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Introduction

❖ Funded by Economic 
Development Administration’s 
(EDA) Build Back Better
Regional Challenge

❖ Guided by the knowledge, 
insights, and experiences of 
Indigenous women



Goals of this presentation

1. Provide Native CDFIs with a clear summary of existing research on, and 

understandings of, financial trauma and its impact in Indigenous communities in 

the United States

2. Add to this growing body of research by exploring:

• The perspectives of Native CDFI professionals and clients within the Coalition on 

the connections between trauma and personal finances

• The ways in which Coalition member institutions are already addressing financial 

trauma in their communities

3. Highlight existing trauma-informed resources

4. Channel this collection of information into productive recommendations for 

Coalition institutions, other Native CDFIs, and others in the Indigenous finance 

industry interested in developing or improving trauma-informed financial services



Sources
and Methods

❖ Review of relevant literature
and online resources

❖ Interviews with 18 Native CDFI professionals 

❖ Survey of 27 Native CDFI clients



Reclaiming Financial Well-Being Through 

Indigenous Strength and Leadership

❖ Native communities have long demonstrated resilience and ingenuity.

❖ These experiences have shaped financial behaviors, decision-making, and relationships with institutions.

❖ Native CDFIs serve as powerful catalysts for reclaiming financial and economic sovereignty through culturally 

grounded financial education, accessible financial products, and deep relationship-building. 

❖ Native CDFIs champion a strengths-based, trauma-responsive alternative to mainstream financial institutions

• Focused on:

▪ Building relationships

▪ Building trust

▪ Indigenous ways of knowing

❖ Building on this strong foundation, there are opportunities to further expand trauma-informed financial practices



Understanding Trauma 

❖ At the individual level, trauma can be simply defined as the 
“challenging emotional consequences” of a distressing event
(Nur, Dueck-Read, & Buckland, 2022)

❖ Financial trauma can be defined as the challenging cognitive and 
emotional response to financial strain or disruption.

❖ Historical trauma can be defined as “[…] cumulative emotional and 
psychological wounding across generations, including the lifespan, 
which emanates from massive group trauma.” (Brave Heart et al., 2011)

❖ Intergenerational trauma can be defined as trauma that is passed 
down over generations through biological, social, and systemic means.



Historical Trauma Theory (Sotero, 2006)

❖ Mass trauma is deliberately and systematically inflicted upon a target 
population by a subjugating, dominant population

❖ Trauma is not limited to a single catastrophic event but continues over 
an extended period of time

❖ Traumatic events reverberate throughout the population, creating a 
universal experience of trauma

❖ The magnitude of the trauma experience derails the population from 
its natural, projected historical course resulting in a legacy of physical, 
psychological, social, and economic disparities that persist across 
generations



Trauma and epigenetics 

❖ Epigenetics = interaction between genes and the environment

❖ Trauma chemically modifies DNA

❖ These modifications impair body’s ability to regulate effects of subsequent trauma

• Trauma becomes more likely to lead to negative responses such as:

▪ Cognitive impairments and psychological distress

(memory loss, task management difficulties)

▪ Physiological predispositions for chronic diseases like diabetes

and hypertension/high blood pressure

❖ Trauma’s impacts on DNA are hereditary

❖ Growing evidence that resilience in response to trauma is also inheritable



Interactions Between 

Trauma and Finances

❖ Trauma impairs financial decision-making

• Diminished impulse control, emotional regulation

• Difficult to translate financial knowledge into healthy 

financial behavior

❖ Shame is a major barrier

• Trauma-affected individuals often feel undeserving of 

financial help

• Class- and race-based financial hardship compounds 

shame and avoidance behaviors

❖ Trauma manifests in varied financial behaviors

• Anxiety and fear stemming from chronic poverty leads to:

▪ Impulsive spending, hoarding, avoidance, obsessive 

frugality, present-oriented decision-making



Interactions Between 

Trauma and Finances

❖ Poverty-related stress impairs cognitive function

• Constant strain depletes mental resources needed for 

long-term planning

❖ Financial socialization transmits trauma

• Historical trauma influences money habits and mindsets 
passed between generations

❖ Healing financial trauma requires community-based support

• Trauma-aware community partners—like Native CDFIs—

empathetically help individuals rebuild decision-making 

capacity



Historical Roots of Financial Trauma 

in Indigenous Communities 



1774-1989

1789-1825

1825-1850s

1850-1887

Colonial Period

Confederation Period

Begins use of treaty agreements

Trade and Intercourse Era

Treaty negotiations increasingly one-sided

Removal Era

❖ Forced relocation

• Indian Removal Act of 1830 
(“Trail of Tears”)

