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INTRODUCTION

The chal lenges and oppor tu ni ties of glob al iza tion, 

envi ron men tal issues such as cli mate change,

 corporate scan dals, the leg acy of the  counter-

culture of the six ties, soci ety’s ever-evolv ing com -

mit ment to both respect and hon our diver sity — 

these are but a few exam ples of the aston ish ing

con ver gence of phe nom ena that are call ing into

ques tion the role of busi ness in soci ety. As such, 

and as never before, the value schemes busi -

nesses use to make deci sions are being dissected, 

debated and evaluated.
It is a dia logue that raises some inter est ing

issues from an Indig e nous per spec tive. What val -
ues play a role in Indig e nous busi nesses? Are
there any chal lenges in the con text of Indig e -
nous wis dom that would make a gen eral dis cus -
sion of these val ues dif fi cult? How do those
val ues trans late into Indig e nous par tic i pa tion in
the gen eral econ omy? Is there any sym me try
between the evolv ing dis cus sion of val ues in
the wider busi ness com mu nity and tra di tional
Indig e nous val ues? If so, what prom ise does
this hold for a new era of part ner ship and pros -
per ity between Indig e nous com mu ni ties, peo ples,
busi ness and the gen eral econ omy?

The fol low ing sec tions will exam ine Indig e -
nous val ues and con sider how these con cepts can 
relate to busi ness man age ment. Two case stud ies 
of Man i toba-based Indig e nous women’s busi ness
enter prises dem on strate these val ues in action.
The suc cess in prac tice within two dis tinct indus -
tries is inspir ing with Pat Turner in the truck -
ing and con struc tion indus try and Lisa Meeches
in com mu ni ca tions. Finally, a brief anal y sis of
‘cor po rate social respon si bil ity’ (CSR), a focal
point for so much of the dis cus sion of ‘val ues’ in 
mod ern day busi ness, draws out the synchroni -
city between this issue and tra di tional Indig e nous 
val ues.

INDIGENOUS CULTURAL VALUES

His tor i cally, tra di tional Indig e nous val ues were
passed on to indi vid u als begin ning from a young
age. These val ues were embod ied in all aspects
of their lives. They learned by observ ing and lis -
ten ing to the elders, their par ents, aunts and
uncles and mem bers of the com mu nity. It was a
large inter con nected net work of com mu nity life.
Sto ries were passed down in the oral tradition.

Indig e nous his tor i cal tra di tion hon ours
 stories, leg ends and expla na tions handed
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down from grand moth ers and grand fa thers. 
All of Cre ation includ ing ‘those who have
gone before’ fig ure in the oral tra di tion.
Cul tural val ues are shared with the lis ten -
ers, com mu nity issues are clar i fied, place
of a fam ily in the com mu nity set tled and
the broad require ments of a vibrant soci -
ety are met through these sto ries. (RCAP, 
1996, 1, p. 33)

Indi vid u als in the story-tell ing cir cle have
their own under stand ing of the story
mean ing that reflects the com mu nity, the
cir cum stances and the inter pre ta tion being 
passed on. Oral accounts are not sim ply
a detached recount ing of fac tual events,
but rather are “facts enmeshed in the
 stories of a life time” (RCAP, 1996, 1,
p. 33) leav ing room for “many his to ries”
with vari a tions reflect ing unique rela tion -
ships within and among com mu ni ties
and with the envi ron ment. (Lendsey &
Wuttunee, 1997, p. 2)

Lay ers of mean ing are exposed depend ing
on the way a story is told, how it is told, who
tells it and by lis ten ing to the whole story. This
results in respect for the inter re lat ed ness of
word, thought, belief and action and thus its
holis tic mean ing (Alfred, 1999, p. xvii).

Teach ings are pre sented at a level that
reflects the stu dent’s skills, matu rity and readi -
ness and do not have the same mean ing for
each stu dent. Knowl edge and insight are shared
between teacher and stu dent in a two-way learn -
ing sit u a tion but lacks tidy sum ma ries and con -
clu sions as is more com mon using a writ ten
for mat.

Truly under stand ing Indig e nous val ues and
per spec tives requires a life time of com mit ment
and ded i ca tion to an Indig e nous worldview. Val -
ues are mis un der stood because of a com plex ity
that can only be stud ied and their true mean ings 
iden ti fied in the orig i nal lan guages. Indeed, one
elder has gone so far as to say there are no
Indig e nous orga ni za tions that prac tice Indig e nous 
val ues in their work today. A group of lan guage
speak ers have yet to meet and exam ine these
important matters (Munroe, 2006).

