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FIRST PEOPLES
FUND

INNOVATION
STORY
NO. 8

STORY LOCATION
VICTORIA RAPID CITY,
BLANCO SD

First Peoples Fund set out more than 20 years ago to devise
an approach that empowers Native artists to be culture bear-
ers and leaders of social change in their communities. Today,
First Peoples Fund empowers Lakota, Dakota, Nakota and
Ojibwe artists, as well as artists from across Indian Country,
through a combination of financial support, mentoring and
entrepreneurship opportunities.
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LEADER BUDGET GEOGRAPHY YEARS ACTIVE
LORI L. POURIER $1M-$4,999,999 SOUTH DAKOTA, FOUNDED IN 1995
NATIVE NATIONS

FIRST PEOPLES FUND RECOGNIZES THE POWER OF ART AND CULTURE TO
BRING ABOUT POSITIVE CHANGE IN NATIVE COMMUNITIES, BEGINNING WITH
INDIVIDUAL ARTISTS AND THEIR FAMILIES.

BREAKTHROUGH
By empowering Native artists with financial resources,

mentorship and entrepreneurship training, First Peoples Fund
contributes to artists’ increased financial security, their capacity
to lead and the ability of creative individuals to revitalize and pass
on ancestral knowledge.

LEADING BY

First Peoples Fund teaches Native artists how to build EXAMPLE
upon their core cultural values and rich artistic traditions
to drive greater support for their work and inspire emerging artists
to take the next step toward building a sustainable business. First
Peoples Fund Fellows pay it forward by mentoring and teaching
the next generation of creative talent.

WIDENING IMPACT

THROUGH NATIONAL
NETWORKS

Through regional and national networks, First
Peoples Fund supports artists across the country
and unites a community of creative practitioners who encourage
one another, improve the economic vitality of artists and inspire
confidence in those who celebrate Native culture.

EMBODIES COLLABORATION EXHIBITS RESOURCEFULNESS VALUES EXPERTISE
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suni conFioence,  ON any given evening, as the

PRESERUING GULTORE sun sinks into the prairie and
the Badlands stretching across the Pine Ridge
Indian Reservation, Guss Yellow Hair stands at the
front of an Oglala Lakota College classroom facing
20 fellow Native artists. He shares his story about
evolving from a low-income artist into a thriving
entrepreneur. Guss looks to his personal memories
for inspiration to create art. He’s proud of his Lakota
heritage and traditions, but he knows that most
artists sitting before him feel a lack of confidence
about their artistic tradition and its value in the
world. Nearly half of Pine Ridge residents rely on
the sale of their artwork for income, yet most Native
artists earn less than $10,000. Guss understands
the urgency of equipping Native artists with the
resources to help them create and sell their work.



FIRST PEOPLES FUND

Guss is one of many Native artists who credits First
Peoples Fund, a South Dakota-based organization that
supports fellowships and entrepreneurship classes for
Native American artists, with helping him improve his
business skills and build confidence in his creativity.
A talented “all-around artist,” as First Peoples Fund
president Lori Pourier calls him, Guss once sat as
a student in the same Native Artists Professional
Development workshop that he now teaches for First
Peoples Fund before moving onto the fellowship
program. While a fellow at First Peoples Fund, he
listened to mentors describe their family’s stone carvings,
deerskin drums and beaded jewelry. He wanted to make
and sell his work, too, but he never imagined anyone
would value his paintings and carvings enough to pay
for them. Still, he continued to create, selling a few art
pleces each year on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation.
Teaching Guss to value himself as a Lakota artist
was a high priority when he first became an Artists in
Business Leadership (ABL) Fellow. “Art is what sustains
us as a people,” says Lori. First Peoples Fund believes
Native artists already possess talent and a rich artistic
tradition. However, after surviving oppression and
assimilation, Lori sees First Peoples Fund’s number one
goal as fostering pride and confidence in Native artists,
and teaching makers to view themselves as emerging
business owners with limitless potential for growth.
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EMBODIES COLLABORATION

Nearly 61 percent of emerging
artists in the community make
less than $10,000 a year, and
lack of access to financial

capital has been a significant
obstacle for Native artists to build
viable businesses. First Peoples
Fund broke this barrier when it
formed partnerships with local
Native American Community
Development Financial Institutes
(NACDFIs). Led by Four Bands
Community Fund in Eagle Buite,
Lakota Funds on Pine Ridge

and First Nation’s Oweesta
Development Corporation in
Longmont, Colorado, NACDFIs
changed their policies and
procedures to increase Native
artists’ access to financial
products when they began to view
artists as small business owners,
rather than individuals in need

of personal or consumer loans.
These loan products and financial
counseling, coupled with First
Peoples Fund’s training programs,
have had positive measurable
outcomes on creative business
owners. On average, ABL Fellows
see an increase in annual income
by $7,700 throughout the one-
year fellowship, not including the
program’s $5,000 grant. As a
result, fewer than eight percent of
First Peoples Fund’s Fellows are
earning less than $10,000 by the
end of their fellowship.