• Homestead Act of 1862

• Pacific Railroad Act of 1862

• Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862

• Appropriations Act of 1871

1492-1774

Reservation Era

❖ Confinement to reservations

❖ Violent assimilation via boarding 
schools, at least 973 children 

confirmed to have died



1934-1940s

1940s-1961

Allotment and Assimilation Era

Divided communal lands into individual plots, 
many of which were sold to non-Natives

Indian Reorganization

Indian Reorganization Act of 1934

1887-1934

Termination Era

❖ End of federal recognition for 
over 50 tribes

❖ Indian Relocation Act of 1956

1961-Present
Self-Determination Era

Indian Self-Determination and 
Education Assistance Act of 1975

FUTURE



Systemic Drivers of Financial Trauma 

in Indigenous Communities

❖ Structural conditions, rooted in
the ongoing history of colonization, 

perpetuate individual and 
collective experiences of trauma

❖ Up to $18.5 trillion total wealth loss

($3.6 million per Indigenous individual)

Each 160-acre
allotment represents

$500,000 to
$1.8 million
in lost wealth

Indigenous wealth gap: 

$1.00
of wealth

owned by
White
households

$0.08
of wealth

owned by
Indigenous
households

=

Estimated amount of stolen
Indigenous homelands

(1.7 billion acres)

96%



❖ Lack of individual access to credit

❖ Lack of CDFIs, business incubators, other 
nonprofits dedicated to entrepreneurship 
education and development

❖ Dominance of nearby urban/suburban/border 
town economies

❖ Presence of predatory lenders

Financial Infrastructure

Systemic Drivers of Financial Trauma 

in Indigenous Communities

❖ Lack of buildings to house private enterprises, or inadequate 

space and poor quality of existing structures 

❖ Existing infrastructure dominated by non-Native communities, 
population, businesses, or incorporated areas within or nearby 

Native areas

❖ Difficulty of permitting process related to constructing or acquiring 

buildings or leasing or buying land 

❖ Lack of or poor telecommunications, sewer, water, electric, and/or 
transportation infrastructure to support enterprise development

❖ Remote, low-population-density communities 

❖ Deficit of new / improved housing stock for burgeoning local 

business sector and Natives who would consider moving their 
business back to tribal area(s) 

❖ Problems with trust land

Physical Infrastructure

Categories adapted from Dewees and Sarkozy-Banonczy (2008)



❖ Tribal government not supportive of or 

empowering private enterprise culture

❖ No legal system on the reservation to protect 
private enterprise

❖ Unsupportive BIA office

❖ Large amount of land in community in some kind 

of tribal trust, homeland settlement, village 
incorporation, etc., and/or lack of privately 
owned land

❖ Lack of tribal colleges, business centers, or other 
institutions to provide business education

Political/Legal Infrastructure

Systemic Drivers of Financial Trauma 

in Indigenous Communities

❖ Lack of individual experience with money management 

and business management

❖ Cultural beliefs that prioritize the sharing of resources with 
family community over individual benefit or profit 

❖ Lack of experienced workforce, difficulty finding good 
employees.

❖ Perception that businesses should be owned by the tribal 
government for benefit of all 

❖ Large non-Native presence on reservation that coincides 

with dominance of non-Native owned businesses 

❖ No culture of formal entrepreneurship

❖ Active informal economy

Social/Cultural Infrastructure



Interview and Survey Findings:

Connections Between Trauma and Finances

❖ Interviewees unanimously recognized trauma as 
widespread in the Native communities where they

live and work

❖ Discussions of finance-related trauma highlighted
the interconnectedness of different forms and layers
of trauma. For example: Anti-Indigenous 
discrimination from mainstream financial institutions 

compounds historical and personal trauma

❖ The feeling of trauma was described as a being in 
“constant survival mode”

“Well, I mean, when you’re raised in poverty and you don’t have anything, 
you’re going to make money an issue. Capitalism has caused anxiety in 

people when it comes to money, because if you’re raised in poverty and 
you don’t have it, and everything is tied to money—you know, food, all the 

basics—and you don’t have it, how are you going to survive?”

89%
said individual 

trauma impacts 
financial well-being

81%
said historical

trauma impacts 
financial well-being

78%
said intergenerational 

trauma impacts 
financial well-being



Interview and Survey Findings:

Connections Between Trauma and Finances

❖ Trauma affects peoples’ financial well-being by taking away from their 
ability to forward plan

❖ The normalization of trauma is a barrier to seeking help for many

“From a CDFI’s perspective, as long as we are aware of [trauma], we 
don’t have to talk about it from that [trauma] lens,” adding that the 

approach, “. . . should be more about awareness, patience, and 
meeting people where they’re at, without necessarily directly using the 

framing of trauma.”