It is hard to com pletely grasp the sig nif i -
cance of this require ment for per sonal inter ac -
tion in a main stream cul ture devoted to the
writ ten word. In the west ern tra di tion great
weight is often given to words once they are

pub lished, accord ing more truth than might be
deserved. Many tra di tional teach ings will never
be pub lished because of the belief that to do so
means to give away some thing that is too valu -
able and ulti mately, is an act of disrespect.

Know ing the lim i ta tions of ‘writ ing’ about
core val ues does not mean that all mean ing
is stripped by using this approach. It does set
the stage and begins a dia logue on the writ ten
page that draws on the expe ri ence of Indig e nous 
schol ars, pro vides some illu mi na tion and may
encour age the search for greater understanding.

Releas ing the bound aries of per sonal world -
views in order to under stand other worldviews
requires patience, time, and inner reflec tion. The 
writ ten word hints at the pos si bil i ties of this
jour ney. It draws peo ple into the pro cess who
might never have con tem plated such infor ma -
tion but it has its lim i ta tions. It is impor tant that 
the reader take the infor ma tion and reflect on
its sig nif i cance from the reader’s own expe ri -
ence, draw ing per sonal con clu sions as part of an
expe ri en tial pro cess of under stand ing Indig e nous
worldviews. Let ting the reader take respon si bil -
ity for inter pret ing les sons mir rors one of the
ways les sons or teach ings are presented in the
Indigenous community.

It is also impor tant to note that the ensu -
ing dis cus sion of Indig e nous val ues draws on
the teach ings and words of sev eral elders and
authors, some of whom wish to remain anon y -
mous and some who allow their names to be
noted. These val ues have been handed down
from elders to share with the com mu nity and
come from the Cre ator so they may be recorded 
by authors but they may not be attrib uted to one 
source (See Camp bell, 1997; Newhouse, 1993,
pp. 94–95; Alfred, 1999, p. 134; Salway Black,
1994). Dockstater deals with this issue in his
work. He notes that it is not appro pri ate to
attrib ute infor ma tion like this to any one per son
or source nor to pres ent cer e mo nial knowl edge
out of a cul tural con text (1993, p. 9).

Finally, while there are com mon val ues
across Indig e nous com mu ni ties, any writ ten re -
count ing of those themes must be in a con text
that also acknowl edges a con sid er able diver sity
of practice and expe ri ence. T. Alfred, Mohawk
scholar, sums up this del i cate bal ance as follows:

Work ing within a tra di tional frame work,
we must acknowl edge the fact that cul -
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tures change, and that any par tic u lar
notion of what con sti tutes ‘tra di tion’ will
be con tested. Nev er the less, we can iden tify 
cer tain com mon beliefs, val ues and prin ci -
ples that form the per sis tent core of a
com mu nity’s cul ture. (Alfred 1999:xvii)

With these qual i fi ca tions in place, in it is
now appro pri ate to con sider exam ples of tra di -
tional Aborig i nal val ues. The words of Elder
Camp bell pro vide a use ful start ing point:

Cre ator said that it was time to bring peo -
ple to the Earth Mother. The first to
arrive was the Black Nation. They were
given the gift of sound and were told that 
they must share their gift with the peo ple
of the world. The next to arrive was the
Red Nation. They were given the gift of
the teach ings of the Earth Mother and
were told they must share their gift with
the peo ple of the world.

Then came the Yel low Nation. They
were given the gift of teach ings of the
mind and body and were told they must
share their gift with the peo ple of the
world.

Finally came the White Nation. Our
youn gest broth ers and sis ters and they
were given the gift of com mu ni ca tion
and were told that they must share their
gift with the peo ple of the world. (M.L.
Camp bell, Ojibway elder, 1997)

Elder Camp bell’s words are par tic u larly
appro pri ate for two rea sons. Firstly, they con firm 
a duty to share Aborig i nal val ues with the
world. While under stand ing the his tor i cal place
of oral tra di tion and tra di tional val ues is impor -
tant in under stand ing cur rent issues fac ing Indig -
e nous peo ples, the ques tions sur round ing the
place that these tra di tional val ues have in
today’s soci ety must be con sid ered. Sec ondly,
Elder Camp bell’s words also under line the value
of co-oper a tion, acknowl edg ing gifts and inter de -
pen dence of all liv ing things — ideas that form
the core by which many Indig e nous peo ples
make sense of their place in the world and their 
per spec tives on life. Sim i larly, Rich ard Atleo
 suggests the unity of exis tence or heshook-ish
tsawalk (every thing is one) lies at the heart of
life and the way it is lived (Atleo, 2004, p. 117).

