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Abstract: Recent literature on indigenous entrepreneurship has called for the 
exploration of the relationship between indigenous culture and entrepreneurship 
as well as the relationship between indigenous identity and entrepreneurship. In 
this study, we explore how being an entrepreneur effects the identities of 
Canadian indigenous people. To do so, we interviewed thirty urban British 
Columbian indigenous entrepreneurs. Drawing on an identity work lens, we 
illuminate the narratives that entrepreneurs leverage and create during 
interviews in their attempt to create a coherent and meaningful concept of 
themselves. Counter to the current focus in the indigenous entrepreneurship 
literature which suggests indigenous entrepreneurs may struggle to maintain 
their indigenous culture and identity while being an entrepreneur, our study 
suggests that being an entrepreneur does not necessarily weaken, and in fact 
can strengthen, the connection indigenous entrepreneurs have to their identities 
as indigenous people 
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1 Introduction 

Throughout Canada, indigenous1 people are attempting to assert control over their 
traditional territories, revitalise their culture, break-free from a dependency on 
government funding, strengthen their communities and provide better lives for 
themselves and their families. Many indigenous communities and individuals are looking 
to economic development as a way to help realise their individual and community goals 
and are experimenting with band-owned businesses, revenue sharing agreements and 
entrepreneurial enterprises. With the shortcomings of band businesses recognised and the 
number of successful entrepreneurs growing, entrepreneurial aspects of economic 
development are increasingly being viewed by indigenous communities and individuals 
as important mechanisms to help them reach their dreams (Peredo et al., 2004). Although 
interest in entrepreneurship as a way to develop indigenous economies is growing, there 
is disagreement among indigenous people and academics as to the costs and benefits  
of entrepreneurship for indigenous people. Some indigenous leaders worry that 
entrepreneurship is counter to communalistic tendencies of indigenous communities and 
that entrepreneurship will promote individualism which will lead to the erosion of 
indigenous culture and identity [Weir, (2007), p.8]. Scholars have echoed this concern 
and have suggested that indigenous entrepreneurship could lead to the loss of indigenous 
culture and the assimilation of indigenous people (Foley, 2006a; Peredo et al., 2004). 
Others, however, have argued that entrepreneurship is a useful economic mechanism for 
indigenous people and that there is nothing inherent in entrepreneurship which makes it 
incompatible with indigenous culture or identity (Foley, 2006a; Hindle and Landsdowne, 
2005; Peredo et al., 2004). 

In this paper, we aim to contribute to research on the relationship between 
entrepreneurship and indigenous identity. We do so by exploring whether British 
Columbian indigenous entrepreneurs describe entrepreneurship as having a negative or 
positive impact on their indigenous identity. We adopt a narrative identity work lens to 
focus on the work entrepreneurs do to maintain or alter their identities as indigenous 
people and entrepreneurs. This theoretical lens rests on a constructionist perspective on 
identity, which conceptualises identity as constructed through social interaction, 
constantly changing and often fragmentary. Because of the constructed nature of identity, 
people must do identity work to “create, present, and sustain personal identities” [Snow 
and Anderson, (1987), p.1348]. This paper will explore identity work by examining the 
way that people talk about their identity and the way they try to persuade us of the 
legitimacy of the identity they perform. We focus on the social-identities interviewees 
draw on and potentially transform to construct their self-identities. 
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This study is based on interviews with thirty urban British Columbian indigenous 
entrepreneurs, including male and female First Nation and Metis peoples living either on 
or off reserve, running businesses in the consulting, manufacturing, natural resources and 
arts industries. We limited our study to British Columbia in order to explore deeply the 
identity work of indigenous entrepreneurs in one region. We focused on urban 
entrepreneurs rather than on those in remote communities because little research has been 
done on urban indigenous entrepreneurship (Foley, 2006b), despite the fact that the 
majority of Canadian indigenous people live in urban areas (Environics Institute, 2011) 
and the majority of indigenous entrepreneurship in British Columbia occurs in urban  
off-reserve areas (Aboriginal Business Services Network, 2004). 

In brief, we found that indigenous entrepreneurs describe being an entrepreneur as 
having either a neutral effect on their indigenous identity or as strengthening it. No 
interviewees suggested their identities as indigenous people were weakened by being 
involved in entrepreneurial activities. An important finding that helps explains this is that 
in constructing their self-identities, indigenous entrepreneurs work to transform the 
social-identities of the indigenous person and entrepreneur in ways that reinforce and 
strengthen their identities as indigenous people. They often did so by constructing 
historical indigenous economic activity as entrepreneurial and their sole proprietorships 
as being run in a community-focused and uniquely indigenous way. 

This study makes several contributions. First, it contributes to research on indigenous 
entrepreneurship by showing that scholars working in this area should not be fixated on 
the potential negative effects of entrepreneurship on indigenous identity. Instead, research 
should be open to both positive and negative effects of entrepreneurship on indigenous 
identity in order to more accurately reflect the experience of entrepreneurs and allow for 
the exploration of positive synergies between entrepreneurship and indigenous identity. 
Second, this study supports the idea that at least some indigenous entrepreneurs believe 
indigenous people are inherently entrepreneurial and the historic economic activity of 
indigenous people was a form of entrepreneurship. This idea is significant because it 
contrasts with the more common framing of historical indigenous economic activity as 
community-based and devoid of entrepreneurs. Third, this study suggests that urban 
indigenous entrepreneurs are running businesses in ways that integrate indigenous 
perspectives and traditions with modern tools and business structures. This finding 
contributes to research on indigenous entrepreneurship by showing that although 
entrepreneurship in urban off-reserve areas may look different than in rural areas, these 
indigenous entrepreneurs construct their entrepreneurial activity as occurring in a 
uniquely indigenous community-oriented way. Fourth, this study contributes to 
scholarship on identity work by suggesting that individuals transform social-identities by 
engaging in refuting, revising, interpreting and projecting identity talk. Finally, it 
contributes to governments and communities involved in indigenous economic 
development by highlighting a relatively neglected potential benefit of indigenous 
entrepreneurship – the strengthening of indigenous identity, which could be a useful 
benefit to explore when promoting entrepreneurship. 

