflection tool for the participants as a leader. Participants 

looked to their cultural values and teachings for strength, guidance, and motivation.  

Acknowledgement of Ancestors and Elders  

 The participants expressed gratitude and appreciation to the ancestors and tribal 

elders. Participant 6 was proud to acknowledge that she is a descendent of a tribal chief. 

As a child she grew up hearing the heroic stories of her ancestor the tribal chief, from her 

great grandmother and the sacrifices that he made for the tribe. Therefore, she felt it was 

important to acknowledge the importance of her grandfather’s story when she described 

her decision to get involved in politics.  

 Some of the participants discussed being raised by their grandparents and the 

importance of their teachings. The participants were grateful for their elder’s teaching 

them their culture and Native language.  

Participant #6 stated: I grew up in a traditional home. I grew up speaking my own 

tribal language and ate my traditional foods. I attended Native American pow-

wows and ceremonies where I participated and danced in my tribal clothes. I 

always knew who I was and where I came from. My grandmother taught me to be 

proud of who I am as a Native American woman because we are the givers of life.   

Participant 13 was thankful that her grandmother taught her to be humble and to 

work hard every day. She shared some experiences when she lived with her grandmother 

on the reservation. During this time, she learned how to haul water, live without 
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electricity, and helped tend to the animals. She expressed that she learned important life 

lessons while living with her grandmother such as not taking water for granted and the 

importance of leaving something good behind for the next generation.    

Participant #7 stated: We’re always raised to give, and to remember the hand in 

front of you, and the elders that guided you, and to always remember the hand 

behind you holding onto the little ones yet to come.  

Theme 2: Community 

 The participants had a deep commitment to their community and talked about the 

importance of building relationships with others and working together. There was a sense 

of pride for their community and happiness was expressed when the participants shared 

success stories related to their community about how everyone worked together to make 

a positive change.    

Representation mattered to the participants. It was important for the participants 

to have a voice on local and state level. A majority of the women expressed the 

importance of having equal representation at the table when important issues are being 

discussed about their community. Therefore, it did not surprise me when community was 

ranked as one of the highest motives for the women to pursue office.  

Participant #13 stated: Indian tribes are still waiting for the stimulus funding to 

come down the pipeline. They’re already seeing that they’re going to have lack of 

medical equipment and supplies. So again, it’s the same story everywhere. You 

know, we don’t seem to be a priority. And that is why it is important to have a 

voice at the table.  
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During the campaign season, the participants enjoyed meeting with constituents 

and voters. The participants felt that with equal representation in the statehouse, more 

could be done to help their communities such as having better access to healthcare, water, 

education and public safety. Also, the women said they thought having equal 

representation at the table would encourage other women of color to run for office. 

Howard (2015) discussed one of the ways to tackle the issue of gender stereotypes in 

election races is to train more women to run for office so that people can get in the habit 

of seeing more women run for office. The participants said there is still so much work to 

be done but there must be a presence on every level of government because so much is at 

stake.  

Giving back to the Community 

 A majority of the women felt obligated to give back to their community and to 

run for office. Whether it was running for office on their own or being asked to run by 

community members, their decision relied heavily on the fact that they had a sense to 

give back to the community. Some participants had left their community to attend college 

but returned to help their community. For example, participant 13 graduated from law 

school and came back to her community to visit her grandmother who was ill. When she 

returned home, she found that very little had changed. She shared a story of taking her 

grandmother to a hospital that was three hours away, only to find it closed because of 

inadequate funding issues. As a result of insufficient healthcare and closed health 

facilities her grandmother passed away. However, this experienced influenced her 

decision to run for office. While in office, she used this experience to address health care 
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needs such as when advocating for Medicaid expansion. Other participants had similar 

experiences that motivated them to get involved and to help their community.  

Participant #10 stated: My experience was about being able to go back home and 

help our people. That’s how I was raised and that’s kind of the example that my 

parents had set for me. It was a natural progression of where my heart was able to 

go back home and help my community.  

Theme 3: Activism 

  Activism played a role in some of the women’s lifestyles that led them to demand 

change. The women leaders discussed being vocal at an early age and protesting 

unfortunate events in their communities. The participants witnessed having no voice on 

important issues and feeling abandoned by local, state, and federal officials.    

Participant #12 stated: I was politically active at a young age. I understood the 

importance of drawing attention to certain issues. One time, I joined a group of 

Native Americans who walked from Olympia, Washington down to Portland, 

Oregon. We took over a park and protested the wrongful death and shooting of an 

innocent Native American man who had been killed by the police.  

Experienced Injustice 

 The women shared experiences that made them have a breaking point of being fed 

up with certain issues such as working in a school that was falling apart, witnessing a 

broken criminal justice system, or being bullied by racist people. These experiences had 

pushed the women to participate in protests or to meet with their local officials to demand 

change. Also, political injustice played a role in this theme because the participants felt 

that peers or opponents bullied them during the campaign season for being a Native 
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American woman. Gender bias was also used against the participants and they were 

bullied by their male opponents. As previously mentioned, one of the biases that a female 

candidate faces is that they are not strong enough to fight for the values of the community 

because they are seen as more compassionate (Dolan and Lynch, 2014). However, the 

women participants were proud to have the support from community members who 

defended them at community gatherings and political forums. The women said they used 

these unfortunate events as motivation to run for public office and to create policy that 

would lead to effective change.  