Prin ci ples hon our ing this con nec tiv ity are
more fully out lined as fol lows:

Hon or ing all cre ation by show ing respect...

Love of Cre ator and for all liv ing things
that come from the Cre ator is dem on -
strated by show ing respect from the
moment one rises in the morn ing to when 
one retires in the eve ning.

Trea sur ing knowl edge as wis dom ...

Reflec tion, acknowl edg ment, seek ing guid -
ance and respect ing the qual ity of know ing 
and the gift of vision in our selves and in
oth ers dem on strates wis dom. Wis dom
encom passes the holis tic view, pos sesses
spir i tual qual ity and is expressed in the
expe ri en tial breadth and depth of life.

Know ing love is to know peace ...

Car ing, kind ness, hope, har mony and
coop er a tion are fun da men tal val ues. Car -
ing and shar ing are shown to one another
with an ethic of gen er os ity, col lec tive/com -
mu nal con scious ness and co-oper a tion,
while rec og niz ing the inter de pen dence and 
inter re lat ed ness of life. Rec og niz ing the
valu able gifts of the indi vid ual, the com -
mu nity and all nations leads to har mony
and coop er a tion. Hon or ing the indi vid ual
and the col lec tive by think ing for your self
and act ing for oth ers.

Cour age and brav ery is dem on strated in
fac ing chal lenges with hon esty and integ -
rity ...

The goal is to pro tect the qual ity of life
and inher ent auton omy of one self and
oth ers. Life may then be lived in an atmo -
sphere of secu rity, peace, dig nity and free -
dom.

Cher ish ing your self as a sacred part of
cre ation is humil ity ...

Honor all of life which is endowed with
the same inher ent auton omy, dig nity, free -
dom and equal ity. Lis ten and learn from
oth ers and do so with a sense of mod esty
and sen si tiv ity.

The truth is to know all of these things ...

To know all of these val ues is to have bal -
ance in one’s life. Bal ance is artic u lated for
many Indig e nous peo ples through the con cepts
embod ied in the med i cine wheel or cir cle of life.

Orig i nally of sig nif i cance to the Plains peo -
ple, many find that the med i cine wheel is a
teach ing tool of rel e vance in many con tem po rary 
areas of life (RCAP, 1996, 1, p. 646). It rep re -
sents the whole cir cle of all life and all that is
known or know able. It is linked together with no 
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begin ning and no end, and it is often divided
by lines that at the cen tre sig nify order and bal -
ance. It is a teach ing, a mir ror, a win dow, a
way of life and a heal ing (RCAP, 1996, 1,
p. 646). For exam ple, bal ance may be dis cussed
regard ing the indi vid ual and the com mu nity in
terms of phys i cal, emo tional, men tal and spir i -
tual aspects of life with each ele ment of equal
sig nif i cance. Many Indig e nous peo ples rec og nize
the inter con nec ted ness of human beings with all
of life and acknowl edge the aspects of the med i -
cine wheel that could be inherent in solutions to 
social problems they face.

INDIGENOUS VALUES AND
BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

Often the rela tion ship between Indig e nous cul -
tural val ues and busi ness man age ment has
ranged between ambiv a lence and antag o nism.
A business edu ca tion at col lege or uni ver sity
empha sizes aspects of man age ment strat e gies,
skills and com pe ti tion that spring sol idly from
the foun da tion of cap i tal ism. Lit tle atten tion if
any is paid to the role of Indig e nous cul tural
val ues and per spec tives in eco nomic devel op ment 
and suc cess ful busi ness unless it is an Indig e nous 
edu ca tional insti tu tion. These impor tant bun dles
of phi los o phies are left to the indi vid ual to use
as they see fit in the world of busi ness. With
many Indig e nous com mu ni ties try ing to pre serve
crit i cal aspects of their way of life, busi ness often 
raises the spec tra of destruc tion of the things
that give ‘a good life’ mean ing while offer ing
life lines to a better col lec tive eco nomic live li hood 
(Newhouse, 1999). His tor i cally it was believed
that for indi vid u als who migrate to urban cen tres 
the pull is even stron ger to assim i late into the
cap i tal ist per spec tive and lay down their bundle
of Indigenous values before entering the business 
world.