Our paper is structured as follows. First, we discuss relevant research on indigenous 
entrepreneurship and narrative identity work. Second, we present our research methods 
and findings. Third, we discuss implications for indigenous entrepreneurship research and 
for indigenous communities and governments involved in indigenous economic 
development. 
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2 Literature review 

In this section, we review the existing research on indigenous entrepreneurship, identity 
and identity work that guides our analysis. We begin by examining what is, and what is 
not, considered to be indigenous entrepreneurship, and then explore the extent to which 
existing research adequately considers urban indigenous entrepreneurship. We then turn 
to issues of identity, beginning with a summary of research that examines the relationship 
between indigenous identity and entrepreneurship, and then an overview of 
constructionist narrative perspective on identity. Finally, we summarise the literature on 
identity work with an emphasis on identity talk, which guides the specific analytical 
strategies we employ. 

2.1 Indigenous entrepreneurship research 

Indigenous entrepreneurship research is a subset of the broader entrepreneurship 
literature which overlaps with ideas in mainstream entrepreneurship research but also 
differs in some significant ways because of the unique history, culture, and worldviews of 
indigenous people (Peredo et al., 2004). A key issue in this literature is establishing the 
boundary conditions around what is considered indigenous entrepreneurship which 
generally rest on who is considered indigenous and what is considered to be 
entrepreneurship (Peredo, et al., 2004). Peredo et al. (2004, p.4) define indigenous in 
terms of three key elements: “decent from populations inhabiting a region prior to later 
inhabitants”; “geographical, political, and/or economic domination by later inhabitants or 
immigrants” and the “maintenance of some distinctive social-cultural norms and 
institutions”. This definition is open enough to include contemporary urban indigenous 
people, but formal definitions such as these do not reflect the messy, contested nature of 
the meaning of indigenous which is shaped by colonial legislation and practices, and by 
contemporary politics. For example, in Canada until 1985, a First Nations woman who 
married a non-First Nations man had to give up her official First Nation status – a policy 
that led to generations of indigenous people with First Nations mothers being denied 
official recognition by the Canadian Government. The contested status of definitions  
of indigenous and our focus on the social-psychological identity of indigenous 
entrepreneurs suggests an approach in which indigenous identity is defined in terms of 
self-identification. 

Research on indigenous entrepreneurship conceptualises entrepreneurship in a variety 
of ways. Most research in this area portrays indigenous entrepreneurship as a collective 
activity conducted in rural areas by indigenous communities or nations (Anderson, 2002; 
Peredo and Anderson, 2006). The tendency to define indigenous entrepreneurship as 
occurring in rural reserve indigenous communities has led to an incomplete 
understanding of urban indigenous entrepreneurs who live or do business either on or  
off reserve (Foley, 2006b). This is problematic because indigenous people – and 
consequently indigenous entrepreneurs – are increasingly urban. In Canada, the majority 
of indigenous people now live in urban areas and many indigenous people are second or 
third generation urban residents (Environics Institute, 2011). To help address these 
demographic realities, this study focuses on urban indigenous entrepreneurs. Although 
such forms of indigenous entrepreneurship may seem to make it more difficult to 
articulate what is distinctively indigenous about this form of entrepreneurship, it is 
important to include these forms to more fully understand the range of what constitutes 
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indigenous entrepreneurship. So, for the purposes of this study, we define 
entrepreneurship as the act of starting and running a business with two or fewer 
proprietors, and indigenous entrepreneurship as occurring when self-identifying 
indigenous people start and run such businesses. 

2.2 Indigenous entrepreneurship, culture and identity 

A significant stream of research has explored the relationship between indigenous culture 
and identity and entrepreneurship (Hindle and Moroz, 2009; Peredo and Anderson, 
2006). Although there is considerable debate in this steam, many papers emphasise the 
negative aspects of this relationship and highlight the “tension between aboriginal and 
business demands” [Peredo and Anderson, (2006), p.18] and the struggle which 
indigenous people must endure to maintain (Peredo et al., 2004) and not to lose their 
indigenous culture (Foley, 2006a). The concern for maintaining culture stems from the 
staggering loss of indigenous culture and language since contact with Europeans, but by 
focusing only on the negative interaction between culture and identity and 
entrepreneurship, potential positive effects of entrepreneurship on indigenous culture and 
identity are left unexplored. 

Potential positive interactions have, however, been suggested by a few papers that 
have been open to the possibility of a positive relationship between indigenous culture 
and identity and entrepreneurship. These studies suggest no inherent incompatibility 
between entrepreneurship and indigenous culture and identity (Foley, 2006a; Hindle and 
Landsdowne, 2005; Peredo and Anderson, 2006). Foley (2006a), for example, found that 
urban Australian indigenous entrepreneurs do not feel any less indigenous by being 
entrepreneurs and that they are maintaining aspects of traditional indigenous values and 
practices in urban areas. Foley (2006a, p.252) suggests that urban entrepreneurs modify 
traditional values to suit their needs and to adapt to modern mainstream business methods 
and refers to these values as ‘traditional contemporary urban values’. 

In order to contribute to the understanding of the relationship between indigenous 
identity and entrepreneurship, this study takes a constructionist, narrative perspective on 
identity. A constructionist perspective on identity states that identity is not something that 
is given to us at birth, pre-determined, cohesive or continually stable (Rounds, 2006). 
Instead, it is a pattern of conduct (Goffman, 1959) constructed in the interactions between 
individuals in society (Down and Warren, 2008). A narrative perspective adds the idea 
that identity construction is significantly achieved by people telling narratives about 
themselves and others (Watson, 2009b). Used in this context, narratives are series of 
events that are organised in a time sequence, whereas a story is a more complex narrative 
with characters who have interests, motives and emotions (Watson, 2009b). 

