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ABSTRACT 
 

Native Americans face staggering rates of poverty and economic inequality. How do 

these marginalized communities fare against economic shocks? This paper explores the 

effect of the so-called “China shock” on the resiliency of tribal communities. Using a 

series of ordinary least squares regressions on a dataset covering 372 tribal areas in the 

time span between 1990 and 2010, my results indicate a negative association between the 

China shock and tribal poverty rates. These results support the hypothesis that Native 

American communities are at higher risk to slip into greater deprivation when facing 

adverse economic shocks. From a policy perspective, my findings underscore the 

viability of a multi-faceted policy approach to support and better shield these 

communities from the adverse spillover effects of future economic shocks  
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I. Introduction 
 

The history of Native Americans is one that is filled with the forced displacement 

and relocation of communities. European settlers began the process of indigenous 

removal as they formed the laws, ironically, that would make the United States a liberal 

democracy. The goal of these relocations was to remove an undesirable aspect of the 

newly formed republic and physically place it out of sight on the fringe of American 

society. The process of removal was outlined by the passing of the Indian Removal Act in 

1830. The bill, signed by President Andrew Jackson, legalized the forced removal of an 

ethnic community from their ancestral lands to promote the settlement of white 

Americans in those vacated areas. As an East Coast tourist recounted in 1885 while 

transiting through Yellowstone National Park, “the Indian difficulty has been cured, the 

Indians have been forced back on their distant reservations, and the traveler in the park 

will see or hear no more of them than if he was in the Adirondacks or White Mountains.” 

(Spence, 1999, p. 55) The consequences of this policy were disastrous for indigenous 

peoples, and its impact has endured for almost two centuries. Whether it was coerced 

land grabs by the federal government for western expansion, the relocation of Native 

communities for the creation of National Parks, or attempts to remedy earlier dislocation 

by forced assimilation from rural to urban areas, these policy decisions have compounded 

the ostracism of tribal communities within the United States. 

           When the United States government established reservations, it created a system 

that eroded tribal sovereignty, isolated communities, and hindered the economic 

development of tribal communities. Displacement and forced relocation have created 

significant challenges for indigenous communities that still exist today. Native 
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Americans face higher poverty rates than any other racial/ethnic group in the United 

States (NCAI, 2020; Huyser et al., 2014; Davis et al., 2016).  

  Meaningful research has been conducted that assesses how economic shocks 

affect various regions, groups, or communities in the United States. However, the most 

marginalized and at-risk communities are rarely evaluated. Existing research refocused 

on an econometric analysis of these understudied groups can critically impact future 

policy and the relationship between the federal government and tribal nations across the 

United States. The improvement in these policy areas can increase the prosperity of 

Native peoples. However, in the absence of concentrated shock literature, it remains how 

resilient Native American communities are when faced with economic shocks.   

 Answering the question on the resiliency of indigenous communities represents 

the primary motivation for this thesis. Relying on “China shock” research that has shown 

the negative effect of increased imports to local labor markets (Autor et al., 2013), I argue 

that a rise in imports to local labor economies affects tribal communities in two ways. 

The China shock may affect Native American communities through direct displacement 

and indirect displacement. These displacements may have cascading effects that are 

detrimental to Native American groups through the weakening of employment 

opportunities, shrinking of wages, and a decrease in available funding for social safety 

net programs. Synthesizing these assertions, I hypothesize that the China shock harms 

tribal communities.  

Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression is used to test the hypothesis by 

regressing the reservation family poverty rate on the change in displaced workers, 

measured in Chinese imports per worker. The variables included in the models are 



 3 

constructed using American Community Survey data compiled by Randall K.Q. Akee 

and Jonathan B. Taylor and international trade data assembled by David H. Autor, David 

Dorn, and Gordon H. Hanson (Akee & Taylor, 2014; Autor et al., 2013). These models 

show a strong statistical relationship between the reservation family poverty rate and the 

shock variables. These findings indicate that shocks affecting the U.S. are also 

transmitted to more vulnerable tribal communities, amplifying existing social inequities.  

