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BACKGROUND AND JUSTIFICATION 
A state of emergency exists in many forest-dependent Indian communities. Depressed markets for 

forest products have resulted in the loss of jobs, the loss of revenues to support tribal government, and 
threaten the health of the tribal forests themselves, jeopardizing the water, fish, wildlife, foods, and 
medicines that are vital to sustain tribal lifeways. For example, in 2005, the Colville, Warm Springs and 
the Yakama Indian Nation had combined timber revenues of $44.8 million that helped support tribal 
governments, their communities and the communities outside the reservations. During the financial 
crisis in 2009, the estimated timber revenues for those same tribes had declined to approximately $6.8 
million, a loss of approximately $38 million or 86% (BIA 2009, 2010). And timber revenues remain well 
below their 2005 levels (ITC 2014). 

Low lumber prices challenge tribal sawmilling and forest operations, reduce stumpage revenues and 
the availability of administrative deductions to fund forestry activities, and jeopardize tribal 
employment. For timber-dependent tribes, the community suffers as jobs and revenues decline and the 
capacity to maintain healthy forests is compromised.  By early 2014, the official US unemployment rate 
(the so-called U3 measure) had dropped to 6.8% from its high of 10% in late 2009. However, the broader 
estimate (the so-called U6 which includes the short-term unemployed) was still above 14% (BLS 2014). 
Native American unemployment is more than double the average US rate and exceeds 80% on 15 tribal 
reservations (Indian Country 2013).  

Tribal resource management and agriculture is often based upon a unique integration of cultural, 
environmental, and economic values that contribute many public benefits and ecosystem services (Ince 
1989; Berry 2010). However, these values are generally not recognized or rewarded in the marketplace 
(Eastin 2008, 2009; Eastin and Ganguly 2010; Mason 2009, 2010; Milakovsky 2008, 2009; Peterson 
2010). Historically, tribal forest and agricultural products are often sold as commodities in the domestic 
market with little effort to distinguish or differentiate them from similar non-native products (Irland 
2009; Huff and Pecore 1995).  

Project Justification 
Despite continued weak domestic demand, US total wood exports have been consistently increasing 

since 2009 and totaled $9.7 billion in 2013, up by 14.02% over 2012. Similarly, US lumber exports rose 
by 17.8%; with exports to China and Japan growing by 43.2% and 16.8%, respectively (GTA 2014). While 
China remains a price sensitive market for lower quality wood, the Japanese market continues to pay a 
price premium for higher quality wood products (Eastin 2010). There are over 240 tribes with 
commercial forestlands and many tribal forestry programs produce logs that possess the unique 
qualities (e.g., large diameters and narrow grain) that are highly valued in Japan (Eastin 2009; ITC 2010; 
Morishima 2009).   

While US agricultural exports have been rising since 2009, exports to Japan have fallen in each of the 
past two years, dropping to $12.1 billion in 2013. Opportunities exist to develop niche products for 
Japan where consumers appreciate the unique values reflected by Native American forest and 
agricultural products.  Exporting co-marketed wood and agricultural products can provide tribal forest 
managers with a new strategy to promote economic development and maintain cultural traditions 
within and between tribal communities while emphasizing the environmental sustainability of tribal 
agricultural and wood products. Unfortunately, research conducted by CINTRAFOR for the Intertribal 
Timber Council found that Native American tribes often lack the managerial expertise and resources 
necessary to enter and compete within international markets (Eastin and Ganguly 2010; NCAI 2009). 

In his State of the Union Address on January 27th, 2010 President Obama laid out an ambitious 
target of doubling US exports over the next five years (Obama 2010a).  President Obama issued an 
Executive Order on March 11th, 2010 establishing the National Export Initiative designed in part to 



enhance export assistance to small and medium-sized enterprises (including tribes) by improving the 
technical capacity of first-time exporters and assist current exporters in identifying new export 
opportunities in international markets (Obama 2010b).  However, a lack of marketing and managerial 
skills hampers tribal efforts to participate in export markets. 