Three distinct aspects of identity are involved in people’s narratives about their 
identities: social identities, self-identities and self-concepts (Snow and Anderson, 1987). 
Social identities reflect broader discourses in society (Watson, 2008; Down and Reveley, 
2009) and represent ‘characters’ or ‘personas’, such as the ‘entrepreneur’ or 
‘environmentalist’, that people can apply to themselves or to others (Snow and Anderson, 
1987). Self-identities are social-identities as applied by individuals to themselves (Snow 
and Anderson, 1987). Although the analytical distinction between self-identities and 
social-identities can be useful, the empirical boundary between them is less clear cut, as 
self-identities rely on social-identities and social-identities are maintained and shift 
through people’s construction of their self-identities (Watson, 2009b). The third aspect of 
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identity – self-concept – represents the synthesis of an individual’s multiple self-identities 
that are enacted in different situations (Murnieks and Mosakowski, 2007; Rounds, 2006; 
Shepherd and Haynie, 2009). Although different self-identities may be enacted in 
different interactions, the multiple self-identities in a self-concept may be consistent and 
mutually reinforcing or inconsistent and create internal contradictions in the self-concept 
(Snyder, 2004). 

2.3 Indigenous entrepreneurship and identity work 

From a narrative constructionist perspective on identity, people have to grapple with and 
make choices about who they are and what type of person they want to be (Watson, 
2009b). The “range of activities that individuals engage in to create, present, and sustain 
personal identities” is referred to as identity work [Snow and Anderson, (1987), p.1348]. 
Identity work is the ongoing struggle individuals engage in to construct an identity that 
can give them a sense of belonging or significance (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003) 
and their efforts to persuade others to accept that identity (Rounds, 2006). Referring to 
this process as ‘work’ highlights the effort and purposeful strategies people use when 
constructing identities (Schwalbe and Mason-Schrock, 1996). Identity work can involve 
the maintenance or alteration of physical settings, appearance, selective association with 
people or groups, and talk (Snow and Anderson, 1987). Of these, talk has been an 
especially important form of identity work in organisation studies (Clark et al., 2009; 
Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010; Down and Reveley, 2009; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 
2003; Tietze and Musson, 2010; Watson, 2008; Watson, 2009b) and entrepreneurship 
research (Down and Warren, 2008; Essers and Benschop, 2009; Johansson, 2004; Jones 
et al., 2008; Nadin, 2007; Watson, 2009a). Talk can be identity work when it involves 
effortful, purposeful action to fashion narratives and statements that convince an audience 
of the identity being performed (Shwalbe and Mason-Schrock, 1996). 

Snow and Anderson (1987) described three types of identity talk: distancing, 
embracement and fictive storytelling. Distancing involves dis-associating oneself from 
social-identities that are inconsistent with one’s current or desired self-concept, whereas 
embracing involves confirming attachment to a social-identity consistent with one’s 
current or desired self-concept (Snow and Anderson, 1987). Fictive storytelling involves 
embellished or fictitious identity talk about one’s past, present or future (Snow and 
Anderson, 1987). Watson (2008) extends these ideas by shifting the focus toward 
people’s attempts to use and to shift social-identities. In our study, we draw on both these 
sets of ideas, examining how indigenous entrepreneurs engage in identity work through 
talk that both uses existing social identities (by distancing or embracing) and transforms 
social-identities, sometimes in combination. 

In summary, the research questions for this study which have emerged out of the 
literature review are: 

1 whether entrepreneurship strengthens or weakens indigenous identity 

2 how do indigenous entrepreneurs draw on the social identities of the indigenous 
person and entrepreneur to construct their self-identities. 
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3 Methods 

This study will use qualitative methods because they are well suited to exploratory 
research [Hesse-Biber and Leavy, (2011), p.10]. The primary data collection strategy was 
interviews with indigenous entrepreneurs. We chose this method because it allowed us to 
gather the stories of a larger number of entrepreneurs than more intensive qualitative 
approaches such as life history or ethnography. Also, interviews are appropriate for 
exploring people’s outward-facing performance of identity work (Snyder, 2004) and 
revealing some aspects of their internal-facing identity work (Watson, 2009b). 

We interviewed 30 indigenous entrepreneurs, sampling theoretically on identity, 
gender, industry and geography in order to reflect the diversity of British Columbia 
indigenous peoples (see Table 1 for a summary of the interviewees). Interviewees ran 
businesses in a range of urban areas ranging from cities with over 2 million people, such 
as Vancouver, to smaller cities of 20,000 people, such as Port Alberni. We sourced 
interviewees from the BC Achievement Foundations’ BC Aboriginal Business Awards, 
the Industry Canada Aboriginal Business Directory and through personal contacts. 
Table 1 Summary of interviewees 

Gender: 14 women and 16 men 
Identity: 25 First Nation and 5 Metis 
Heritages: Diverse, including: Squamish, Stó:lō, Haida, Nuu-chah-nulth and 

Cree 
Geography: Greater Vancouver area, Vancouver Island and the Interior of British 

Columbia 
Experience on reserve: 13 people have spent considerable amount of time of their life on 

reserve- such as growing up on reserve or living or running a business 
on a reserve – and 17 people have not spent a significant amount of 
time on reserve 

Industry: Nine in consulting, eight in retail, ten in services and three in 
manufacturing 

Success: All had self-identified successful businesses 

All interviews were conducted by the first author. Interviews lasted approximately one 
and a half hours and were conducted at the interviewee’s place of business, except for 
three interviews were conducted at the first author’s university. Interviews followed a 
semi-structured approach that ensured a consistent overall protocol while allowing 
interviewees the opportunity to mould the conversation (interview questions are listed in 
the Appendix). Notes were taken during the interviews and reflective memos were 
written up immediately after the interviews. All interviews were recorded and 
professionally transcribed, resulting in 150 pages of text which were brought into NVivo 
for systematic analysis. 