Demonstrating how adverse shocks challenge the economic resiliency of tribal 

communities raises important questions for future researchers and policymakers. In 

particular, my findings are a call for action to develop policy programs and initiatives to 

support and better shield these communities from the adverse spillover effects of 

economic shocks.  

II. Literature Review 

How does poverty affect communities with varying geographic locations or racial 

composition, and what are the correlation trends between these characteristics and the 

poor? Researchers have studied these questions and have sought to determine causal links 

between various demographic factors and poverty. This section will review the vast array 

of poverty literature logically and concisely relating to this paper's hypothesis. First, the 

literature surrounding the broad field of poverty research is examined. Second, some of 

the facets of tribal poverty literature are discussed. Third, the importance and relevance 

of this paper's research will become evident as numerous gaps in research are 

highlighted.  

As researchers have examined poverty and economic inequality in the United 

States, they have studied varying models to better dissect these issues (Iceland, 2019; 
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Mather & Jarosz, 2014; Hoynes et al., 2006; Farrigan, 2014; Tickamyer & Duncan, 

1990). These studies seek to explain the complex nature of economic inequality to better 

inform policymakers on ways to effectively alleviate poverty’s adverse effects on 

American society.  Several families face poverty and see their situation exacerbated by 

their geographic location, socioeconomic background, or employment opportunities 

within local labor markets. Both methods of research provide substantial empirical 

evidence on the underlying causes of poverty in the United States. 

Race and Geographic Poverty Research 

Fluctuations in the economy can partially explain an increase in poverty rates, but 

certain factors are becoming more prevalent in driving poverty. The increase in income 

inequality creates a compounding problem with economic stability within these 

communities. Factors like an individual’s race/ethnicity and geographic location are 

becoming more volatile. 

Researchers have conducted analyses to determine changes and trends within 

poverty rates across the country. While the national aggregate poverty rate is not 

changing significantly, there has been a sharp rise in poverty among rural communities in 

comparison to non-rural communities (Farrigan, 2014). Data illustrates that deprivation 

has increased across various regions in the United States. The South remains the 

statistical leader in poverty, but poverty in the Midwest, Southwest, and Pacific has 

increased since the recession of 2007-2008 (Farrigan, 2014). Consequently, rural poverty 

is linked to unstable economic and employment conditions compared to non-rural 

communities' conditions (Tickamyer & Duncan, 1990).  
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Analyses have also looked at differences among racial and ethnic groups. These 

factors have seen surprisingly similar trends regarding gaps in poverty rates between 

groups. While poverty rates have remained relatively consistent over time, considerable 

inequalities around race and ethnicity remain (Iceland, 2019). Data shows that white 

Americans are least likely to be poor, while black Americans and Native Americans are 

more likely to face poverty (Iceland, 2019). However, significant gaps in comparative 

analyses of poverty rates along racial demographics remain. Native American 

communities in the United States, for example, face high rates of poverty. However, little 

research looks at the dynamics affecting this demographic to inform policy decisions to 

address the disparities facing these communities.  

The few existing studies concerning tribal poverty seek to fill research gaps that 

exist in the overarching poverty literature. Tribal poverty literature expands upon the 

broad research of poverty by analyzing the drivers and effects of poverty among Native 

American communities.  

Tribal Poverty Research  

American Community Survey (ACS) data from 2017 shows that 26.8% of Native 

Americans and Alaskan Natives face poverty, compared to the national rate of 14.6% 

(NCAI, 2020).  Native Americans, by far, face the highest amount of poverty in the 

United States of any racial/ethnic group. These elevated figures illustrate a higher rate of 

marginalization than any other community in the country. Poverty within indigenous 

communities has been researched to determine the driving factors behind these 

astounding levels. The studies that have been conducted look to determine how 

underlying demographic factors affect indigenous poverty, the effects of federal policy on 
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place-based poverty, and how the lack of economic opportunity for Native Americans 

and Alaskan Natives in rural and non-rural communities limits these groups (Huyser et 

al., 2014; Whitney Mauer, 2017; Davis et al., 2016; Larriviere & Kroncke, 2004).  