Participant #7 stated: Some people call it politics. I like to call it policy changing 

maker, because as you know, there’s a lot of politicians that give us a bad name, 

and we’re not all like that we are different and some of us want good policies for 

our communities.   

Being a local activist motivated the participants to become strong leaders within 

their community. The women leaders expressed that activism provided them with 

leadership tools such as how to speak in public, work together, and strategize a plan of 

action. This experience of being active within their community helped prepare them to 

have a voice at their state capitol.  

Theme 4: Advocacy 

 Participants were advocates in their communities. They were involved in 

organizations from high school to college that helped expand their knowledge about 

important issues. Participants led grassroots organizations and community events as 

organizers or volunteers. From this experience, participants worked closely on important 

issues and learned how to use their voice to make impactful changes. For example, 
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participant 15 was a teacher near her reservation and the school needed repairs and 

updates. Therefore, she used her voice to advocate to the local school board about the 

poor school conditions. As a result of her actions, the school was updated and repaired. 

From this experience, community members reached out to her and asked her to run for 

office.  

Participant #15 stated: The local school was packed to capacity and it was falling 

apart because it was not being maintained. I didn’t feel supported as a teacher, and 

I started to think about what I could do to really make this situation better and I 

got tired of waiting on the system. I started by getting some parents together and 

going to school board meetings to tell them about the school. I found myself 

becoming an advocate more and more and demanding positive change for my 

community.  

Other participants volunteered and helped create programs for their communities. The 

participants discussed the importance of highlighting these issues.     

Participant #11 stated: We did teenage pregnancy prevention programs and gang 

violence intervention programs for at risk students who faced challenges in life. 

I’m thankful we were able to turn their lives around and give them a sense of self-

worth.  

Raising awareness on issues/Successes 

Raising awareness on Native American issues was important to the participants. 

Participants talked about finding solutions to adequate healthcare, the missing and 

murdered indigenous women crisis, education, the pipeline issue, and the protection of 

sovereignty. The participants used their personal experiences to find their voice on 
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various issues. They were encouraged and motivated to do more for their communities 

especially when they witnessed victories and positive change. However, they did learn 

from their mistakes and how to change weaknesses into strengths. Participant 2 found her 

voice on human trafficking and domestic violence issues.    

Participant #2 stated: This last session, I was able to get $1.2 million in funding to 

do the preventative education for human trafficking, sexual assault, and domestic 

violence. And then I helped put together the murdered missing indigenous women 

task force, which I work with Native American leaders.   

Finding their voice while standing alone 

The participants did not like being in the minority such as being outnumbered 

when trying to pass important legislation that would help benefit Native American tribes. 

They experienced problems within their own party when working on issues. Therefore, 

the women leaders found it easier to work alone than to work with people who judged 

them.  

Participant #2 stated: I think the most challenging thing when elected was feeling 

like I didn’t fit in with my own caucus. I had to create my own space after not 

being supported by my colleagues. Unfortunately, I felt like because of my 

ethnicity or race, I had to prove myself twice as much that I was a good leader.  

Theme 5: Poverty 

 The theme poverty was discussed throughout the interviews. For instance, the 

participants discussed being poor when growing up such as having no running water, 

electricity, or adequate healthcare.  
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Participant #15 stated: We were a family of educators, but I remember we used to 

work in the fields picking cotton and onions when we were kids. We did this 

because we needed to help our family, you know, earn some money for food and 

to have food on the table.   

Participant #13 stated: A good portion of my childhood was with my 

grandmother, and she had no electricity and running water. We had to haul our 

own water. In the summertime, I helped my grandmother in the corn fields and 

take care of the livestock.    

The participants expressed that with poverty came other problems such as 

witnessing domestic violence in the home along with substance abuse. The participants 

shared experiences of being raised by grandparents or attending boarding schools. After 

experiencing a traumatic childhood, some turned to substance abuse themselves.   

Participant #12 stated: I have been in recovery for 43 years and I think it’s one of 

the most important things that our community can do, is to recognize that 

recovery is necessary for our communities and that alcohol and drugs have 

devastated our communities for years.  

It is evident that poverty played an important role in some of the participants 

lives. However, the participants used these experiences for motivation to help themselves 

and their communities. They used their traumatic experiences to design programs and 

opportunities for their community members such as on teen pregnancy and substance 

abuse.      
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Present Day Poverty 

 Poverty was not only an issue of the past but in the present too. The legislative 

salary varies in different states, some of the legislators are volunteers or paid very little 

which forces them to have another job while serving in the state legislature. Also, 

legislators had to quit or take time away because they couldn’t afford to stay in the 

legislature. For example, participant 13 represented a rural area, and it would take several 

hours to get from one part of the district to another side. In fact, her district was the 

biggest in the state. Also, when participants ran for office, they had no money and went 

into dept to win an election.    

Participant #15 stated: My family and I actually went into debt when I ran for 

office. I used my personal money to pay for campaign ads, mailers, and radio ads. 

I think that is what got me elected is people seeing me on TV and hearing my 

voice on the radio. However, it was a big price to pay and put a financial hardship 

on my family.  

 Poverty played a role in some of the participants lives in the past and present that 

made it hard to represent their community to the best of their ability. They felt they 

needed more financial help when representing their communities. However, participant 6 

expressed her frustration that representing lower income communities with depleted 

resources and low voter turnout can be a hard battle to win.    