Interview and Survey Findings:

Connections Between Trauma and Finances

22%

33%

48%

56%

59%

59%

52%

63%

78%

67%

81%

67%

70%

85%

74%

41%

44%

52%

48%

56%

56%

70%

59%

44%

63%

56%

81%

78%

63%

85%

Paying child support

Divorce

Job loss

High housing costs

Getting turned down for a loan

Health expenses

Funeral expenses

Lack of jobs

Low wages

Unexpected home/auto repiars

Debt

Being a single parent

Family emergencies

Low credit score

Addictions

Exploring the intersection of trauma and financial hardship: Priority areas of concern

Sources of financial hardship with the most potential to cause or connect to trauma Most common sources of financial hardship in my community



Interview and Survey Findings:

Connections Between Trauma and Finances

❖ Several cultural considerations also factor into the prevalence of financial 
trauma in Indigenous communities:

• Western notion of wealth as individual accumulation versus Indigenous 
notion of wealth as the ability to provide for others

• Taboos on certain topics like finances, succession planning, and death

• Deep, historically rooted distrust of Western institutions, especially with 
respect to education and finance



Existing Trauma-Informed 
Approaches Among Native CDFIs

❖ Focus on relationships and trust-building

• Patience, suspension of judgement, empathy

• Partnership rather than authority-client dynamic

• “Planting seeds” rather than forcing immediate change

“We want our producers to know that we’ve 
been in your shoes, and if we haven’t, we 

have family members that have been in your 
shoes. We were created to help you 

understand finances, and we are here beside 
you to help you and to learn with you.”



Existing Trauma-Informed 
Approaches Among Native CDFIs

❖ Naming systemic, structural, and historical realities

❖ Personalized roadmap to financial goals,

wrap-around services

“We are always talking about how the systems 
weren’t set up for small producers like us or the 

BIPOC [Black, Indigenous, and People of Color] 
community, and how do we find solutions to 

these things? So, [that means] identifying the 

needs, having a challenging conversation, and 
coming to a solution in a way that is more 
partnership-based, like we’re in this together.”



Existing Trauma-Informed Approaches 

Among Native CDFIs

❖ Avoidance of potential re-traumatization

• Minimizing information requests, paperwork, avoiding “no”

Native

CDFIs

7.2

Mainstream 

institutions

5.9

Among those surveyed, the average 

comfort level (scale of 1—10)
when dealing with … “Mainstream financial institutions seem to be very judgy and 

read you based off of a paper or a number and not based on 
your character or you as a person.”

❖ Supporting the Indigenous Finance Industry Workforce

• “Responsive to life”

“The Native CDFIs know the problems and issues that we 

face on the Reservation. The mainstream institutions don’t 
care about our problems.”



Highlighting Key Resources for Furthering 

Trauma-Informed Practices at Native CDFIs

❖ Oweesta Corporation

❖ Social and Economic Development 
Strategies (SEDS) grants through the EDA

❖ Stephanie Cote’s “Financial Education 
for the Contiguous United States Native 
Nations” article series

❖ National Indian Council on 
Aging (NICOA)’s Economic 
Security Resources for Elders

❖ Trauma of Money 

❖ Northwest Area Foundation 
(NWAF) grants



Recommendations/Ideas 

❖ Trauma-focused community of practice 
(COP)

❖ Multi-generational budgeting workshops

❖ Creative outreach to non-working 
populations

❖ Regular staff trainings and curriculum 
development

❖ Emphasize trauma-responsiveness
(i.e., going beyond trauma-informed)

❖ Promote culturally grounded
financial empowerment in
Indigenous communities

❖ Build from existing trust-focused / 
relationship-building approaches

❖ Maintain “life-responsive”
workplace culture

❖ Honor and strengthen the matriarchal 
foundation of Native CDFIs



Concluding Thoughts

❖ Long recognized by the Indigenous finance industry, the relationship 
between trauma and finances is increasingly recognized by financial 
therapy researchers and practitioners

❖ A broad awareness of the important relationship between trauma and 
financial well-being informs the big-picture aims and day-to-day 
practices of Native CDFIs

❖ This trauma-informed lens guides client engagement strategies and 
workplace culture

❖ While this trauma-responsive operational foundation is worthy of 
celebration, there are opportunities to expand and deepen this 
commitment



THANK YOU!

DO YOU HAVE
ANY QUESTIONS?



Special Thanks to Our Sponsors
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