         Scholars have sought to find explanations for the high rates of poverty among tribal 

communities using various methods. Huyser, Takei, and Sakamato (2014) broke apart 

Native Americans and Alaskan Natives by tribal affiliation to get a better sense of 

poverty and absolute poverty within the tribal level. The Native American demographic 

is often looked at as homogenous. The study of Native American poverty by tribal 

affiliation recognizes the heterogeneous nature of the group and allows for a better 

understanding of these communities. Using ACS data, they found that Native Americans 

have a significantly higher probability of facing poverty or absolute poverty than non-

Hispanic whites with considerable variation across tribal affiliations (Huyser et al., 2014). 

These findings reinforce the notion that American Indians are the “poorest of the poor” in 

the United States (Huyser et al., 2014).  

Similar to Huyser et al. (2014), Whitney Mauer used ACS data to model Native 

American poverty rates while accounting for place-based poverty alleviation strategies 

(Whitney Mauer, 2017). Her analysis concluded that while Native American and Alaskan 

Native poverty may mirror traditional rural or minority poverty, the poverty rates 

affecting indigenous communities have distinct and unique characteristics (Whitney 

Mauer, 2017). These characteristics complicate measures that can reduce the adverse 

effect of poverty in these communities.  

Comparably, Davis et al. (2016) came to similar conclusions regarding the 

economic deficiency of Native American communities but noted the lack of literature on 
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these overlooked populations. They found that the history of removal and isolation of 

tribal communities has created systematic challenges that perpetuate present-day poverty 

among Native Americans (Davis et al., 2016). The forced isolation at the hand of the 

United States government, in the form of reservations over the last 200 hundred years, 

limited the creation of a viable labor market within indigenous communities (Davis et al., 

2016). They also found that the forced urbanization of Native Americans over the last 50 

years has not alleviated the strain on Native economies as planned (Davis et al., 2016). 

Larriviere and Kroncke expand on the notion of urban versus rural disparity by 

concluding that Native American couples receive a better return, all observed 

characteristics equal, than couples living on reservations (Larriviere & Kroncke, 2004).  

Native Americans represent a disproportionate share of the United States poverty 

population. These staggering numbers have been compounded over centuries of 

oppression and intergenerational trauma imposed by the federal actions. Stifling force by 

the federal government has come in multiple forms: forced relocation and assimilation, 

the reservation system, broken treaties, and the mishandling of tribal relations. These 

actions have created a sustained level of economic hardships for Native peoples 

compared to other demographics across the United States.  

As examined in the previous section, further research and quantitative analysis 

must be conducted examining these astounding figures amongst tribal communities. 

Additionally, while analyses have been conducted on a national level assessing the 

effects of an economic shock, gaps exist in overlooked groups. Little research exists that 

examines how economic shock mechanisms affect marginalized communities. For 

example, how resilient are Native American communities when facing the effects of an 
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external shock? Empirical analyses that investigate the resiliency of these groups are 

critical to understanding these deeply disadvantaged communities and how local 

economies can create stable economic environments for their populations. 

III. Theoretical Considerations 

As discussed in the previous section, tribal communities face higher levels of 

economic inequality compared to other racial groups. These economic disparities put 

these communities at a disadvantage when confronted with shocks. This paper analyzes 

the impacts of these shocks on Native American communities to address a gap in the 

research of understudied groups.   

In their seminal 2013 paper, “The China Syndrome: Local Labor Market Effects 

of Import Competition in the United States”, economists David H. Autor, David Dorn, 

and Gordon H. Hanson examined the rise in international trade, specifically Chinese 

imports to the United States, and its follow-on effects in American labor markets. They 

concluded that rises in foreign imports cause damaging effects in the form of higher 

unemployment, workers leaving the labor force, and a reduction of workers' wages 

(Autor et al., 2013). However, the models presented do little to account for racial groups. 