Participant #6 stated: I love my community but until we increase our numbers in 

voting we will not see a change. Once our numbers grow with voting in elections, 

more resources will come to our community. I believe my community is 
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overlooked all the time because we are known as a community that doesn’t vote. 

We could be stronger if more people voted.  

Theme 6: Balancing Two Worlds 

 After being elected to office, participants found balance as the most challenging 

aspect of being an elected official. For instance, they had to learn how to balance their 

career, family, culture, personal life, and politics. Participants felt obligated and 

responsible to represent their communities to the best of their ability and having balance 

in their life could help them to be an effective leader. I was surprised that balance was 

considered an important priority because it is something that no one ever addresses. It’s 

good to discuss balance as leaders to share advice and support. No matter what, the 

participants stressed the importance of remaining true to their authentic self.  

Professional world vs. Parent World 

 Participants expressed the importance of finding balance between being a political 

figure and a mother. Some of the participants were single mothers and quickly learned 

how to incorporate their parental roles while being in office. They missed their families 

and struggled with leaving their families behind for long periods of time while serving at 

the Capitol. Also, a majority of the women had another job outside the legislature to 

secure financial support for the family.    

Participant #7 stated: I am away from my daughter for three months during the 

legislative session. As a 16-year-old, it takes a toll on her, but she’s been 

wonderful and patient with me. My daughter reminds me to be in the moment and 

to put down all three of my phones. But missing her is the hardest.  
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Participant #9 stated: I grew up as a teen mom single mom and I had my daughter 

when I was 15 years old and just seeing, you know the challenges that girls face. 

That young women face was really something that I want it to show her that you 

know you can do what you want, you can accomplish a lot of things. And then, of 

course, I want her to have a quality education and healthcare and all of that good 

stuff. So being in the legislature was one way to do that. 

Modern Society vs. Traditional Society 

Some participants grew up on a reservation, while others grew up in urban areas. 

However, they all remained close to their Native homelands. Regardless, they kept an 

open line of communication with family members who lived on the reservation and 

maintained close ties to their reservation.    

Participant #5 stated: I remember growing up and visiting my grandfather on the 

reservation during the summer. He would teach me about my heritage when we 

would go fishing. During the school year, he would call my mother and fill us in 

on all the events on the reservation.  

Depending on where they grew up, they felt that it had influenced their way of 

thinking. Participant values and morals were deeply impacted based on where they were 

raised. They felt in order to survive in the modern world, they had to know who they 

really were and where they came from. Some tribes continue to use their traditional form 

of government system, which doesn’t include women being in leadership. For instance, 

the Pueblos continue to use their traditional form of government and exclude women 

from participation in tribal politics (Prindeville, 2004). However, a participant from 
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Acoma Pueblo did not let the traditional form of government discourage her from being a 

leader in her community.  

Participant #9 stated: Growing up, yeah, so I grew up on the Acoma reservation. 

It's very rural. I spent a lot of time with my cousins. And then, of course, like the 

traditional part different ceremonies throughout the year at Acoma than we would 

go to that the big Mesa, and again be around, you know, family, extended family 

and community members. However, women aren't in leadership roles and our 

officials are appointed on an annual basis and its only men that are appointed so 

you know. But I wanted to have a way to pay back everyone and I thought, going 

into state public office would do that. For me, knowing that the actions that I took 

would affect my daughter her generation also, you know, my, parents.  

Theme 7: Support 

Participants received support from a variety of networks such as family, friends, 

community, mentors, and their tribe. Support helped them achieve their goals and 

encouraged them to run for office. They were able to use their networks for resources. 

Mentors played a huge role in preparing them for their political career. The mentors were 

political figures who were mostly women but some men too. They did internships and 

worked on campaigns that changed their lives. Some of the participants were raised by 

their grandparents who encouraged them to vote and to become involved. The all 

expressed being raised by strong women.        

Participant #2 stated: My grandma was kind of a little advocate and was always 

there by my side. She encouraged me and taught me how to stand up for myself 

and others. My grandmother taught me this philosophy of peace, justice, and 
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equality. I respected my grandparent’s commitment to civic engagement, and I 

remember going to vote with them as a little girl. They always voted in every 

election and told me it was important to vote.  

Participant #7 stated: When I decided to run for office, it was around the kitchen 

table with my aunties and grandmother. It was at that table those voices of my 

aunties and grandmothers that feed through my bloodline to always give back. 

You know, we’re not a people of taking we’re people of giving and we are put 

here for a reason. We were chosen to walk this path for a reason, and when you’re 

asked to walk that path you do it.  

No Support 

 A majority of the participants said that they had no support from their political 

party when they ran for office. They often felt alone during the political campaign 

process. Opponents were mean and criticized them for being Native American. Also, they 

felt their party didn’t understand how to support them or understand their culture. They 

felt that they had no voice even in their own caucus and sometimes disagreed with their 

caucus on various issues. They felt that their party favored their opponents over them.   

Participant #2 stated: I thought I would get more support from my political party, 

but I didn’t. After learning the ropes and learning how things operated with 

politics, I had very little support, I guess you could say in terms of from the party. 