Developing marketing and managerial skills is critical for tribal forest and sawmill managers looking 
to identify, enter and compete in international markets (Eastin and Ganguly 2010).  Exporting can 
provide tribal forest managers with a new strategy to promote economic development and could create 
substantial employment opportunities within the participating tribal communities. Co-marketing of 
tribal agricultural and forest products will allow tribes to take advantage of the synergies that exist 
between these two product categories, including sustainability and their role within tribal culture.  

Rationale and Significance 
This project is designed to evaluate the effectiveness of the tribal “brand” in expanding the demand 

for tribal products through the co-marketing of tribal agricultural products packaged in a tribally 
produced wooden gift box within the US and Japanese markets. If found to be effective, the co-
marketing strategy could be applied to several combinations of tribal agricultural/wood products, 
increase the demand for, and profitability of, tribally produced agricultural products and help to develop 
the marketing and managerial capacity within Native American communities. The project objectives 
include: a) develop and implement consumer surveys in the US and Japan to identify the optimal mix of 
attributes for co-marketing tribal agricultural products packaged in traditional wood boxes using an 
optimal choice experimental design in conjunction with perceptual mapping, b) conduct workshops to 
develop managerial expertise within tribes and support the establishment of networks for commerce 
between tribal communities, c) develop a strategic framework for co-marketing tribal agricultural and 
wood products in Japan and the US and d) support graduate training of tribal students. 

Project results: 
In this investigation we found that there is a value to a Native American design and that survey 

respondents indicated that they would pay a premium for a tribal grift box that was manufactured using 
sustainable managed tribal wood and manufactured by a Native American craftsman. This 
differentiation is important because the potential customer does understand that if two identical 
products are sitting side by side and the only thing that differentiates them is a certification logo that 
states its origin is from a reservation, they would purchase the certified one because it carries an 
intrinsic value. This value can be used by tribes to promote economic prosperity in a value added timber 
market or any other market that would carry the tribal brand. 

The tribal brand captures the essence of the tribal culture beyond the product itself. In order to 
understand what kind of values potential customers find similar or dissimilar when selecting a tribal 
gift box, a factor analysis was conducted. The results revealed that Native American appeal and 
aesthetic appeal are closely correlated to Native American appeal in general. And beyond that the 
research indicates that many of the survey respondents have an intrinsic belief that Native American 
forestry practices are inherently sustainable. The survey data indicates that respondents believe that 
tribal forest are sustainably managed and that tribal products contribute to the tribal economy. These 
results are important to understand because they can be used to create the branding vision that the 
Native American tribes may be trying to create. Also, the results revealed that survey respondents 
perceived that the following statements are similar: “sustainability”, “supports responsible forest 
management” and “supports local craftsman” are similar. 

However, different customers hold different perceptions. In order to classify potential customers 
based on their perceptions when selecting a tribal product, we performed a cluster analysis. We found 



four different clusters. The “Prime Market” cluster include older respondents and those more familiar 
with Native American culture. This indicates that it would be a good idea to sell tribal gift boxes at 
Native American cultural events, such as pow-wows. Another cluster worth pointing out is the 
“Potential Market” cluster because they were found to be more likely to purchase wooden gift boxes. 
These potential customers were in the 40-50-year age category and included more males than the 
other clusters. These two clusters are ideal for tribal marketers to focus on. The third option for a tribe 
is the environmental-focus cluster because this group rated the environmental aspects of the gift box 
high. They have the highest income and the highest education among the four clusters. It would be a 
good idea to emphasize the environmental aspects of tribal gift boxes to sell to them. Unfortunately, 
the youngest cluster ranked the tribal gift boxes very low and was considered to have much less 
potential market opportunity. The results clearly show that the marketing strategy should be 
tailored to the specific group being targeted. 

Tribal design, forest certification logo and price significantly impacted respondents’ perceptions. 
Both the certification logo and the salmon design increased the likelihood of purchase. Though there 
was some variation among the different clusters. Prime market overall holds high likelihood to purchase 
tribal box, though the results suggest they are somewhat price sensitive since they have highest 
likelihood to buy the box when it is $15, but the likelihood drop if it is $20. This group included the 
highest proportion of older female respondents. When looking at the data all respondents want the 
tribal salmon image, there is a potential premium for the tribal forest certification and price does have 
an influence on their potential selection in the end. 