How does the "China shock" affect groups already facing economic hardships, 

such as tribal communities? The shock may affect tribal communities through two 

channels; direct displacement and indirect displacement.  

First, the China shock may affect Native American communities through direct 

displacement. Direct displacement can manifest itself through the disappearance of 

employment opportunities. Tribal communities face unstable local economies and weak 

market structures because of numerous reservations' isolated geographic locations (Davis 
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et al., 2016). Consequently, the market shock administered by a rise in imports may 

weaken an already fragile labor market among Native Americans. Thus, the weak 

economic foundation of indigenous communities may be stressed by the decline of local 

labor markets due to rising imports.  

Second, the China Shock may affect Native American communities through 

indirect displacement. The removal of a sustainable and prosperous labor market can 

have detrimental effects on geographic areas. With the number of jobs and wages 

declining, states may have less monetary funds to invest in safety measures for vulnerable 

communities (Rank et al., 2003). More so, the waning of jobs and decreasing wages 

available to tribal communities may limit the resources that create healthy economic 

conditions in these groups. These conditions may drive the poor population of these 

communities further into poverty, creating a challenging cycle of poverty passed from 

generation to generation.  

Synthesizing these insights, I hypothesize that the China shock had a negative 

effect on Native Americans and tribal communities.  

IV. Empirical Analysis 

Data and Methods 

To assess the resiliency of tribal communities, the relationship of reservation 

poverty and a shock variable is tested.  

The econometric analysis is conducted using a dataset by merging tribal 

community data from Randall K.Q Akee and Jonathan B. Taylor with shock data from 

David H. Autor, David Dorn, and Gordon H. Hanson (Akee & Taylor, 2014; Autor et al., 

2013). Akee and Taylor use a combination of decennial census data and American 
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Community Survey (ACS) data. The combination tracks American Indian and Alaskan 

Native (AIAN) poverty rates at the reservation level for 1990, 200, and 2010. Numerous 

socioeconomic indicators also break down the reservations populations to quantify the 

dire circumstances of specific tribes. The data considers 372 distinct Native American 

areas in the continental United States, including 332 reservations, 25 Oklahoma Tribal 

Statistical Areas (OTSAs), 7 Tribally Designated Statistical Areas (TDSAs), 4 Joint Use 

Areas, and 4 OTSA Joint Use Areas. The Akee and Taylor dataset allows for an analysis 

of aggregate Native American poverty rates and differences of these poverty rates 

between reservations and geographic location.  

To construct their shock dataset, Autor et al. (2013) use the UN Comrade 

Database to gather measures of US imports. Measurements of Chinese imports to the 

United States were collected for the years 1990, 2000, and 2007. These imports on local 

labor markets were accounted for by compiling data points at the Commuting Zone (CZ) 

level. Commuting zones allowed the researchers to accurately quantify local economies' 

performance while considering labor market variation.  

Both the tribal characteristic dataset and shock dataset were merged to create a 

workable collection of measurements. First, the tribal characteristic dataset was 

deconstructed to create reservation panel data for 1990, 2000, and 2010. Second, the 

shock dataset was collapsed from CZ's to the state-level median for corresponding years. 

With the shock data collapsed to state medians, the dataset was merged with the tribal 

data using state identifiers. Lastly, two more geographic groupings were added for further 

analysis. State-specific associations allowed the data to be group by U.S. Census region 

and Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) region. The use of Census regions and divisions 
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allows for an easily interpreted geographic location. However, the borderless 

characteristics of some tribal nations and the varying spatial spread of population make 

BIA regions useful to expand geographic analyses.   

Research Design 

The conceptual model to support the research question is based on a methodology 

to aptly organize the data variables. The methodology is developed around ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression to provide quantitative analysis that succinctly tests the 

hypothesis. 

OLS regression is used to assess the relationship and association of one or more 

independent variables with dependent variables (Miller, 2013). OLS shows the 

relationship between an independent variable and a dependent variable. The research is 

guided by variations of the following model, where the dependent variable is poverty rate 

regressed on a shock variable: 

𝑌",$ 	= 	𝛽( +	𝛽*𝑥*,$ +	𝛽" 𝑋-,$

.