The data was coded and analysed with the aim of exploring how entrepreneurship 
affects the way in which interviewees construct themselves as indigenous people and 
whether there are particular types of identity talk interviewees engaged in to transform 
social-identities. The data was first coded line-by-line in to assess whether interviewees 
described entrepreneurship as having a negative, neutral or positive effect on their 
indigenous identity. Salient social-identities that interviewees appeared to be attempting 
to alter were also coded. Next, types of transformative identity work in which 
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interviewees seemed to be engaged were coded. Finally, types of transformative identity 
work were synthesised into higher order categories. 

4 Findings 

The research questions that guided this study are: 

1 whether entrepreneurship strengthens or weakens indigenous identity 

2 how do indigenous entrepreneurs draw on the social identities of indigenous person 
and entrepreneur to construct their self-identities. 

In brief, concerning our first research question we found that none of the interviewees felt 
that being an entrepreneur weakened their indigenous identity and that the majority of 
interviewees suggest that being an entrepreneur has helped to strengthen their indigenous 
identity. Concerning our second research question, we found that interviewees use the 
social-identities of the indigenous person and entrepreneur to construct four  
self-identities: not a stereotypical indigenous person, an entrepreneurial indigenous 
person, and indigenous entrepreneur and a modern traditional indigenous entrepreneur. 

4.1 Research question 1: entrepreneurship and the strength of indigenous 
identity 

An important finding in our study was that no interviewee suggested being an 
entrepreneur weakened their indigenous identity (see Table 2 for a summary of 
interviewees’ responses regarding the impact of entrepreneurship on their identity as 
indigenous people). Instead, 12 interviewees said that being an entrepreneur had a neutral 
effect on their indigenous identity and eighteen interviewees suggested it had 
strengthened their indigenous identity. 
Table 2 Summary of interviewee responses on the impact of entrepreneurship on their 

indigenous identity 

• Strong and resilient indigenous identity; indigenous culture and identity 
have and always will be important regardless of entrepreneurial activities 

• Indigenous identity is not tightly linked to entrepreneurial identity either 
because indigenous identity does not play a prominent role in 
interviewees’ self-concepts or because interviewees choose not to 
emphasise their indigenous identity in their entrepreneurial activities. A 
common reason why people chose not emphasise their indigenous identity 
was to signal that they do not exclusively serve indigenous clients 

• Significant time commitments can offset some of the strengthening 
impacts which entrepreneurship can have on indigenous identity. For 
instance, time commitments when being an entrepreneur can limit the 
ability to be involved in indigenous cultural activities 

Neutral impact 
on indigenous 
identity 

• Due to the legacy of colonial policies including residential schools, some 
entrepreneurs suggested that they have little knowledge of indigenous 
culture to loose or indigenous identity to weaken 
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Table 2 Summary of interviewee responses on the impact of entrepreneurship on their 
indigenous identity (continued) 

• In more contact with indigenous people, including family members, 
through entrepreneurial activities which enables people to learn about 
their ancestry and cultural practices 

• Learned more about their indigenous culture and identity in order to 
effectively work with other indigenous people 

• Flexible schedule can allow participation in cultural activities and 
learning about culture 

• Through entrepreneurial activities, took on a leadership role in indigenous 
communities which makes people feel more connected to indigenous 
communities 

• Received praise and awards for their entrepreneurial ventures which 
makes people feel proud to be indigenous 

• Able to use merchandise and profits to give back to indigenous 
communities 

Strengthened 
indigenous 
identity 

• Financial security enabled by being a successful entrepreneur helped 
people to construct a more positive indigenous self-identity which does 
not include poverty as a key characteristic 

One of the most frequent explanations of why being an entrepreneur did not weaken or 
had a neutral effect on their indigenous identity was that, as indigenous people, they are 
strong, resilient and adaptive. As one interviewee put it: 

As much as …[as non-indigenous people]… try to integrate us into the white 
society system, they can’t. They couldn’t, right? They can’t take it from our 
heart, and it’s always going to be there. They might try to brainwash you – your 
mind – but not your heart. They try to beat it out of us, but no, it’s still there in 
our heart. So, no, I don’t think aboriginal entrepreneurship [weakens my 
indigenous identity]. (I162) 

Similarly: “My values and desires are still the same [since becoming an entrepreneur]. 
Aboriginal cultures are important to anything I do; I haven’t changed that part of me” 
(I3). Likewise, “I’ve always been proud of my roots. I get that from my grandparents. I 
am proud of where I’m from; it’s always been with me” (I10). 

A less common but interesting theme that emerged was that some interviewees 
suggested they did not have significant amounts of indigenous identity or culture to 
weaken. 

I don’t think [entrepreneurship has had a huge effect on my indigenous 
Identity] because I look at myself as quite a modern-day Indian… [I’m] trying 
to integrate into society. I’m still a First Nations person, but my grandfather 
always said, “Get off the reserve. Go build your life somewhere. These reserves 
aren’t a place to build your life.” And my wife and I tried it. We built a house 
on our reserve, and it didn’t work. Once we had kids, we moved to town. So 
I’m a modern-day Indian, someone who just is a regular guy amongst the 
crowd that happens to have ethnicity behind him, not necessarily in a spiritual 
‘we’ll dance at the powwows’ and stuff like that, but just part of the crowd. 
(I21) 

This perspective highlights the reality many indigenous people are not significantly 
knowledgeable or involved in traditional indigenous culture and that many people want to 
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have distinctive indigenous beliefs and practices but who also may want to blend in with 
other facets of society. 

