SUSTAINABILITY Matters
FRAMING THE DISCUSSION
It’s one thing to develop an effective workforce development approach that addresses the needs
of a tribal nation’s citizens and advances its strategic priorities today. It’s quite another to sustain
that approach over the long haul. As tribal nations build track records of workforce development
success, more and more are now tackling the challenge of how to systematically grow that success
so that it benefits the nation not just today, but well into the future.
As they engage this critical task, some common ingredients for “sustainability” are emerging that
stand to shorten the learning curve for other nations that will follow in their footsteps:
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“You’re battling all the
time, but you have to
keep looking at ways
that you can set the
infrastructure and the
ways your workforce
development
[approach] will
continue to grow.”
– Margaret Zientek,
Assistant Director,
Workforce & Social
Services, Citizen
Potawatomi Nation

· Accountability: Workforce development success – and the ability to sustain it – hinges on the

accountability mechanisms (regular program assessments, employee performance agreements,
outcomes-based budgeting, etc.) that a nation puts in place to ensure everyone (leaders,
employees, clients, citizens) that contributes to or relies on its workforce development approach
lives up to their end of the bargain. This matters not just for meeting the requirements of new
grants, but more importantly for achieving the nation’s long-term workforce development goals.
· Adaptability: A nation’s workforce development programs must adapt in real time to meet the
distinct needs and goals of each client it serves to be effective. To be sustainable, a nation’s
overall workforce development approach must be institutionally adaptable over time to: stay
synced with the nation’s evolving strategic vision and priorities, refine programs based on new
info and data, expand what is working, neutralize emerging obstacles, capitalize on staff’s
deepening experience and know-how, account for a growing population, and forecast and adjust
to changing labor market conditions and needs to ensure that the workforce itself is adaptable.
· Communication: Building effective mechanisms for regular communication between political
leaders, programmatic leaders, program staff, and community members fosters a common, wellinformed understanding of – and support for – the nation’s approach, why it works the way it
does, how it’s changing to better serve the people, and how it advances the nation’s larger goals.
· Institutionalizing innovation (and success): No nation gets it exactly right out of the gate with its
new approach. A bedrock institutional commitment to innovation enables a nation to determine
what’s not working and design better ways forward. Cultivating and retaining top-notch
programmatic leaders and program staff equipped with the technical expertise, institutional
memory, and confidence from learned experience to achieve, sustain, and grow success across
the organization by innovating is vital.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
·
·
·
·

·
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What accountability mechanisms and metrics does your nation currently use to drive exceptional
performance across its workforce development programs?
What mechanisms and metrics does it use to evaluate the effectiveness of those programs and
determine how to strengthen them? Are they tribally designed? What else should it be using?
Does your nation have a long-range strategic plan for the growth and sustainability of its workforce
development approach and its component programs? What would it take to create one?
Does the nation have a firm handle on how rapidly its population is growing? If so, what does it
mean for how it needs to grow its workforce development approach? If not, what steps should it
take to track that growth and use that data to inform decision making on an ongoing basis?
Does/how does your nation currently educate new tribal leaders and employees with direct roles in
its workforce development approach about how that approach works and why? Does it provide
them an initial orientation? What about a refresher training for existing leaders and employees?

INNOVATION SNAPSHOTS
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Cherokee Nation
Regarded as a leading innovator in 477, the Cherokee Nation is working to expand its 477 program while
simultaneously strengthening its collaboration with other departments and programs across tribal
government, all in an effort to “enhance service delivery” to those it serves.1 Led by its Career Services
(CS) Department, the Cherokee Nation operates a growing suite of cross-coordinated initiatives for 477
participants, from its Day Training Program to Career Skills Training classes. As CS further expands it 477connected efforts (it will soon take on Tribal TANF with a focus on training and jobs), it is making a
concerted effort to ensure that staff have a deep institutional knowledge of the Cherokee Nation’s 477 program and their roles
in growing its success.2 To that end, CS developed a set of instructional videos that teach about the history of the 477 program
and its evolution to date, how the program has transformed lives (through the words of participants themselves), and the new
477 law and how the Cherokee Nation will customize it to bolster its ability to move its people “toward self-sufficiency.”3 CS
uses the videos as a standard part of its ongoing trainings for existing staff, and in the mandatory orientation for all new hires.
LEARNING LINK: http://www.ncai.org/ptg/workforce-development-cherokee
CONNECT: Kim Carroll, Grants & Compliance Director, Career Services, Cherokee Nation, Kim-Carroll@cherokee.org

Gila River Indian Community (GRIC)
By all accounts, GRIC’s Career Pathways (CP) initiative is an emerging success. From the outset, GRIC’s
Employment & Training Department has been working to sustain that success. For example, the
Department has established a permanent advisory council to engage in long-term strategy development.1
Composed of the chairs of CP’s multiple industry sectors and key stakeholders in education and workforce
development, the council meets monthly to evaluate the initiative’s overall progress and refine the sector
training programs to enhance their accessibility, effectiveness, and cultural synergy.2 In addition, the CP
team is partnering with GRIC’s MIS Department to develop a system to track the educational and professional advancement of
current and former CP participants, which will strengthen Gila River’s ability to provide transition services to those leaving and
re-entering CP programs.3 Meanwhile, GRIC has expanded CP by introducing formal post-program apprenticeships within GRIC
government to provide CP participants with bridge opportunities in advance of permanent employment, a first for the
Community. Last but not least, Gila River’s “forward-thinking” design process produced the GRIC Career Pathways Toolkit,
which provides a system framework that GRIC uses to orient new staff and partners as they join the initiative.4
LEARNING LINK: http://www.ncai.org/ptg/workforce-development-gila-river
CONNECT: Lana Chanda, Director of Employment & Training, Gila River Indian Community, Lana.Chanda@gric.nsn.us

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
·
·

·

·
·

Conduct regular/annual assessments of workforce development programs based on how effectively
they are advancing your nation’s strategic priorities.
Based on those assessments, target additional resources to replicate the success of well-performing
programs across the organization, and design innovative solutions to refine and strengthen those
programs that aren’t performing as well.
To sustain successful workforce development initiatives, incoming political leaders should develop
strategies to grow those initiatives (instead of tearing them down simply because they were the
brainchild of their predecessors).
Assess the growth rate of your tribal population and design a plan for expanding the services
provided by your workforce development programs to meet that growing need.
Develop a concrete sustainability plan for your workforce development efforts that grows funding
and staff, provides higher quality services to more people, and pushes the innovation envelope.
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