That said, there are grow ing exam ples of
not only har mony, but mutual ful fill ment
between Indig e nous val ues and busi ness man age -
ment. Access ing edu ca tional oppor tu ni ties and a
broad range of oppor tu ni ties offered by Cana -
dian com pa nies to young Indig e nous peo ple is
affect ing the way busi ness is con ducted and the
future of the con tri bu tion of Indig e nous peo ples
to the Cana dian econ omy. In a recent study
by the Con fer ence Board of Can ada and in

other sup port ing research (Loizedes & Ander son, 
2006), there are exam ples across Can ada where
the value of busi ness skills is rec og nized in the
board rooms of Indig e nous busi ness enter prises,
but where the bot tom line must fit with the
visions of their com mu nity share hold ers. There
are exam ples of com pet i tive bids by indi vid ual-
owned Indig e nous busi nesses won by col lab o ra -
tive teams made up of those busi nesses that
failed in inde pend ent bids com pet ing against one 
another. The term that has been coined is “com -
mu nity cap i tal ism.” Young lead ers embrace their 
her i tage and the best of the busi ness world to
be competitive and suc cess ful. Often times they
receive guid ance from elders and other lead ers
who are well-versed in Indig e nous and busi ness
real i ties.

Adopt ing busi ness val ues works well for
many Indig e nous employ ers and employ ees.
Where Indig e nous indi vid u als are able they make 
their way in the busi ness world fol low ing their
per sonal val ues they do so often in Indig e nous
orga ni za tions, busi ness orga ni za tions with com -
ple men tary val ues and in their own enter prises.
The fol low ing case stud ies build insight into sev -
eral ways of approach ing busi ness in keep ing
with per son ally held Indig e nous val ues that have
resulted in suc cess ful busi nesses con trib ut ing to
the Indigenous community and the Canadian
economy.

CASE STUDY: PATRICIA TURNER,
ABORIGINAL ENTREPRENEUR

Patri cia Turner is an Aborig i nal woman who
chose entre pre neur ship after retir ing from a
career in gov ern ment. Not con tent to sim ply
retire, Turner con tem plated her future and one
day an oppor tu nity pre sented itself in a con ver -
sa tion she ini ti ated with a frus trated trucker
pass ing through her north ern Man i toba First
Nation, Grand Rap ids. This oppor tu nity turned
out to be quite the chal lenge for Turner as she
entered into the world of truck ing and con struc -
tion, set ting up shop in Grand Rap ids. The
truck ing com pany orig i nated some 21 years
ago with Turner con vinc ing the local bank to
help her finance the pur chase of her first two
trucks. For this invest ment and Pat Turner’s
vision E.T. Devel op ment was born and now does 
road build ing, small sal vage oper a tions and com -
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mu nity infra struc ture con struc tion. As Turner

describes, over the years she evolved from being

the “kid” play ing with the big boys, to a player

nego ti at ing con tracts to sup port infrastructure

development for communities in the North.
When asked about her busi ness and her

 success, Turner downplays the chal lenges she
faced as an Aborig i nal woman in this com pet i -
tive, male dom i nated field. She asserts that the
com pany she built is just like the oth ers in main -
stream soci ety, but that they employ 97 per cent
Aborig i nal and serve as a train ing ground for
devel op ing Aborig i nal work ers. As well, Turner
notes, “In our com pany we rec og nize our peo ple. 
In a small com mu nity of First Nations we rec og -
nize the fact that we are so inter twined together 
and that we have to under stand the rela tion ships 
we have with our close people and our close
friends.”