Of the interviewees who suggested that being an entrepreneur strengthened how they 
viewed themselves as an indigenous person, several explanations emerged. Some 
described how being an entrepreneur led to them learning more about their culture. 

To be successful in any of the work that I’ve done I have had to research deeper 
into my own culture because there’s nothing worse than going into someone’s 
community and acknowledging their custom or tradition and they ask you how 
your custom, your tradition relates to theirs [and you do not know your customs 
or traditions] … So it [my business] actually helped me create a better and 
greater understanding of my own culture. (I9) 

Others said that it allowed them to generate more income and create a flexible schedule 
which enabled them to engage more in cultural practices. 

I can be an entrepreneur and maintain the culture. I think entrepreneurship 
enhances who you are as a person as you don’t have to worry about your 
family’s starving or your family not being able to live properly. I think if you 
have enough money, it enhances the spiritual side of you, the creative side of 
you. And it gives you more time to sit with your grandparents and talk about 
the language and the culture. (I19) 

Others described how entrepreneurship gave them the opportunity to network and 
surround themselves in their work life with indigenous people. “In my old job I worked 
with aboriginal communities and stuff like that but most of my co-workers were  
non-aboriginal … So from a practical standpoint, I’m now surrounded by aboriginals … 
everybody here is constantly practicing the culture. It’s constantly about art and about 
constantly about recapturing our culture.” (I15) 

In summary, not one interviewee suggested that entrepreneurship weakens their 
indigenous identity. Instead, all interviewees felt that entrepreneurship had a neutral or 
strengthening effect on their indigenous identity, with the majority of interviewees 
suggesting that it strengthens their indigenous identity. The following section will discuss 
in greater detail how interviewees draw on and transform the social-identities of the 
indigenous person and entrepreneur to construct self-identities. 

4.2 Research question 2: self-identities of indigenous entrepreneurs 

Our findings with respect to our second research question help explain how 
entrepreneurship is not experienced as weakening our interviewees’ identities as 
indigenous people. We found that they drew on the social identities of entrepreneur and 
indigenous person to construct four positive self-identities not a stereotypical indigenous 
person, an entrepreneurial indigenous person, an indigenous entrepreneur and a modern 
traditional indigenous entrepreneur. For each, we provide a quote from an interviewee 
that typifies it, described the self-identity, and discuss a kind of identity talk – refuting, 
revising, interpreting and projecting – that we argue is associated with it. 

4.3 Not a stereotypical indigenous person 

I had a guy at my house who was the head geologist of a mine who said to me 
“Anytime we’ve had to deal with First Nations they’re usually lazy or drunks.” 
He said that to me in my own house. And I said, “You know what? If you 
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weren’t such a good friend, I’d slap you in the face right now.” And that’s the 
stereotype [of First Nations]… The stereotype is lazy. The stereotype is doesn’t 
care, given everything while not paying tax, soak the government for 
everything, don’t have to pay for your house. The stereotypes go on and on. So 
as a Native guy and a Native company you’re always trying to impress people 
or prove them wrong, more than anything proving them wrong. And now when 
I meet people and talk to people I’m confident enough to say, “Once you’re 
done working with my company, you’ll look back and say it was a great 
experience.” (I21) 

Many interviews started out this way – the entrepreneurs sharing narratives about racism 
and stereotypes of indigenous people they have encountered while running their 
businesses and the identity work they do to deal with it. Interviewees like I21 relate their 
narratives explicitly and implicitly to the social-identity of the indigenous person. 
indigenous entrepreneurs suggest that the social-identity of the indigenous person in 
Canadian society is constructed from stereotypes which include being lazy, uneducated, a 
criminal, a substance abuser and dependent on the government both in their personal and 
business life. Dealing with this social-identity influences how they run their business and 
the experience of running their business. This social-identity is not connected to local 
indigenous nations – such as the Haisla or Musqueam – but to an image of a more generic 
indigenous person. What is particularly interesting about I21’s identity work is that they 
suggest that this interaction does not create identity conflicts or make them feel less 
indigenous. Instead, this incident is framed as an opportunity to prove the geologist 
wrong through both in the interaction itself and through doing business with the 
geologist. 

We argue that the construction of a self-identity not a stereotypical indigenous person 
depends on ‘refuting’ identity talk, which involves undermining the dominant  
social-identity of the indigenous person. This refuting identity work differs from the 
distancing identity work described by Snow and Anderson (1987) in that refuting 
challenges the legitimacy of the dominant social-identity of indigenous person, rather 
than simply separating that social identity from the person speaking. Distancing could, 
for instance, involve a claim such as “I’m not like some other First Nations people who 
are lazy”. In contrast, refuting narrative identity talk involves making claims that 
dominant conceptions of a particular social-identity, or aspects of it, are untrue. 

4.3.1 An entrepreneurial indigenous person 
I think aboriginal entrepreneurship was always there. It’s just that the word 
wasn’t recognized as such back in the day. Because of a lot of our people did 
trade, you know. The interior Salish with the Coast Salish and you know from 
Vancouver to Haida Gwaii. The trade was always there, right? … It’s just that 
it wasn’t labeled, but now…white society is actually recognizing that First 
Nations can be entrepreneurs. Where they have always been before, right? But 
this time, it’s with money, whereas back in the day it was with food or clothing. 
(I16) 

This interviewee echoes a common theme among the majority of interviewees – that 
there is a legacy of entrepreneurship in indigenous communities which was ‘always 
there’. For these interviewees, historical trading was entrepreneurial. This narrative of 
historical indigenous entrepreneurship is constructed by framing trading as being risky in 
terms of negotiating with other people, as well as the distance and time needed to 
complete trades. The story I16 tells about trading between Coast Salish and Haida 
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peoples depicts it as an epic journey involving over a thousand kilometre voyage through 
treacherous ocean passages. Interviewees claimed that this dangerous trading required 
particular community members to act entrepreneurially by taking control, providing 
direction and executing plans. This entrepreneurial framing of historical indigenous 
economic activity contrasts with dominant constructions of historical trading and other 
economic activity as largely communalistic and devoid of agentic entrepreneurs 
(Galbraith et al., 2006). For interviewees such as I16, the shift from economic activity 
occurring through trading to activity based on money does not change the fundamentally 
entrepreneurial nature of it. Because indigenous people are constructed as having a long 
entrepreneurial history, by being entrepreneurs interviewees like I16 believe that they are 
partaking in a vital aspect of indigenous way of life. Being an entrepreneur is thus not 
only a way to make a living, it is also a way of getting back to historical forms of 
economic activity which were fundamental to an indigenous way of life. In this way, 
interviewees such as I16 appear to be constructing the self-identity of the entrepreneurial 
indigenous person. 