I just had to go out and make things happen for myself. I knew I couldn’t depend 

on the party. Something interesting is that I worked really hard and did my best, 

then my party couldn’t ignore me anymore.   
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 The women represented both the democratic and republican parties. Participants 4 

and 9 were the only ones that felt supported by their political party, but the majority did 

not. Although, they felt alone during the legislative session they learned to make allies 

with the other party and learned to work with everyone. They felt they had more 

successes and victories when they worked with everyone.  

I was appalled that a majority of the participants had no support from their 

political party during their campaign race. A candidate should not feel alone or 

abandoned during campaign season. Therefore, it should be a top priority for the political 

parties to help candidates feel welcomed and comfortable regardless of race, background, 

or income status. Future problems may arise when team players feel disconnected and 

alone.   

Findings 

 My data was collected from in-depth qualitative interviews. The eight interview 

questions resulted in seven themes. The themes tied together in numerous of ways and 

could be tied together like eagle feathers in a chief’s warbonnet (see Figure 1 below). In 

Native American culture, warbonnets are often used by a warrior or leader and represents 

a sign of leadership, respect, and strength. The themes from the interviews depicted the 

participant’s life struggles, motivation, and experiences. Every participant came from 

different backgrounds and regions of the country but were similar in stories and 

experiences. A majority of the women’s feelings and thoughts about certain issues and 

their decisions to run for office were similar. Some people might consider their life 

experiences to be weaknesses or downfalls, but the participants turned their weaknesses 

into strengths to persevere and accomplish their goals. Community togetherness and 
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struggles and injustice were two overarching themes that were the most influential 

elements of the participants and their desire to seek elected office. The next section will 

explain more about community togetherness and struggles and injustice.    

Figure 1 

The themes of Native American women leaders

 

Community Togetherness 

Intrinsically motivated individuals are more motivated by a desire to help others 

and their communities through policy making (Kyriacou, 2010). The results proved that 

each of the participants were intrinsically motivated to run for office because they wanted 

to help make positive changes in their communities. Furthermore, community was the 

main theme discussed by the participants. A majority of the participants felt an obligation 

to give back to their community either through advocacy, building relationships, or by 

leading protests and standing together against injustice activities that threatened their 

community. Participants used mentors and role models to help learn and understand the 

process. Participant 10 described organizations on her reservation as dirt roots 

organizations instead of grass roots organizations, which meant they had very little 
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resources, help, and funding. The participants understood the importance of community 

and were active in their communities before they were elected to office.  

Participants were vocal on important issues such as on criminal justice reform, 

clean water, education and healthcare. They were aware that representation and having a 

voice on every level of government was important. Tippeconnie Fox and Luna-Firebaugh 

(2015) and Waterman and Lindley (2013), found that the motivation of a Native 

American woman in general is to give back to her community. The experiences from the 

participants described how they wanted to run for office to change policy that impacted 

their communities. Amanda Clayton, who is an assistant professor of political science at 

Vanderbilt University discussed that influence and anger are strong motives behind the 

reason more women ran for office in the 2018 election (Entman, 2018).  

The women incorporated their culture into their everyday life and how they took 

care of their community. There was an important acknowledgement of their ancestors and 

their sacrifices. They believed someone had paid a big price for them to be here, so they 

wanted to do good for their community. Participants were humbled and expressed the 

appreciation that they had for the community especially since some of the community 

members had encouraged them to run for office.  

Struggles and Injustices 

 Participants had overcome many struggles and life injustices. They had witnessed  

domestic violence and drug and alcohol abuse in their homes at an early age. Some of the 

participants were raised by their grandparents and experienced poverty throughout their 

lifetime such as living without electricity, running water, or working in the fields. The 

participants used these experiences as motivation to help others. For example, participant 
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13 had witnessed the problems with the Indian health service system firsthand when her 

grandmother become ill and passed away because of lack of hospitals and clinics on her 

reservation. Hence, her decision to run for office was to help bring awareness and to 

correct this issue. However, participants described that they had problems with asking 

community members and family for financial support during the campaign trail. 

Participant 14 said that she had been on the other side of the spectrum by growing up in 

poverty and therefore, she had problems with asking others for money for her campaign. 

A majority of the participants found this to be a challenge. However, they were grateful 

for these challenging times because it taught them patience and the importance of giving 

back to the community that they all loved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN LEADERS  60 
 

Table 2 

The participants voices: Community Togetherness and Struggles/Injustices 

Discourse Example quote 

Community Togetherness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Struggles/Injustices 

“My experience was about being able to 
go back home and help our people. That’s 
how I was raised and that’s kind of the 
example that my parents had set for me. It 
was a natural progression of where my 
heart was able to go back home and help 
my community.”   
 
“We’re always raised to give, and to 
remember the hand in front of you, and 
the elders that guided you, and to always 
remember the hand behind you holding 
onto the little ones yet to come.” 
 
“I care about my community and that is 
why I work harder than anybody else and 
work around the clock to fight for things 
we don’t have and to leave something for 
the future generations.”  
 

“I was politically active at a young age. I 
understood the importance of drawing 
attention to certain issues. One time, I 
joined a group of Native Americans who 
walked from Olympia, Washington down 
to Portland, Oregon. We took over a park 
and protested the wrongful death and 
shooting of an innocent Native American 
man who had been killed by police.”  
 
