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Sovereign Strategies: Examining Tribal Employment Preference in 
Native American Workforce Development 

Leshay McNack, Northeastern State University 

Abstract 

Hiring practices within Native American tribal organizations embody a distinctive convergence 
of cultural preservation, sovereign authority, and strategic workforce development. This paper 
explores the institutionalized preference afforded to tribal citizens during the recruitment and 
selection process, analyzing the legal foundations, procedural steps, and ethical dimensions that 
shape these practices. In doing so, it underscores how such hiring frameworks not only reinforce 
tribal self-determination but also operate within the broader context of federal employment 
standards and compliance expectations. 

Keywords:  Tribal preference, Native American hiring practices, Human resource management, 
Workforce development 
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Sovereign Strategies: Examining Tribal Employment Preference in 
Native American Workforce Development 

Introduction 

Workforce development in Native American tribal organizations is an evolving interplay of 
sovereignty, self-determination, and modern human resource management. While tribal entities 
operate as sovereign nations, their internal employment structures must align with both cultural 
priorities and operational efficiency. Central to this process is the tribal preference policy, a 
structured hiring approach that prioritizes Native American applicants, especially tribal citizens 
over non-Native applicants. This analysis explores the practical implementation of tribal hiring 
policies, evaluates their ethical and procedural considerations, and examines how these practices 
support Indigenous identity and promote community economic stability. 

The Structure of Tribal Hiring Practices 

Hiring within a Native American tribal government or enterprise typically begins through an 
applicant tracking system (ATS). Once applications are submitted, the HR analyst plays a pivotal 
role in determining eligibility based on tribal affiliation. If the applicant is identified as Native 
American, by providing tribal membership documentation, they are evaluated against the 
qualifications of the posted job description. If the applicant meets the qualifications, their 
application advances to the hiring manager. 

In contrast, non-Native applicants, even if qualified, are not immediately considered. Tribal policy 
mandates that all qualified tribal citizens be interviewed first. Only after all Native American 
candidates have been interviewed and deemed unqualified or unavailable may non-Native 
applicants proceed to the interview phase. This policy is rooted in tribal preference laws, which 
reflect the sovereign right of Native nations to prioritize their citizens in employment, a right 
upheld in U.S. law through various tribal self-governance compacts and federal court rulings such 
as EEOC v. Peabody Western Coal Company (9th Cir. 2014) and the Indian Self-Determination 
and Education Assistance Act of 1975. 

Interview and Evaluation Processes 

Qualified candidates are reviewed by a panel of three to six interviewers, typically composed of 
department personnel and supervisors. Notably, Human Resources does not participate in the 
interview process at this stage. This separation maintains objectivity and departmental autonomy 
while ensuring adherence to policy. Once interviews are conducted, the hiring manager compiles 
a formal memorandum with a recommendation for hire or non-selection, which is then returned to 
HR. 

The final stages depend on the job classification. Safety-sensitive positions, for instance, require 
extensive pre-employment screening, including a background check, drug screening, and fitness-
for-duty testing. Non-safety-sensitive roles still necessitate a background check and drug test but 
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omit physical testing.  Drug screenings are administered by independent, third-party laboratories, 
with preferential consideration given to vendors certified by the tribe. This application of tribal 
preference to procurement and vendor selection reflects a broader strategy aimed at reinforcing 
economic self-determination and supporting tribally affiliated enterprises. By prioritizing certified 
vendors, the tribe not only ensures quality and compliance but also strengthens community trust 
and fosters long-term economic growth within its jurisdiction. 

Employment Offer and Onboarding 

Upon completion of all screenings, the HR process is not distinctly different than one might expect 
in any hiring process.  HR extends a formal offer of employment, which includes negotiation of 
salary, benefits, and review of the standard probationary period. New hires participate in a 
comprehensive onboarding program, typically lasting one week, which includes an overview of 
OSHA compliance, organizational policies, benefits orientation, and job-specific training.  The 
onboarding process then transitions to the departmental level, where role-specific integration and 
training are conducted. 

This onboarding is reinforced by scheduled check-ins at 30, 60, and 90 days, conducted by both 
HR and the hiring manager. At the conclusion of the probationary period, the hiring manager 
provides a recommendation regarding the employee’s permanent status. Employees who are 
successful transition into regular review cycles; those who do not are then released from 
employment and are typically ineligible to reapply for one year. 

Cultural and Ethical Considerations 

From an HR ethics and compliance standpoint, Native American hiring practices may appear 
exclusionary to external observers unfamiliar with the legal foundations of tribal sovereignty. 
However, this system operates under distinct jurisdictional authority and cultural priorities. The 
tribal preference policy is not simply an affirmative action measure—it is an assertion of self-
governance. It supports community development, nurtures cultural continuity, and ensures that 
tribal citizens benefit from employment within their own nations. 

This process embodies a collectivist approach to hiring that prioritizes community engagement 
and shared responsibility over purely individualistic notions of merit. In doing so, it repositions 
employment practices as mechanisms of nation-building and cultural continuity, rather than solely 
instruments of talent acquisition. It underscores the role of employment as a relational act, one that 
reinforces intergenerational ties, cultural values, and the sovereignty of the tribal nation.  
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Challenges and Opportunities 

While effective and beneficial for the population it serves, the tribal hiring system faces operational 
and perception-based challenges. For one, tribal organizations must still compete in the broader 
labor market to attract skilled non-Native candidates in specialized roles. The delay in considering 
non-Native applicants can slow down recruitment and limit access to external talent pools. 
Additionally, the layered processes require robust HR systems, legal counsel, and leadership buy-
in. 

Along with these challenges, Native American hiring practices present meaningful opportunities 
for tribal nations to strengthen their workforce. By investing in internships, professional 
development programs, and educational incentives, tribes can cultivate sustainable pipelines of 
tribal talent. Additionally, human resource professionals within these settings are uniquely situated 
to design and refine employment systems that honor cultural values while operating within 
sovereign legal and organizational structures. 

Conclusion 

Native American hiring practices are a profound example of how cultural identity, legal 
sovereignty, and professional HR practices can converge. The tribal preference policy is not just 
an administrative formality, it is an expression of Indigenous governance and a strategy for 
economic self-determination. While logistical and perceptual challenges exists, it also offers a 
replicable framework for value-based hiring that other sovereign or mission-driven organizations 
might study. As tribal nations expand their political and economic influence, their hiring 
practices provide a critical framework for examining the practical exercise of sovereignty in 
contemporary governance. 
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