This self-identity relies on what we refer to as ‘revising’ identity talk, which describes 
actors’ attempts to transform the stereotype of an indigenous person by incorporating into 
it a different understanding of its history and consequently of what might be considered 
within its normal bounds. By revising historical economic activity of indigenous people 
and integrating historical indigenous trade as an aspect of entrepreneurship, I16 argues 
that indigenous people have a long history of being entrepreneurial and so this aspect of 
identity is now and has always been a part of being an indigenous person. Thus, 
entrepreneurship is constructed as not a foreign concept appropriated after contact but 
rather an aspect of economic activity with a long pre-contact history within indigenous 
communities. Revising identity talk expands the social-identity of indigenous person by 
incorporating entrepreneurship as a normal part of what it means to be indigenous. 

4.3.2 An indigenous entrepreneur 
If there is a [fellow] artist that wants a [Native bentwood] box because one of 
their relatives died then I definitely say yes. And so what they do at the funeral 
for the people that help the funeral is they throw a hat around and they’ll say, 
“We’re throwing the hat around for the cooks, artists and drivers” right? I 
usually end up getting paid more for my box from that money than what I 
would normally charge. It’s almost like a duty to help when I can. (I1) 

The third common self-identity constructed by interviewees was as an entrepreneur who 
engages in business in a way that is consistent and strengthens their indigenous identity. 
In the quote above, for instance, I10 describes how they use the products of their 
entrepreneurial venture to donate to an indigenous community, which in this case is a 
community of indigenous artists. What is particularly interesting about this narrative is 
that they believe they get more money for their product by giving than by selling their 
product. I10 appears to be suggesting that, being an entrepreneur you do not have to do 
things in individualistic solely profit-driven ways and that running their business in an 
indigenous way which gives back to local indigenous people and uses alternative 
methods of selling product can be good for business. Thus, it appears that interviewees 
such as I10 are constructing the self-identity of the indigenous entrepreneur. 

This self-identity relies on what we refer to as ‘interpreting’ identity talk which 
describes actors’ attempts to transform the social-identity of entrepreneur by focusing on 
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current activities. By interpreting current actions of donating products as being good for 
business and helping out indigenous people, interviewees’ identities as entrepreneurs are 
transformed in a way that makes it more compatible with their indigenous identity. 
Although interpreting may involve historical, future and refuting aspects to it, we 
distinguish it from other forms of identity talk because it is focused primarily on current 
actions or beliefs. 

4.3.3 A modern traditional indigenous entrepreneur 
We’re not going to rely on government funding forever. Like we have to kind 
of get off of our funding dependence and there’s no other way to do it [than 
entrepreneurship and economic development]… I think that we can create 
systems that reflect our values and our culture and our cultural sensitivity… 
[and] we’re closer than we think. [For instance in my work as a consultant] 
there’s this notion of communications and storytelling which really embraces or 
really lends itself to a traditional [indigenous] ways of communicating, 
especially with technology. Like technology and oral history and all of those 
interesting things are kind of coming together … And so now I can do a voice 
recording [of a meeting] for instance and set it up as a podcast for the 
participants of that meeting or for the larger community who wants to know 
what happened. (I25). 

I25 gives the impression of being strongly influenced by narratives on the dangers of 
dependency on government and the need for indigenous peoples to reduce their 
dependency in the future. Narratives of dependency explained by interviewees focus on 
both the financial dependency indigenous people have had on governments and the 
psychological repercussions of being colonised (Fanon, 1967) which has created a 
dependency on various levels of government to improve the situation of indigenous 
peoples (Helin, 2008). I25 also suggests that in the future entrepreneurship and other 
forms of economic development can increasingly be done in an indigenous way which 
incorporated indigenous values and culture. They provide evidence for this by discussing 
their consulting entrepreneurial activities, such as facilitating a meeting, where modern 
technology can be combined with indigenous approaches to communicating. In this way, 
I25 does not suggest that being traditional and being modern are mutually exclusive 
concepts, rather they suggest that both can be incorporated to create value for business 
and for the resurgence of indigenous culture. In this way they appear to be creating the 
self-identity of the traditional and modern indigenous entrepreneur. 

This self-identity relies on what refer to as ‘projecting’ identity talk which involves 
making inferences on the future in order to alter the self-identity of the indigenous person 
and the entrepreneur. By projecting on the future, interviewees such as I25 provide a 
rationale for why entrepreneurship is needed within indigenous populations and why 
neither are in conflict with one another. This projecting identity talk also serves to 
suggest that in the future, especially with new technologies, traditional and modern ways 
of doing things can be incorporated together in ways that work for indigenous 
entrepreneurs and indigenous communities. 
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5 Implications 

In this study, indigenous entrepreneurs described being an entrepreneur as in no way 
weakening how they view themselves as indigenous people. Instead, being an 
entrepreneur was viewed by most interviewees as strengthening their indigenous identity. 
This study also found that interviewees attempt to transform the salient social-identities 
of the indigenous person and the entrepreneur in order establish self-identities including: 
not a stereotypical indigenous person, an entrepreneurial indigenous person, an 
indigenous entrepreneur and a modern traditional indigenous entrepreneur. This 
transformational identity work is attempted by engaging in refuting, revising, interpreting 
and projecting identity talk. Although these four types of transformational identity talk 
are not mutually exclusive, they do suggest that certain types of transformative identity 
work are more oriented to the past, present or future or to the refuting of social-identities. 