“In 2016, I went to the Standing Rock 
Sioux reservation to protest the pipeline 
and to fight for water rights and protect 
our sacred sites, it was an eye-opening 
and powerful experience.” 
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Figure 2 

The Motivational Model to run for State Legislature 

Discussion 

 The participants were resilient; they wanted change for their communities and 

their dedication suggests loyalty and strength. However, the lack of support from their 

political party and depleted resources could discourage future Native American women 

from seeking office. Not one participant mentioned that their political party recruited 

them to run for office. Lowney (2003) said that appearances sometimes deceive and just 

because you have failed does not make you a failure. The women leaders may have had 

some setbacks, but they were not failures or unworthy to be considered a political 

candidate. Their stories included dramatic defining moments in their life, that motivated 

them to want better and to want change. As mentioned, Silva and Skulley (2019) found 
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that women are more likely than men to run for office because of policy issues. The 

women were encouraged by mentors, friends, family, and their community members to 

run for office. I believe there needs to be a change on a local and national level to support 

women of color candidates and to encourage them to run for office. In some cases, the 

lack of support issue not only happens during the campaign trail, but it continues after the 

participant is elected to office causing them to feel abandoned within their own political 

party.   

 The strengths are that the participants felt comfortable during the interview and 

that this is the first time a study like this has been done before. My study provides an 

opportunity for more research to be conducted based upon my results. I believe this was 

an opportunity for the participants to share their story and to let their voices be heard. The 

limitations are that my research took place during the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis 

and I could not travel to their home state or capitol to conduct the interviews. However, I 

don’t think it would have changed their answers to my research questions because it was 

based from their prior experience.     

 I found there are not many research studies that focus on Native American women 

and their involvement in politics. My research is groundbreaking and can open doors for 

future research studies. However, since there was a lack of research on this topic there 

were hardly any research studies to compare it to. For instance, the Tippeconnie Fox and 

Luna-Firebaugh (2015) and Waterman and Lindley (2013) research focused more on 

Native American women and leadership and not running for an elected office. However, 

there were similarities in the results when it came to the importance of giving back to the 
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community. It is evident that the stories and experiences of the participants needed to be 

heard and shared with the public. 

Summary 

 My findings are unique and provide a window to view a world of people that have 

been ignored or forgotten. The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to 

explore the factors and experiences that motivated Native American women to pursue 

elected state office in the United States. The central research question helped frame the 

data collection process and seven themes were produced from the data. Each of the 

themes were carefully examined and supported with quotes and excerpts. The seven 

themes were different but related in many ways that supported the motivational model 

(see Figure 2). Community was a theme that was frequently discussed by the majority of 

the participants as well as the struggles of poverty. There are various types of people 

when it comes to motivation such as those who are highly motivated, moderately 

motivated, and those who are not (Durand, 2006). The participants were highly motivated 

and the need for proper representation on a state level and community needs were factors 

that motivated them to pursue state office. The strengths, limitations, and the lack of 

scholarly research on this topic was discussed. In Chapter 5, I discuss my 

recommendations to reform as well as potential future research projects myself or other’s 

might pursue.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROPOSED SOLUTION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The voices of Native American women are absent in state governments and only 

account for 22 state legislators of the 1,875 women legislators in the United States 

(CAWP, 2018). My study sought to explore the factors and experiences that motivated 

Native American women to pursue elected state office in the United States. A total of 

fifteen Native American women state legislators were selected and interviewed for the 

study. Seven themes emerged from the data collected. The themes were culture and 

traditions, community, activism, advocacy, poverty, balancing two worlds, and support. 

The findings from my research provokes future research on Native American women in 

politics and is addressed later in this chapter.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study is twofold; first, to inform the leaders of political parties, 

tribal nations, action groups, and scholars regarding the motivations of Native American 

women who may wish to seek elected office. Second, the insights produced by this study 

may inform the creation of a leadership curriculum for Native American women 

considering the pursuit of elected office.   

Proposed Solution 

 Based on the evidence of my study, participates discussed issues from their 

experiences as political candidates and state legislators. Some of these issues included 

having no support from political parties, feeling bullied by opponents, lack of resources, 

being misunderstood by political parties, not being recruited by political 

parties/gatekeepers, and feeling overwhelmed with political life versus personal life. 

Therefore, I proposed four recommendations that could help political party leaders, 
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gatekeepers, local political county parties, and Native American women candidates 

address these issues. The recommendations were to encourage more support from 

political parties, training for political party leaders (Republican and Democrat) on how to 

recruit Native American women candidates to run for office, create a bootcamp style of 

training on a local level for Native American women interested in running for office, and 

implement a mentorship program between Native American women candidates and 

experienced Native American women state legislators. The four recommendations 

aligned with the issues stated from the participants of the research.  

Support of the Candidates 

 Rhinehart (2020) examined what political parties are doing to help reduce the 

gender gap. Scholars have discussed candidate recruitment as one of the sources for the 

gender gap politics because women are less likely than men to pursue public office and 

receive less support from political parties (Rhinehart, 2020). Furthermore, Rhinehart 

(2020) found that women respond differently to party outreach efforts and less likely to 

believe party leaders will provide them with the similar support than the male recruits. 

Men are 15 percent more likely to be recruited to run for office and are twice as likely to 

say that they are qualified to run for office compared to women (Miller, 2016). However, 

qualified women candidates underestimate their abilities and assume their male 

opponents are more qualified to run for office (Miller, 2016). It is evident that candidates 

feel there is a lack of trust and confidence from gatekeepers and political parties. 

