
Preparing New Cherokee Leaders 
by Emphasizing Cultural Values

As the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians (EBCI) has improved the quality of life of its members, 
new leaders have been needed to join the ranks of those already serving as leaders in the 
tribal government, the casino owned by the EBCI, community organizations, local businesses 
and Cherokee Preservation Foundation. That’s why the Foundation convened members of the 
community in 2005 to it help it develop a continuum of leadership programs for tribal 
members, from teens to adults. The purpose of the culture-based leadership programming is 
to help produce a selfless, giving generation that is grounded in traditional Cherokee values, 
yet also possesses the requisite skills for modern leadership.

The Traditions of Cherokee Leadership
In the Cherokee culture, leaders are people who 
simply do what needs to be done — they do not 
step to the front because they seek recognition. 
That is what we mean by “selfless.” Two Chero-
kee traditions — the grand council and ga-du-gi 
— illustrate key elements of Cherokee leadership.

Grand councils were conducted for many 
generations, until the 1820s, to deliberate on 
important matters. At these councils, every 
Cherokee — from the youngest to the oldest — 
had the right to be heard. Leaders sought un-
derstanding and consensus.

Ga-du-gi, which in the Cherokee language 
means “working together for a common goal,” is 
a Cherokee tradition in which community 
members help neighbors in need – for example, 
cultivating the garden of a sick person or digging 
a grave for a family who has just lost a loved 
one. Members of these work parties give a great 
deal to their community, yet they are modest 
about their many contributions.

The Right Path: A Program for Adults
The Right Path is a leadership development pro-
gram for adult members of the EBCI that is in its 
inaugural year. The 12-month program works to 
bridge the past and present by covering in-depth 
traditional and cultural elements as well as 
introducing some contemporary leadership 
development competencies. This approach has 
been evident as programming so far has included 
Cherokee language, a visit to the sacred Kituwah 
Mound, an introduction to clan customs, use of 
the contemporary personality assessment tool 
known as Myers-Briggs and much more.

The program includes opportunities to learn about 
cultural values, Cherokee social systems and

gender roles, the Cherokee language, gov-
ernance, healthy living, artistic expression, the 
natural world and the environment, sports and 
recreation, storytelling and humor, and 
indigenous peoples and their leadership 
initiatives, community programs and tribal heroes. 
Participating leaders’ employers support their 
attendance for two days each month.

Jones-Bowman Leadership Award Program: 
A Program for College Undergraduates
In 2008, Cherokee Preservation Foundation es-
tablished the Jones-Bowman Leadership Award 
Program, which makes awards each year to 
undergraduate college students committed to 
developing their leadership capabilities. The 
program honors the memory and leadership of 
Principal Chief Leon Jones and Mr. James 
Bowman, members of the EBCI and founding 
members of the Board of Directors of Cherokee 
Preservation Foundation. Jones-Bowman Fellows

Participants in The Right Path adult leadership 
program visit the reclaimed Cowee Mound area as 
one of their monthly learning experiences.



 receive funding that enables them to participate 
in individual leadership learning plans that 
include activities such as special academic 
enrichment and tutoring programs, U.S. and 
foreign travel, conferences, leadership 
development training, mentoring experiences 
and sponsored volunteer service.

Youth Programming
In 2005, the Foundation and the Cooperative 
Extension Service partnered to develop a cross-
cultural eco-study pro-
gram involving EARTH

formation of youth councils in Swain, Graham 
Macon and Jackson counties that have also 
received Foundation support.

Cherokee Day of Caring
In 2005, Cherokee Preservation Foundation 
teamed up with the EBCI tribal government and 
Harrah’s Cherokee Casino and Resort to launch 
an annual event called the Cherokee Day of 
Caring. Based on the Cherokee tradition of ga-
du-gi, during the daylong event held each

During a community planning initiative, EBCI 
community members articulated the tribe’s 
cultural values:

Spirituality, which creates a bond among Cherokee 
people in good times and bad, and is a source of 
hope.

Group harmony in community and kin 
relationships, and freely sharing and giving time, 
talent and treasures.

Strong individual character, with integrity, honesty, 
perseverance, courage, respect, trust, honor and 
humility.

Strong connection with the land and commitment 
to stewardship of the homelands of the Cherokee.

Honoring the past, by knowing one’s ancestors, 
identifying with and belonging to the tribe, and 
living and preserving Cherokee culture.

Educating the children by providing values-
oriented education and recreation, and by being 
strong role models for them.

Possessing a sense of humor, which can lighten 
pressure in serious situations and help people 
make good decisions.

University in Costa Rica. 
To date, dozens of youth 
in the region, ages 14 
through 17, have trav-
eled to Costa Rica in the 
summer to visit other 
indigenous communities, 
learn the impressive 
lengths to which Costa 
Ricans go to create a 
sustainable environ-
ment, and broaden their 
experiences. The trips 
have been a wonderful 
experience for the 
young travelers, one 
that has helped them 
develop new skills and 
greater self-confidence. 
In learning about 
another culture and 
informing other Native 
communities about 
theirs, they have 
developed a greater 
appreciation of their 
own culture and the 
need to preserve it.
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The Foundation helped establish the Cherokee 
Youth Council in 2006. Modeled after the 
Cherokee grand council, the Cherokee Youth 
Council allows Cherokee youth, grades 7 through 
12, to be involved in addressing issues that directly 
affect them. It provides an atmosphere for youth 
to voice their opinions on issues that matter to 
them and creates the opportunity for them to 
develop leadership skills.  The Cherokee Youth 
Council’s Go Green Team has mounted an 
impressive recycling education effort that has 
inspired the entire community. The Council is 
working on other issues, including teen pregnancy 
and cultural preservation, and it has inspired the

summer, several hun-
dred members of the 
tribe of all ages help 
ten families or 
individual in particular 
need, lending a hand 
with painting, yard 
clean up, gardening, 
or whatever help is 
required. The event 
includes the 
recognition of ten 
Quiet Heroes who 
have served their 
communities selflessly, 
and a Good Neighbor 
Award that honors 
someone providing 
service to the com-
munity who is not an 
EBCI member.

Lessons Learned 
May Be Helpful to 
Other Tribes
Other tribes face 
challenges similar to 
those on the Qualla 
Boundary that gave 
rise to Cherokee Pre-
servation Founda

tion’s leadership initiative.  Perhaps the steps we 
have taken and the lessons we have learned will 
be helpful to others in Indian Country.  For more 
informaiton about Cherokee Preservation 
Foundation’s culture-based leadership initiative, 
contact Bobby Raines at 828-497-5550.

Cherokee Values