Policy implementation 
Individual Entrepreneur/ tribal governmental businesses 

Tribes and individual Indian entrepreneurs have a general lack of education and experience about 
business in general. This is a significant challenge to any prospective business venture either by the 
tribe itself or an individual Indian entrepreneur. The areas of weakness include: having limited 
knowledge of marketing, writing a business plan, completing a loan application, and general business 
practices. This can also be seen in the fact that very few Native Americans are business owners. 
According to the latest research available, just 1 in 100 Native Americans are small business owners 
(O’Hare, 1992). This can be summed up in the fact that in America there is around 170,000 
reservation entrepreneurs operating on a micro-level (Adamson & King, 2002). For a Native American 
to be a business owner there are many challenges and they are breaking new ground in reservation 
economic activity. 

Indian Community 
Native American tribes have available an abundance of natural resources that can be utilized in 

value added products in the timber market, including non-timber forest products (NTFP’s). The NTFP’s 
industry would be best implemented in a way that coincides with the research findings summarized 
above. To focus on sustainability and sound forest management, these are the stories that need to be 
told by the Native American community to differentiate tribal forest products from other similar 
products. The rich culture inherent in every Native American tribe was found to be an economic 
attribute. In this case the cultural design used on the tribal gift box (salmon artwork) increased the 
Native American appeal and the beauty image significantly and was shown to be easily adjusted with 
price. The higher the price, the more the purchase preference increased. Another result about the 
design is that it significantly increases the perceived value of the tribal gift box. The Native American 
logo had a strong influence on how potential consumers perceived Native American forest 
management practices and sustainability. 

The results also showed that when people are uncertain about the product, price plays a big role 



and once they become more certain about the product the role of price goes down. What does this 
mean for the tribal government and how can tribal entrepreneur benefit from this information? The 
Native American story has shown to be a significant factor in both the potential marketing and 
branding of a tribal gift box, but this can be crossed over into any product that can be certified as 
truly Native American and that comes from a Native American forest. 

The Native American forest practices and traditions are its logo. The Native American community 
will help cultivate this logo into a strong and respectable brand. This takes a solid environmentally 
sustainable management plan that can be implemented systematically. This type of environmental 
management plan has to be the mission and trust needs to be built into this and it cannot be 
compromised. The traditional and cultural connection to the forests and to the land in general is a part 
of the Native American original instruction. This is obvious in the medicine wheel symbol as well as 
many other symbols that tribes use in their traditional teachings. This revival of community around the 
traditional teachings about the forest and land has many benefits. These benefits are not limited to 
things like brands or marketing but go beyond them to potentially help heal social ills and to expand 
education about the role and use of traditional medicines that are found in forest and other areas 
around traditional home lands. The tribal community does play a vital role in this endeavor because it is 
the community that tells the story; it is the community that can showcase the importance of tribal 
forests and indigenous lands. 

  



Project Deliverables: 
Presentations: 
Identifying Niche Markets for Tribal Wood Products: Adding Value Through Design. Intertribal Tribal 

Timber Workshop. Spokane WA.  6-7 October 2016. 
Exploring Export Opportunities for Tribal Wood Products in Japan. Economic Development Administration 

National Conference. Washington, DC. April 6-7, 2016. 
New Developments in International Trade. Tribal Export Briefing. US Embassy Tokyo, Japan. March 31st, 

2015. 
Eco-Labeling Native American Tribal Forest Products. College of Menominee Nation Summit on Tribal 

Forestry and Wood Products. Keshena, WI. June 6-7, 2015. 
New International Market Opportunities for Tribal Wood Products.  36th Annual National Indian Timber 

Symposium. Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation. Warm Springs, OR. 14-17 May 
2015. 

Publications: 
Sasatani, D., C. Smith, I. Eastin and I. Ganguly. 2016. The Perceived Value of Native American Wooden 

Gift Products with or without a Certification Label by Groups of Potential Customers. Journal of 
Forestry. V(115)N(5), pp:370-378. 
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