Evidence from my research shows that a majority of the participants discussed the 

problem of not feeling supported by their political parties during the campaign cycle. 

They had thought they would receive more support from their political parties but were 
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disappointed when they did not. The participants felt alone throughout the election cycle 

but learned how to quickly maneuver through the process. Howard (2015) discussed the 

only way people can get in the habit of seeing women as leaders is to train more women 

to run for office.  

Based from my evidence and literature, political parties and gatekeepers must 

show more support and encouragement to all candidates regardless of race, income, or 

gender. This can happen through open communication and building a professional 

working relationship with the candidates. It should be mandatory that the local political 

party leadership reach out and get to know each of their candidates after they file to run 

for office. It is important to understand that working and supporting each other can have a 

stronger impact than feeling neglected as a candidate. Native American legislators could 

help introduce this new recommendation policy at the next local political party meeting. 

After the recommendation is introduced then it could be implemented for the next 

election race.  

Recruitment of Candidates 

My analysis of the participants ‘responses revealed that political parties and 

gatekeepers did not actively seek Native American women candidates. Furthermore, 

women are less likely to be recruited to run for office and significantly less likely to 

“self-start” than men (Butler and Preece, 2016). The Republican party has been known to 

deny identity politics in recruitment efforts while the Democratic party has embraced 

efforts to address gender underrepresentation in government (Rhinehart, 2020). 

Therefore, political parties and gatekeepers must look for ways to not only to support 

candidates but to recruit them to run for office. Recruiting women to run for office could 
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have many positives outcomes and can help address the gender bias issue. My evidence 

strongly suggests that Native American women are qualified candidates that are 

committed to helping improve their communities. Recruitment of Native American 

women by political parties to run for office would help the candidates have more access 

to resources, funding opportunities, campaign advice, and endorsements. Maranzan, 

Sabourin, and Chicago (2013), discussed how the amount of resources available can 

determine the outcome of the race. However, women recruits believe that the “old boys’ 

network” is still alive when it comes to support for recruits and that male recruits receive 

more support than female recruits (Butler and Preece, 2016). Therefore, instead of 

focusing on training for the candidates there should also be training for the political party 

leaders for the recruitment process.  

 Training for Political Party Leaders  

My research suggests that political parties should be trained on how to recruit 

Native American women to run for office. The training should focus on outreach, 

community, and learning how to build a positive relationship with the candidates. The 

data highlighted that the participants felt that the political parties did not understand their 

way of life as Native American women such as their commitment of giving back to the 

community. Therefore, a cultural aspect should be included in the training. My analysis 

shows this would be a step in the right direction if both parties recruited Native American 

women to run for office. The veteran Native American women state legislators could help 

create and shape the training message for the recruitment process since a majority of the 

candidates did not feel supported by their political parties during the campaign season.  
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Local Training for Candidates  

There are various political training camps available for women running for office 

on a national level such as Emily’s list, Victory Institute, or Get Her Elected (Epstein, 

2018). However, there are very few that are specifically tailored to the needs of Native 

American women. A political training camp where Native American women leaders are 

featured, and informational workshops provided would create a powerful and 

encouraging atmosphere for Native American women candidates. My evidence suggests 

it would be important to address the concerns of learning how to balance time, 

fundraising, what to do when being bullied, access to more resources, connecting with the 

voters, and asking for support. The candidates could have a better understanding about 

the process beforehand and understand the tools available to help them as candidates. It is 

important for the candidates to feel confident as they move into the election race and not 

disappointed. As mentioned earlier, the First Nations women in Canada struggled with 

running a successful campaign (Maranzan, Sabourin, and Chicago, 2013). The limited 

resources included lack of support from family, mentors, time, financial stability, and 

community support (Maranzan, Sabourin, and Chicago, 2013). The political training 

bootcamp for Native American women could be implemented by local political parties or 

political women recruitment organizations. The timeline for this recommendation could 

take place before 2024.    

Mentorship Program 

A mentorship program between new candidates and veteran Native American 

women state legislators could provide a hands-on leadership and mentoring program that 

could help the next generation of Native American political women leaders. Mentors 
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have political experience and have been through the election process, therefore, their 

advice is important and critical during the campaign season and after being elected. This 

program would ensure that new candidates would have the resources and mentorship they 

need to achieve success. Sometimes getting elected is the first barrier that women in 

leadership are faced with. Evidence supports that mentorship from other legislators is 

accepted. In a recent study, Rhinehart (2020) found that if women office seekers are 

looking for advice and mentorship for running for public office, state legislators are 

willing to offer positive and helpful advice. Therefore, having a mentorship program for 

Native American women candidates by state legislators would be powerful.        

Various Native American organizations have a roster of current and former 

Native American women state legislators such as the National Caucus of Native 

American State Legislators (NCSL, 2019). The new candidates could be paired by region 

with Native American women state legislators at a National Native American political 

leadership conference. This would give the new candidates an opportunity to connect and 

meet Native American women state legislators and have an ongoing discussion about 

leadership. For instance, the mentors could check in with the mentees on a regular basis 

through text message, phone calls, zoom, email, or social media. The mentorship 

program is another tool for the new candidates to feel supported by women who 

understand the difficulties of being a woman in politics. Open communication is key and 

could provide the mentees with the guidance and advice they need to be successful. The 

Native American women state legislators could provide feedback about the mentorship 

program to help make it more effective for the candidates.  
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 The four recommendations could help provide a path to success for the new 

candidates. The data showed evidence that the Native American women running for 

office could have used more resources and support during the campaign season and after 

being elected. A majority of the participants had no clear path on how to get to the finish 

line, but their resilience and determination pushed them to succeed. These 

recommendations could encourage more Native American women to run for office. The 

next section discusses the implications of the research.  