Image: Jennifer Irving,
Thunder Valley CDC (left),
Donald Montileuax, Paulette
Montileuax, unknown
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To begin the task of lifting up
Native artists, First Peoples
Fund created two values-based flagship programs,
ABL and Cultural Capital (CC). Each year, up to 20
fellows receive $5,000 and a tailored mentorship
program from successful artists like Guss. The
CC program helps artist entrepreneurs become
culture bearers, carrying Native cultural values
torward, so that more struggling Native artists
can find mentorship and hope in their artistic and
economic future.

LEADING BY EXAMPLE

they begin to develop their marketing tools, and as a way
to connect with others,” says Lori. She knows Native art-

“We teach artists how to tell their unique tribal stories as
ists can connect with each other and potential art buyers
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through their personal and larger cultural story. Brendon
Albers, a Lakota stone carver and former ABL and CC
Fellow, shared his artwork with a stone supplier in Florida.
Brendon’s commitment to working with Native youth and
his stone depictions of Native culture moved the supplier to
give Brendon material for free as long as he continued to
create and teach. For Lori, this story of reciprocal relation-
ships demonstrates the emotional power Native artists pos-
sess through their culture. Like Guss, Brendon sees himself
as a culture bearer and a contributor to his community, and
he encourages other Native artists to realize their artistic
and business prowess by teaching stone carving classes for
the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe as a CC Fellow.

To become teachers, Guss and Brendon participated
in First Peoples Fund’s third program, the Native Artist
Professional Development (NAPD) curriculum, which
has trained nearly 75 artists to become certified trainers
in Native communities. First Peoples Fund realized too
many artists living in reservation communities continue
to struggle economically even though they completed the
two-day entrepreneurship training. To address the need
for continuous support, First Peoples Fund developed the
Indigenous Arts Ecology program model that connects
fellows and NAPD attendees to nonprofit partners in
Native communities such as NACDFIs and tribal colleges.
Together, ABL, CC and NAPD, along with grant programs
for community-based nonprofits, help artists build their
businesses and deepen connections to their community
and culture so they can continue to thrive for generations.

“IT'S IMPORTANT TO NOT
JUST SUPPORT ARTISTS AS
ENTREPRENEURS, BUT TO
ENCOURAGE THE ECOSYSTEMS THAT
EXIST IN TRIBAL GOMMUNITIES
TO PROVIDE DIRECT SUPPORT TO
ARTISTS WHO ARE ATTEMPTING TO

BUILD THEIR BUSINESSES.”
—LORI POURIER, FIRST PEOPLES FUND

EXHIBITS RESOURCEFULNESS

While First Peoples Fund’s fellow-
ship and mentorship programs
lift artists up, the organization
noticed that creative individuals
still struggled as entrepreneurs at
home. This observation shaped
its Indigenous Arts Ecology
program model and Theory of
Change for a Sustainable Future,
a suite of programs that help
artists start or grow a business
in a supportive environment at
home by engaging Community
Development Financial
Institutions, community-based
artists, tribal colleges, arts
organizations, business mentors,
foundations and federal agencies.
Through surveying more than
140 artists, First Peoples Fund
realized that access to creative
space is one of six key needs
for success. Working with Pine
Ridge artists, Oglala Lakota
College, The Heritage Center
and other partners, First Peoples
Fund developed the concept

for the upcoming Oglala Lakota
Artspace and Business Incubator
on the Pine Ridge Indian
Reservation and the Rolling Rez
Arts, a companion mobile unit.

It partnered with Lakota Prairie
Ranch to lease a parcel of land
and build the new center. For

an area like Pine Ridge that has
few community centers, much
less one catering specifically to
artists, this project was ground-
breaking. The center improves
access to training programs and
provides a physical space on the
Pine Ridge Indian Reservation
where artists can collaborate.

Image: FPF Stakeholders
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wioening meactthrouen  FIFSt Peoples Fund strives

NATIONAL NETWORKS

to make sure its artists are

deeply rooted in their local community, while also

reaching a national audience.