These findings have several implications for indigenous entrepreneurship research 
and for governments and indigenous communities involved in indigenous economic 
development. Before discussing the implications of this study for research and policy, it 
is important to note its limitations. First, our understanding of the relationship between 
being indigenous and being an entrepreneur is based solely on the self-reports of 
interviewees. Unexamined are what interviewees do in practice and how other indigenous 
people view the relationship between indigenous identity and entrepreneurship. This 
research could be advanced by conducting ethnographies with indigenous entrepreneurs 
to observe their identity work and by conducting interviews with indigenous community 
members to gain a non-entrepreneur perspective. Second, the results of this study 
regarding the impact of entrepreneurship on indigenous identity may be more positive 
than would be found in the wider indigenous population because the interviewees all had 
self-identified successful businesses; interviewing failed entrepreneurs might 
significantly affect the results of this study. Third, our results and interpretations may not 
be generalisable to all indigenous people. The indigenous and entrepreneurial experience 
in British Columbia may be very different than in other Canadian provinces and in other 
countries. 

Despite these limitations, however, this study has several important implications for 
research on indigenous entrepreneurship, on identity work research, and for communities 
and governments involved in indigenous economic development. For scholars engaged in 
research on indigenous entrepreneurship, a key finding was that the indigenous 
entrepreneurs interviewed consistently conveyed that entrepreneurship did not weaken 
their perceptions of themselves as indigenous people. These findings contrast sharply 
with the focus in the indigenous entrepreneurship literature regarding the potential 
conflict and tensions between indigenous culture and identity and entrepreneurship. 
Rather than describing these kinds of concerns, interviewees told us how they use identity 
talk that changes the social-identity of the indigenous person and entrepreneur in ways 
that allow them to construct positive self-identities. Our findings suggest research on 
indigenous entrepreneurship should include the potential for positive effects of 
entrepreneurship on indigenous culture and identity, as well as the ways in which it might 
lead to a loss in these areas. Based on our findings, examining both positive and negative 
aspects of the relationship between indigenous identity and entrepreneurship would better 
reflect the lived experiences of indigenous entrepreneurs. 

A second implication for indigenous entrepreneurship research stems from 
interviewees’ suggesting that even while being located in urban non-reserve areas, they 
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run their businesses in community-oriented ways which are sensitive to and respectful of 
indigenous culture and practice. These urban entrepreneurs described how their 
entrepreneurial ventures allowed them to give back to indigenous communities through 
avenues such as gift giving. The communities they associated with and gave back to 
included particular First Nations and communities of indigenous entrepreneurs in the 
same industry. This finding opens up the meaning of community in the context of 
indigenous entrepreneurship research, from a relatively narrow conception of people in 
the same physical remote reserve community to a much broader set of social networks. 

This research also adds to research on identity work. Building on Snow and Anderson 
(1987) and Watson (2008), our study suggests additional kinds of identity talk that 
indigenous entrepreneurs use to transform social identities and build positive  
self-identities. They do this by using refuting, revising, interpreting or projecting identity 
talk strategies. This typology highlights the temporal aspect of transformational identity 
talk; some transformational identity talk is oriented more in the past, current or future. It 
also highlights the refuting of a social-identity which is an attempt to undermining the 
identity or aspects of the identity. 

For governments and communities working to foster indigenous economic 
development, the key implication of our study is rooted in the positive link between 
entrepreneurship and indigenous identity. This link suggests that entrepreneurship can be 
an important, positive facet of indigenous economic development alongside other ways of 
organising economic activity such as band-owned businesses. When promoting 
entrepreneurship to indigenous people, governments and indigenous communities should 
not limit their description of potential benefits to individualistic outcomes, such as 
income and a flexible schedule. In addition they should highlight the cultural benefits – 
that entrepreneurship can be a way for indigenous people to strengthen their indigenous 
identities and that contemporary entrepreneurship can be an expression and continuation 
of traditional indigenous economic practices. 

6 Conclusions 

Indigenous entrepreneurship is a contested aspect of indigenous economic development. 
Some indigenous people and indigenous entrepreneurship scholar’s worry that 
entrepreneurship might weaken indigenous identity. In contrast to these concerns, none of 
the thirty urban British Columbian indigenous entrepreneurs interviewed for this study 
described entrepreneurship as weakening their indigenous identity and most described 
entrepreneurship as helping to strengthen their indigenous identity. We also found that 
indigenous entrepreneurs actively work to transform the social-identities of the 
indigenous person and entrepreneur in order to construct self-identities which help to 
bridge being an indigenous person and being an entrepreneur. The findings of this study 
are promising for the future of indigenous people and are important for the field of 
indigenous entrepreneurship research as we would argue that a vital aspect of indigenous 
people achieving their individual and collective dreams and maintaining indigenous 
culture and identity is that people feel indigenous. Surely if people do not feel indigenous, 
or if they feel their indigenous identity is being weakened by entrepreneurship, then there 
is not much hope for people feeling good about themselves and keeping indigenous 
culture alive. But if people feel the same or more indigenous while being an entrepreneur 
then there is hope for indigenous people to feel good about their indigenous identity and 
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to maintain and strengthen indigenous culture while using economic mechanisms such as 
entrepreneurship to make a good living, give back to their communities and work towards 
the self-sufficiency of indigenous peoples. 
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Notes 
1 In Canada, the term indigenous refers to First Nations, Metis and Inuit people. Metis have both 

European and indigenous ancestry. Inuit live in the northern arctic regions of Canada. First 
nations are indigenous people who are neither Metis nor Inuit and who are often referred to as 
‘Natives’ or ‘Indians’. First Nation people can also have mixed ancestry. A synonym for 
indigenous which will be used in this paper is ‘aboriginal’. 