Figure 3 

The four recommendations for improvement 

 

 

Implications 

The qualitative study presented implications for future research, a newfound 

respect for Native American women leaders, and for leadership theory and practice. The 

implications are based upon the findings from my research. Also, the research contributes 
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to the greater good in the following ways: 1) highlights the lived experiences of Native 

American women state legislators; 2) discovers information about the relationship 

between political parties and Native American women candidates; and 3) promotes the 

leadership qualities of Native American women candidates.  

Practical Implications  

 This dissertation in practice highlighted the lived experiences of Native American 

women state legislators. This study is one of the few that examined the stories of Native 

American women state legislators. Native Americans are often ignored or left out of 

important conversations therefore this study provides a practical implication to help 

design programs for Native American women candidates and a road map for others to 

follow. With the implementation of new programs, more opportunities could arise for the 

Native American women candidates.  

 Secondly, I discovered important information about the lack of a relationship 

between the political parties and the Native American women leaders. A majority of the 

participants felt abandoned or taken for granted by their political parties. This 

information is helpful to political parties that want to increase their numbers in diverse 

representation in state legislatures. The data demonstrated that there must be a strong 

relationship between political parties and Native American women candidates. A 

practical implication to address this issue can start by reaching out to the candidates and 

getting to know them and their priorities for their community.  

Third, the study uncovered evidence regarding the leadership qualities of Native 

American women. The research gives the Native American women participants an 

opportunity to use their voice when describing their experience as a candidate and after 
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being elected. Often, the participants felt that their leadership qualities were overlooked 

by their colleagues and leadership team. Therefore, they felt compelled to run for 

leadership positions within their individual caucuses or gain committee chair assignments 

despite not being granted the respect that they deserved. Based from the findings of my 

research, Native American women have the commitment and compassion to be an 

effective leader. Therefore, a practical implication is that the research findings would 

have a positive impact on future candidates that their voices are heard, and they would 

feel inspired to run for office.   

Implications of Future Research 

 I would like to see my research expanded to a bigger population. I interviewed 15 

participants but with the increase of Native American women candidates running for state 

legislator positions, this research could be updated in the future to a bigger population. 

Perhaps, more than 15 participants could be interviewed. It would be interesting to learn 

if the experiences changed over time and if the motivation to run for office is similar. 

Also, the results of newly elected legislators could be compared to Native American 

women who have served in office ten or twenty years ago.     

 Secondly, I feel it is important to do similar research on Native American women 

candidates who have ran for office on a congressional level, municipal level, and for 

school board. For instance, in 2019, Lawrence, Kansas elected two Native American 

women to school board for the first time in history (Lysen, 2019). It is important that 

their experiences are shared and perhaps there are similarities that run parallel with 

Native American women candidates who have ran for office on a state level. All of the 
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compiled data could inspire future candidates regardless of what position they are 

interested in and could be a guide for political parties.   

 Finally, another research method could be used for future research studies to 

obtain information such as a quantitative study, mixed methods, or case study. I used the 

phenomenological qualitative study to explore the factors and experiences that motivated 

Native American women to pursue elected state office in the United States. A survey 

could be used or the combination of a survey and in-depth interview to receive more 

information.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice          

 Starting at a young age the participants exhibited leadership styles throughout 

their life. The findings from the research demonstrated transformational and servant 

leadership. Based from their experiences, each of the participants brought their own 

unique leadership style to the table. Life experiences and mentors in their life shaped 

their leadership style. They also learned from their own mistakes. As mentioned earlier, it 

is important as a leader to be self-aware of their flaws and gifts so they are able to know 

what they can offer the world and lead in an effective manner (Lowney, 2013). The 

participants overcame many obstacles for them to be successful.   

Sipe and Frick (2015) outlined a variety of qualifications of a servant leader such 

as putting people first, maintaining integrity, demonstrating humility, being a skilled 

communicator, compassionate collaborator, having foresight, considering the greater 

good, and leading with moral authority. Some of the participants exhibited servant type 

leadership styles throughout their life and it was highlighted in their experiences. For 

example, participants put people first and lead with compassion when making decisions 



NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN LEADERS  74 
 

for their community. Participants displayed humility by wanting to help the community 

and wanting nothing in return. Instead of leading grassroot organizations they ran dirt 

root organizations in their communities, which meant they had fewer resources available 

to them. However, these experiences helped them stay humble and kept their community 

needs as a top priority. 

Transformational leadership is a theory of leadership where a leader focuses on 

improving lives by virtue of developing individuals who in turn transform society 

(Stevens, 2017). A majority of the participants exhibited this type of leadership style by 

being passionate and energetic about their work through advocacy or activism. They 

wanted to inspire positive changes in their community and encouraged others to follow. 

The participants were focused on getting the job done while making sure that everyone in 

their community succeeds. They discussed offering important programs in their 

community such as about teen pregnancy, drug abuse, and suicide prevention. Another 

participant advocated for updates and repairs for her local school. The participants ran for 

office demonstrating their transformational leadership qualities.      