-/0

+ 	𝛾 + 𝜀",$ 

The dependent variable (𝑌",$) of interest is the reservation family poverty rate 

derived from Akee and Taylor's research (Akee & Taylor, 2014). The reservation family 

poverty rate was computed by dividing the total number of Native American families 

living in poverty by the total number of Native American families in a specific tribal area 

using ACS sample data. Econometric analysis of this dependent variable will provide 

insight into the durability within Native American communities against economic shocks 

while accounting for varying reservation population sizes.  

The primary independent variable (𝑥*,$) of interest is the log change of workers in 

a local labor market, measured in Chinese imports per worker (Autor et al., 2013). This 
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shock variable is derived from Autor et al.'s China shock research by collapsing CZ labor 

market effects around the median to produce state effect measurements. Following Auto 

et al.'s (2013) analysis showing effect differences between manufacturing and 

nonmanufacturing labor markets, the type of worker is substituted as the shock variable 

in later models. Using these variables allows me to assess the relationship between 

indigenous communities and adverse economic changes when regressed on reservation 

poverty rates. 

To account for confounding factors, a vector of control variables ( 𝑋-,$.
-/0 ) and 

year fixed effects (𝛾) are included in the models. Control variables to account for the 

geographic area and socioeconomic characteristics of the reservations are used. Bureau of 

Indian Affairs (BIA) regions and state locations are used as geographic controls. Both 

play a critical role in assessing the effect of geography. BIA regions take the borderless 

nature of reservations and tribal identity while also separating critical factors like the 

massive population of the Navajo Nation and the unique area of TDSA's in Oklahoma 

(Norris et al., 2012). Socioeconomic characteristics of the reservations will also be used 

as a set of control variables. Educational attainment is controlled for as literature shows 

an effect based on human capital development (Autor et al., 2013; Larriviere & Kroncke, 

2004). Controlling for the geographic area and reservation characteristics allow a robust 

and valid estimation of the independent variables’ effect on the dependent variables.  

Lastly, year fixed effects are used. The use of these fixed effects account for year-

specific events that may bias results. Including time fixed effects account for events 

outside of the study being conducted, such as recessions or other shocks. Considering 

these control variables and year effects is vital for a proper analysis of shock variables’ 
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relationship with the dependent variable. Tables of the complete descriptive statistics for 

the main variables of interest can be found in the Appendix. 

Results 

Table 1 reports the results of the baseline model and successive models with 

control variables.  

Model 1 shows the bivariate regression of reservation poverty and the shock 

variable. The model illustrates a positive relationship between the dependent and 

independent variables. In other words, reservation poverty rates increase as the number of 

Chinese imports/worker within its respective area also increases. Models 2 thru 5 show 

the multivariate regression of reservation poverty and the shock variable as various 

controls are added to the model.  

Table 1. OLS Regression of Reservation Poverty and Change in Workers 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
      
Log change in 
number of workers  

0.00543**
* 

(0.00127) 
 

0.00885**
* 

(0.00168) 

0.00821**
* 

(0.00177) 

0.00787*** 
(0.00182) 

0.00832*** 
(0.00226) 

 
High school degree 
or equivalent 

    
8.70e-05** 
(3.46e-05) 

 
2.77e-05*** 
(1.02e-05) 

      
College degree 
(Bachelors or higher) 

   -
0.000248** 
(0.000107) 

-
0.000106*** 

(3.54e-05) 
      
Constant 0.217*** 0.138*** 0.157*** 0.155*** 0.289*** 
 (0.0192) (0.0335) (0.0339) (0.0356) (0.0211) 
      
Observations 588 588 588 582 582 
Number of 
reservations 

317 317 317 314 314 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Coefficients for BIA region, state, and year dummy variables not shown 
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Each model produces a statistically significant result (p<0.01) and shows that a 

rise in foreign imports causes worker displacement that is positively associated with 

reservation poverty. These findings align with the theory that a rise in imports 

destabilizes local labor markets by decreasing wages and employment of traded goods 

(Autor et al., 2013). Affirming the hypothesis, results show that tribal communities lack 

resiliency and are susceptible to economic shocks. With various controls added, the 

subsequent models elaborate on the effect of the shock variable and the resiliency of 

tribal communities. These models also offer a statistically significant result (p<0.01), 

along with moderately stable coefficients.  