First Peoples Fund partners with three Native-led organi-
zations, Lakota Funds, and Community Innovation Award
winners, Cheyenne River Youth Project (2015) and Four
Bands Community Fund (2013), to expand artists’ support
networks and increase their visibility locally. First Peoples
Fund hopes this model connects artists with one another
and fosters a supportive community among local artists.
First Peoples Fund finds that artists who receive encourage-
ment and financial backing from their community thrive
artistically, which in turn boosts their sales and economic
standing. Along with the tangible and psychological bene-
fits of financial security, it also bolsters Native pride and en-
courages artists to continue creating traditional art. Through
its work, First Peoples Fund has set in motion a cycle of
financial prosperity and artistic growth for Plains artists that
is sustained through CC Fellows like Guss and Brendon.

While Native artists in the Midwest are building a stronger
regional presence and economy, First Peoples Fund sees po-
tential for a wider, national network. To determine what Plains
artists need to widen their reach, First Peoples Fund reached
out to 140 Pine Ridge artists to conduct a Creative Economy
market study. Through it, First Peoples Fund learned that 94
percent of Native artists increased their income to $18,000
after completing the one-year ABL Fellowship. This earnings
increase is a great stride, but First Peoples Fund wanted to
further leverage artists' expertise as entrepreneurs, trainers,
teachers and culture bearers. To do that, it started helping fel-
lows expand their market opportunities to include art shows
around the country, including the popular and well-attended
shows in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The Southwest market used
to showcase local artists exclusively, but First Peoples Fund
established a strong presence and connection with artists in
the area. Today, Plains artists comprise more than 10 percent
of the Southwest market, an important advancement that lifts
up Native artists from the Midwest and fosters community
across Native groups throughout the country.

VALUES EXPERTISE

Lori Pourier, First Peoples

Fund’s president, stirs up
innovation in the organization
through two different methods.
First, she develops a diverse
array of relationships with other
organizations based on the
mutual understanding that art

is universally important among

all cultures and can influence
social change. With each partner,
Lori digs into what has or hasn’t
worked in their communities,
then lets that expertise inform
new and innovative approaches
to First Peoples Fund’s work.
Secondly, Lori has diversified
First Peoples Fund’s board to
include the presidents of Artspace
and the National Association of
Latino Arts & Culture, as well as a
senior director of PolicyLink and
Native leaders from the National
Congress of American Indians
and Native Public Media. These
cutting-edge organizations all sit
at the forefront of arts, culture
and policy. Lori combines their
insight with the experience of
accomplished Native artists from
First Peoples Fund’s community to
guide the organization’s work and
cull innovative ideas from the field.
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However, national networking is about more than achiev-
ing financial growth; it's a way for Native artists to cultivate
a larger creative community. Lori believes that Native
people united through their art can achieve crucial so-
cial change. “Individual artists have created movements.
Through these alliances, elders mentor younger genera-
tions, ensuring that values are passed on.” She envisions a
country that celebrates Native cultures and views its artists
as esteemed culture bearers. Because First Peoples Fund
invests in the well-being of all Native artists, not just the in-
dividuals in its area, the organization connects artists with
other artists across the country, local and regional partners,
federal agencies and national foundations, and shares its
programs via a webinar. Its monthly e-Spirit newsletter also
keeps partners up to date on artists’ stories of success.

“In the Lakota way, we listen to our elders,” Lori ex-
plains, which is why it's important that ABL Fellows like
Guss and Brendon transition into CC Fellows. Many Native
cultures rely on continuity to flourish, so First Peoples Fund
designed its Three Stages of Entrepreneurship model to
ensure that fellows who participate in its programs will not
only grow In their arts-based business, but will also serve as
changemakers for their Native communities.

In a large sense, First Peoples Fund aims to encourage
Native artists to find value in their cultural story, and then
share it with others. Like most ABL Fellows, Guss first ar-
rived at First Peoples Fund to focus on his personal devel-
opment. By the end of the program, most fellows begin to
think more widely about the growth and well-being of their
local community and broader Native community. “Our
programs are about learning from other artists about what
Is possible in your own communities. When you expand
the network, from Alaska to the Southwest to Maine, artists’
eyes and their worlds just open up,” says Lori, who has
watched Guss grow exponentially through First Peoples
Fund as an artist, entrepreneur, teacher and individual.

Every two years, First Peoples Fund hosts the Commu-
nity Spirit Award gala in Minneapolis and Rapid City, where
it recognizes its most vital culture bearers. “It starts from an
individual level. How do [ increase my income level and
how do [ provide for my family? Then it builds to their lead-
ership capacity and, finally, to helping them see themselves
as emerging culture bearers in their community.” says Lori.
She’s proud of Guss, Brendon and the hundreds of other
artists who are part of the First Peoples Fund family whose
work helps Native culture flourish.

Image: FPF Stakeholder Art
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