Native American women bring a different perspective and leadership style to the 

table and it is important to have these leadership styles represented and exhibited in state 

legislatures. Also, by doing this research, I have taken on a leadership role that could lead 

to change. The role of learning the leadership traits of the participants and my role as a 

researcher highlighted the experiences that have contributed toward Native American 

women pursuing elected state office.  
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Summary of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to discover the 

factors that motivated Native American women to run for office. The participants were 

Native American women who served in their state legislatures within the past five years. 

Participants represented diverse backgrounds and came from different regions of the 

country (see Chapter 4, Table 1). After the in-depth interviews, the coding process found 

seven themes. The themes were culture and traditions, community, activism, advocacy, 

poverty, balancing two worlds, and support. The themes represented community, 

struggles and injustices, and the central phenomenon of giving back to the community.   

The findings suggested four recommendations that may help Native American 

women who seek office (as well as the leaders of political parties). The recommendations 

were to encourage more support from the political parties, recruitment of Native 

American women as candidates by political parties and gatekeepers, training of Native 

American women candidates from local parties, and a mentorship program with Native 

American women state legislators. My research suggests the recommendations would 

help encourage Native American women to run for office because more support and 

resources would be available. The implications for the study include future research, 

newfound respect for Native American women leaders, and a leadership theory and 

practice. The research study contributes to society in many ways and to the greater good. 

The research highlighted the lived experiences of Native American state legislators and 

promotes the leadership qualities of Native American women.  

In conclusion, Native American women are still underrepresented in politics. 

However, in the 2018 election cycle, there was a record-breaking number of Native 
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American women who ran for office on a congressional and state level (Trahant, 2018). 

The good news is that over half of the Native American women running for office in 

2018, won a seat at the table including two seats in Congress for the first time (Trahant, 

2018). The 2020 election race has proven just as hopeful with 12 Native American 

candidates running for Congress and a majority of them being women (Chavez, 2020). 

The numbers tripled of Native American women running for the state legislature in North 

Dakota (Chavez, 2020). Some would argue that there is a long way to go before Native 

Americans and Native American women in particular, are represented proportionally in 

local, state, and national government in this country. Thankfully, the participants who 

contributed to my research study highlighted the areas that need to be improved before 

real change can happen.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol: Native American women and politics 
Time of Interview:  
Date:  
Place:   
Interviewer: Ponka-We Victors 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
Hello, I appreciate your willingness to be a part of my study that focuses on Native 
American in politics. For my research study, I wanted to learn more about the increased 
participation of Native American women running for office. I am confident that your 
participation will discover key facts that could help further advance the participation of 
Native American women in politics. Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this 
research project on Native American women in politics. Also, I want to remind you that 
your comments will remain confidential and anonymous. However, you may withdraw 
from the study at any time or let me know if you need to take a break. Please sign the 
consent form and let me know if you have any questions about it. Thank you for your 
time! 
 
Questions: 
 

 What was it like growing up in your community?  
 What led you to get involved in politics?  
 What sort of support did you have when you decided to run for office?  
 What was campaigning like for you?  
 What was it like to work with your political party during your campaign?  
 While in office, what are/were you most pleased with?  
 What challenged or challenges you the most?  
 What might influence your decision to run for re-election or to run for 

office again? 
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Appendix B 
 

Native American women and politics: 
A Qualitative Phenomenological Study 

Informed Consent 
 

• I, [insert participant name here], voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.   
• I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse  
to answer any question without any consequences of any kind.   
• I understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two  
weeks after the interview, in which case the material will be deleted.   
• I understand that the purpose of this study is to understand the motivation behind a  
Native American’s women decision to run for state office.   
• I understand that participation involves being interviewed regarding my role as a Native  
American women state legislator. The interview will last approximately 30-45 minutes  
and will be recorded. I will be asked to review the interview’s transcript for accuracy.   
• I understand I will not benefit directly from participating in this research.   
• I understand the risk of this study are no greater than one would encounter in daily life.   
• I agree with my interview being recorded.   
• I understand that all the information I provide for this study will be treated 
confidentially.   
• I understand that in any report on the results of this research my identity will remain  
confidential. This will be done by changing my name and disguising any details of my  
interview which may reveal my identity or the identity of people I speak about.   
• I understand that disguised extracts from my interview may be quoted in a dissertation,  
conference presentations, and published papers.   
• I understand that if I inform the researcher that I or someone else is at risk of harm they  
may have to report this to the relevant authorities. This will discuss this with me first but  
may be required to report with or without my permission.   
• I understand that signed consent forms and original audio recordings will be retained in 
a  
password-protected computer until the researcher’s dissertation defense.   
• I understand that a transcript of my interview in which all identifying information has  
been removed will be retained for two years from the date after the researcher’s  
dissertation defense.   
• I understand that under freedom of information legalization I am entitled to access the  
information I have provided at any time while it is in storage as specified above.   
• I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek  
further clarification and information.   
 
Ponka-We Victors  
Doctoral Candidate   
Email: jessicavictors@creighton.edu   
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James R. Martin, Jr., PhD   
Assistant Professor, Dissertation Chair   
Email: jimmartin@creighton.edu   
Signature of Research Participant _____________________________   
Date _____________________________   
I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this study.   
  
Signature of Researcher _______________________________   
Date _______________________________   
Participant will receive a copy of this form. 
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