Controls are added to investigate if some other variables cause the relationship 

that is being evaluated. Models 2 thru 5 systematically include controls for the 

geographic region, reservation populations, and year. Model 2, adding a geographic 

control for the BIA region, shows a slight increase of the shock coefficient while 

maintaining statistical significance. The rise aligns with the hypothesis that resiliency is 

somewhat dependent on geographic area.  

Reservation population controls in Model 4 further decrease the shock coefficient 

while maintaining strong statistical significance. The adding of education characteristics 

into the model reduces the coefficient compared to the previous model, but the 

coefficient's magnitude remains higher than Model 1. Education level may explain a 

portion of the relationship between the variables. Additionally, the education coefficients 

are in line with prior quantitative research showing that an increase in the level of 

education decreases the rate of poverty in a community (Larriviere & Kroncke, 2004; 

Vinje, 1996).  
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Model 5 substitutes state for BIA region as a geographic control to provide a 

minor degree of robustness. The results of this model can be looked at with Model 4, as 

the only difference between the two is the geographic control variable. The stability of 

the coefficient, while maintaining statistical significance, further supports the hypothesis 

that the resiliency of a community is partially determinant of the community's geographic 

area.  

Prior research has shown that a rise in imports to a region causes statistically 

significant negative effects to manufacturing jobs but not in the nonmanufacturing sector 

(Autor et al., 2013). These differences show that some local labor markets' structures are 

not adequately integrated to disperse adverse shocks (Autor et al., 2013).  

Table 2 reports the results of the model when the type of worker is taken into 

account. Models 6 and 7 contain the same variables as Model 4, but the shock variable is 

replaced. Model 6 uses the change in the number of manufacturing workers as the shock 

variable, while Model 7 uses nonmanufacturing workers. Interestingly, the inverse of 

Autor et al.'s findings seems to occur. Model 6 shows no statistical significance, while 

Model 7 shows robust statistical significance. A positive relationship exists between 

reservation poverty Chinese imports/nonmanufacturing worker. This association indicates 

that tribal communities are susceptible to changes in the nonmanufacturing labor market. 
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Table 2. OLS Regression of Reservation Poverty and Change in Manufacturing and 
Nonmanufacturing Workers 

 
 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Model 6 Model 7 
   
Log change in number of 
manufacturing workers  

0.000501 
(0.000707) 

 

 

 
Log change in number of 
nonmanufacturing workers  
 

 
 

 
0.00757*** 
(0.00177) 

High school degree or 
equivalent 

0.000101*** 
(3.57e-05) 

8.50e-05** 
(3.41e-05) 

   
College degree (Bachelors or 
higher) 

-0.000292*** 
(0.000112) 

-0.000244** 
(0.000105) 

   
Constant 0.234*** 0.120*** 
 (0.0295) (0.0386) 
   
Observations 582 582 
Number of reservations 314 314 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Coefficients for BIA region, state, and year dummy variables not shown 
 

In summary, the models show a statistically significant relationship between 

reservation poverty and labor market shocks. These results support the hypothesis that 

tribal communities are susceptible to adverse economic shocks through direct and 

indirect labor market effects. These results are concerning to the extent as they expand 

prior findings of the literature regarding the vulnerability of Native American 

communities. In light of the raging pandemic in the United States at the time of writing, 

these findings are a call for a more pro-active policy stance towards addressing these 

underlying vulnerabilities to contain the devastating socioeconomic spillover effects of 
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adverse economic shocks. At the same time, the limited scope of this research project 

indicates the necessity of further research to study dynamics in greater detail.   