Appendix 1 

Interview questions 

• I am interested in how you came to start a business. Can you tell me a bit about your 
earlier life, and how you came to start this business? 

• What does it feel like to be an aboriginal entrepreneur in ____________? *insert 
appropriate city name. 

• Can you tell me about a time when you try to play up/down the fact that you are an 
entrepreneur? 

• Can you tell me about parts of your life as an entrepreneur which are not connected 
to being an aboriginal person? 

• Can you tell me about parts of your aboriginal identity which are not connected with 
being an entrepreneur? 

• Can you tell me about aspects of your life where being an aboriginal person and an 
entrepreneur overlap? 

• Are there any ways in which running a business weakened/strengthened your 
aboriginal identity? If so can you tell me about one of the ways in which it has? 

• How do you see the fit between what you are doing as an entrepreneur and the 
history of aboriginal people? 

• How does what you do as an entrepreneur fit with what your see as aboriginal 
people’s future? 
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Appendix 2 

Supplementary interview data 
Not a Stereotypical indigenous person 

People only formulate their opinions based on what they’re exposed to which is sometimes just 
the media and other negative things right. I’m thankful that I can be part of how big people 
change their opinions or minds and say that you know what there have been some good things 
that have been going on in my life and I’m proud to share so I’m more than willing to share my 
time with individuals such as yourself and I wanna know more because there’s a lot more that 
going on out there that people think…I wanna make the best out of this opportunity, not just for 
me and my family. Again possibly overall like maybe they have the wrong perception of what 
aboriginals or what aboriginal entrepreneurs are capable of…There’s a lot more successes. 
There’s a lot more progressiveness in the aboriginal communities and aboriginal people than 
people probably realize. I4 
In our area we have some people that are very racist. When we had our grand opening we [for 
our business] were told to take down our roadblocks because we had a part of the parking lot 
blocked off. One of the businesses people around here that said, you know to take down out 
roadblocks and “You’re blocking traffic! And you know I pay taxes and you don’t.”…So that 
was probably one of the most racist things that we had to deal with, and then to work with 
beside them for years, it has been really tough so…I think it happened because I was an 
aboriginal business. I’m like “you’re so ignorant, you don’t even know what’s going on,” 
right?...I’m looking like “No, I pay taxes just like everybody else.”… I thought “You know 
what? I’m not going to stoop to this guy’s level. I have to just get over this and move on.” But it 
was really frustrating to hear these comments because you just want to sit him down and give 
him a history lesson. I22 

An entrepreneurial indigenous person 

Well, I think there has always been some sort of [entrepreneurial] history there whether it’s 
trading, gathering, trapping, hunting, trading, so there has always been something there. And 
what I think is with aboriginal people in order to survive they kind of have some sort of business 
attitude…[when coastal people] trade it inland for something else, it’s a form of 
entrepreneurship. You know even though it’s communal, you still have those families and those 
families will – they will do things a little different, some might be in an excellent fishing area, 
others may be in a good deer hunting or moose hunting area so that – all have different resources 
they are dealing with and when you’ve got very large nations, like the Gitxsan nation, they have 
houses and territories all over there and they’re all a little different. Some will have like 
excellent berries and that kind of thing. So even though it was communal and there’s a lot of 
sharing going on, you still may have families or extended families or houses doing things a little 
different, trading things or bartering or that kind of thing. I20 

Well, I think aboriginal businesses are the – we are the future. There’s a lot more aboriginal 
people getting into business and it’d be nice to see more young people opening up their own 
businesses and becoming self-sufficient and taking care of themselves, not relying on the 
government and not relying on whatever, you know? And that has been my goal for probably the 
last – I don’t know. I just was on welfare once, I was 22. I had a kid and I just thought that’s not 
what I wanted in my life, right? So I just have to work my butt off to build my life for myself 
and my two kids. I don’t need anyone to look after me. I22 
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Supplementary interview data (continued) 
An indigenous entrepreneur 

I’m not going to deny that I would like to have a high status level, it’s how you want to perceive 
that status. For me, our [aboriginal] status is based on how much you give, not how much you 
bring home in money…I think that for the most part, aboriginal businesses care. I know quite a 
few aboriginal businesses, some of which I compete with, and they make their stuff overseas. 
It’s harder for me to compete against them, but saying that, I see what they give back to their 
communities. The money they make seems to be dispersed a lot more communally [than  
non-aboriginal businesses]. I15 
We hire a lot of aboriginal installers stuff like that, I take pride in that. Creating employment 
opportunities and things like that, it feels good so we’re doing a job for and aboriginal 
community and bring our installers there and they could see kind of a bigger picture of what 
they’re supporting and stuff. I4 

A modern indigenous entrepreneur 

I help whichever First Nation I am working with keep one foot in the past and one foot stepping 
in to the 21st century. And, that’s my key thing because I like to design modern buildings. I 
don’t mimic the past, but at the same time I try to reflect First Nation people. I13 
You have to blend the traditional with the modern and that can be tricky sometimes because you 
don’t want to step on toes. I see the gift of being able to help people and using it in kind of a 
modern context, workshops, naming the workshops and those kinds of things. What I love about 
what I do is that it’s life skills. So it’s hands on. And it’s not me standing in front of a group 
lecturing for two hours, its life skills. So you learn by doing. And I think traditionally that’s how 
we are as people is we learn by doing. The children and the communities long time ago would 
go and sit with the grandparents and learn, “This is how you do berries,” or the boys, “This is 
how you do the fish and the hunting,” that kind of thing. So what I hope to do is encourage and 
return to those traditional roles. And if it’s through the modern type of workshops then so be it. 
I18 

 