V. Conclusion 

Native Americans face poverty rates that are two, sometimes three, times the 

averages facing other racial groups in the United States (Huyser et al., 2014). These high 

rates of economic inequality stem from a history of relocation and displacement that 

officially began in the nineteenth century, continued into the mid-twentieth century, and 

whose cultural underpinnings sit in the subconscious mind of American society today 

(Spence, 1999; Burnham, 2000). While tribal communities face extreme poverty levels, 

they are often treated as a monolithic group -if not overlooked- in the vast body of 

research that examines the hardships facing marginalized communities. How resilient are 

Native American communities these communities against adverse economic shocks in the 

United States?  

I argue that Native American communities lack resiliency and are at greater risk 

when facing an adverse shock compared to other groups. The methodology used is OLS 

regression of reservation poverty rates and a shock variable. David Autor, David Dorn, 

and Gordon Hanson’s extensive research on the “China Shock” represent the shock 

variables in the analysis of economic durability. This quantitative analysis shows that 

tribal communities are not resilient when faced with an adverse economic shock. An 

extremely statistically strong relationship exists between reservation poverty rates and 

shocks to local labor markets. 

However, the research and results presented contain limitations. To overcome 

these weaknesses, researchers need more a robust collection structure for tribal data, 
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updated data, and a better understanding of shock mechanisms. Reservation data often 

undercounts and underrepresents the tribal communities it attempts to estimate. The 

limitation of this data, either from a distrust of the federal government or an insufficient 

collection infrastructure, must be taken into account in future studies. Updated American 

Community Survey and census data also exist that may build upon this study’s findings 

by considering recent economic events. Follow-on research should take the effect of the 

Great Recession, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the response of these communities into 

account to reassess community economic stability. Finally, a better understanding of the 

shock mechanisms is needed. The paper’s research does not sufficiently study how the 

mechanisms of economic shocks are transmitted from local labor markets into Native 

American communities. Qualitative data may also help understand how and why the 

China shock translates into greater poverty for reservation communities. A more 

profound comprehension of these adverse shocks will increase the implications of the 

paper’s significant findings and lead to better-informed policy decisions.   

Even with its limitations, the research presented in this paper provides vital 

insight for policymakers. The empirical results fall in line with prior research’s notion 

that significant headway must be made to increase the economic strength of these 

marginalized communities (Davis et al., 2016; Whitney Mauer, 2017; Vinje, 1996). A 

multi-faceted approach, rooted in the strengthening tribal economies and a better 

understanding of how economic shocks are transmitted from the national or state level to 

these communities, might help alleviate poverty within these communities. Policy shifts 

that incorporate economic development, increasing tribal sovereignty and the bolstering 

of human capital development must be utilized to improve the economic vitality of tribal 
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communities. Similar policy shifts have proved to be highly beneficial to the Choctaw, 

Apache, and Flathead (Cornell & Kalt, 2006). These tribal nations shifted their federal 

relations policy by varying degrees to increase tribal sovereignty. The expansion of tribal 

sovereignty allowed for a strengthening of institutions that led to a higher rate of 

economic development. As a result, these tribal nations have been able to break the cycle 

of dominant poverty (Cornell & Kalt, 2006). 

The results of this paper’s analysis highlight the fragility of these communities 

when facing fluctuations in the economic system. Strengthening tribal communities’ 

economies through economic development in the form of institution-building will help 

guard against future economic instabilities. An increase in sovereignty development must 

also take place to reinforce the development of tribal economies. Strengthening of self-

determination among tribal communities not only increases the potency of governing 

institutions but expands the likelihood of long-term economic growth. The bolstering of 

tribal sovereignty applies to both federally and state-recognized tribes. Because 

cooperation and relations between the government and Native American tribes are rooted 

in recognition (Cornell & Kalt, 2006), the process for tribal recognition must be 

reevaluated to serve indigenous communities better.  Lastly, the results of this paper 

show the instability of labor market structures for Native Americans. While more 

research is needed to fully understand the forces that affect a heterogeneous group like 

Native peoples, efforts must be made to bolster Native American employment outcomes 

to safeguard against adverse shocks, whether labor market fluctuation or a historical 

pandemic. The increase of employment can drastically reduce poverty as families see 

reliable and sustained income to support themselves and their families.  
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In conclusion, the communities most adversely affected by economic shocks are 

the ones that are already understudied and overlooked. Therefore, a policy priority should 

be sustaining targeted efforts to boost these communities economically, whether the 

community is a reservation in Wyoming, a mountain town in an isolated area of 

Appalachia, or a Midwestern city that the exit of a manufacturing plant has beset. My 

findings are a call for action to develop policy programs and initiatives to support and 

better shield these marginalized communities from the adverse spillover effects of future 

economic shocks. 
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Appendix: Supplementary Tables 
 

Table A1. Reservation Poverty by Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Region 
Descriptive Statistics  

 
 Variable  Obs  Mean  Std. Dev.  Min  Max 
Reservation Poverty, 
1990-2010 

885 .282 .194 0 1 

 

BIA Region          
Eastern 74 .206 .177 0 1 

 
Eastern Oklahoma 54 .205 .146 0 1 

 
Great Plains 45 .442 .122 .08 .63 

 
Midwest 101 .307 .186 0 1 

 
Navajo 3 .432 .109 .335 .549 

 
Northwest 115 .265 .161 0 .909 

 
Pacific 214 .271 .251 0 1 

 
Rocky Mountain 21 .378 .075 .222 .482 

 
Southern Plains 56 .284 .159 0 .679 

 
Southwest 69 .25 .131 0 .6 

 
Western 133 .313 .181 0 1 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 22 

Table A2. Reservation Poverty by Year Descriptive Statistics 
 

Variable  Obs  Mean  Std. Dev.  Min  Max 
Reservation Poverty, 
1990-2010 

885 .282 .194 0 1 

 

Year                 
1990    274 .313 .191 0 .909 
2000 314 .275 .182 0 1 
2010 297 .261 .206 0 1 
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Table A3. Change in Workers by State Descriptive Statistics 
 

 Variable  Obs  Mean  Std. Dev.  Min  Max 
Log change in number 
of workers (∆ import 
from China to 
US/worker) 

744 14.051 6.88 -1.944 37.75 

 

State          
 AL 2 7.703 .138 7.606 7.801 
 AZ 50 24.029 1.106 22.934 25.124 
 CA 212 14.914 3.5 11.423 18.406 
 CO 4 21.55 7.527 15.031 28.068 
 CT 4 2.918 5.354 -1.719 7.554 
 FL 18 22.153 .871 21.306 22.999 
 IA 2 5.019 2.931 2.947 7.091 
 ID 8 19.207 .956 18.313 20.101 
 KS 10 5.876 .581 5.325 6.427 
 LA 10 9.909 1.386 8.594 11.224 
 MA 2 4.957 1.373 3.986 5.927 
 ME 12 5.918 1.706 4.285 7.551 
 MI 28 6.285 8.38 -1.944 14.514 
 MN 30 11.235 3.079 8.208 14.262 
 MS 2 4.584 5.736 .528 8.64 
 MT 16 5.621 .408 5.225 6.016 
 NC 2 9.704 3.17 7.462 11.946 
 ND 6 7.269 6.983 .895 13.643 
 NE 8 5.417 1.677 3.848 6.986 
 NM 46 15.721 2.132 13.612 17.829 
 NV 50 17.436 2.468 14.993 19.879 
 NY 18 3.628 2.48 1.218 6.038 
 OK 60 7.416 3.872 3.577 11.255 
 OR 20 12.825 1.983 10.893 14.758 
 RI 2 6.218 2.147 4.7 7.736 
 SC 2 7.021 6.393 2.5 11.542 
 SD 18 6.925 .476 6.462 7.388 
 TX 6 10.736 1.755 9.134 12.338 
 UT 10 34.395 3.537 31.04 37.75 
 WA 58 20.917 2.619 18.321 23.513 
 WI 26 11.26 4.383 6.962 15.559 
 WY 2 15.177 5.676 11.163 19.191 
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