In Turner’s world, peo ple and com mu nity
come first in her value sys tem and she con sid ers 
this a key to her com pany’s suc cess. Turner con -
sid ers her self demand ing, yet fair. She asserts
that the job has to be done right and she makes 
this her pri or ity. In her com pany, there is no
excep tion to excel lence. She focuses on timelines, 
worker com mit ment, train ing, exper tise, coor di na -
tion and an acci dent free envi ron ment. The goal
is to make sure the cli ent is happy. The job well 
done reflects on her as an entre pre neur as well
as on each of her work ers. As Turner notes
“With out the employ ees I would n’t be where I
am today. It is a com bi na tion win-win for every -
body. You are pro vid ing work for your employ -
ees. They tell me that they feel good and they
get paid and look after their fam ily. At the end
of the day that is what we want any way. To pro -
vide the best for your fam ily.” Tak ing care of
fam ily is an impor tant value to Turner. Her chil -
dren are adults, with chil dren of their own and
Turner makes it a priority to spend time with
her grandchildren.

While Turner owns the busi ness and deals
with the office, paper work, bank ers and law yers;
her hus band plays a key role. He works with
the staff plan ning the jobs and get ting the work
done. As Turner puts it “We have a very good
work ing rela tion ship”. Turner’s sons are also
involved with the busi ness, learn ing the ropes as
they go along. While fam ily sup port has been
fan tas tic and has allowed Turner to focus on the 
‘busi ness’ end of the busi ness and take on lead -

er ship roles in the Aborig i nal com mu nity, it
 hasn’t pre vented Turner from roll ing up her
sleeves and get ting into the field. She still
 dazzles a few non-believ ers with her knowl edge
about the equip ment and the indus try. She
 personally inter views work ers who come to her
look ing for a job. She wants to ensure they
know the equip ment from A to Z “We always
say, you have to make that machine dance for
you.” Despite her expe ri ence and rep u ta tion, she 
notes “A lot of men stand and look at me with
ques tion, because it is still a man’s world out
there in con struc tion. They think ‘what the heck
does she know’. But I want to make sure they
know what they are doing. If that equip ment
goes down, it is down time for the com pany and 
for work ers.”

Turner val ues the staff and makes it her
busi ness to ensure that they are well-trained, that 
their work envi ron ment is safe and sup port ing.
In this line of work, it is often 24/7 with long
hours and often staff work in remote loca tions
away from home and fam ily. To com pen sate for
this, Turner ensures that the work ers are com -
fort able, with good rest and food and she makes 
sure that they get the breaks that they need to
spend time with fam ily and community.

Over the years Turner has worked tire lessly
for the ben e fit of the com mu nity. Not sat is fied
with watch ing things from the out side, Turner
served as Band Chief. Hop ing to stim u late com -
mit ment to edu ca tion and cre ate an envi ron ment 
that nur tured youth to careers, Turner facil i tated 
the career fairs in the local school. She pro duced 
t-shirts with the slo gan ‘Youth with Poten tial’ to
turn the neg a tive idea of ‘youth at risk’ around.
While in busi ness, Turner could have sat back
and enjoyed the suc cesses of her work, she has
cho sen the path of mak ing suc cess an option for 
oth ers. Turner believes that her com mu nity ser -
vice is what makes her com pany truly Aborig i nal. 
“The dif fer ence I see in my com pany is the way
that I have aligned myself in work ing rela tion -
ships with Aborig i nal peo ple. I try and pro mote
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties.” Fol low ing through with 
action, Turner was instru men tal in the cre ation
of the Aborig i nal Cham ber of Com merce, the
first of its kind in Can ada, and she served at the 
Pres i dent of the Cham ber for its first two years
of oper a tion. As Turner states “I see the Aborig -
i nal Cham ber of Com merce mak ing a big, huge
impact on the econ omy of Man i toba and I have
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the feel ing deep in my heart that we will go
right across Can ada. Let’s all work together and
make a better world, a better place for our
 people to come along.” Work ing together is a
key value that Turner lives. Her vision for the
Cham ber has become a real ity as the Aborig i nal
Cham ber announced a national pres ence in the
fall of 2006. Turner notes that the Aborig i nal
Cham ber is impor tant to cel e brat ing the con tri -
bu tion that Aborig i nal busi nesses make to the
Cana dian econ omy. She feels that the pub lic at
large is unaware of the num ber of Aborig i nal
busi ness and entre pre neurs. Turner states “It is
time for people like myself to step forward and
say I am Aboriginal and I am an entrepreneur
and I am proud of it.”

Turner is proud of her busi ness and stresses 
that the most impor tant thing is the con tri bu -
tion it makes to the First Nation com mu ni ties.
Turner makes it her busi ness to ensure that
when she does work in the com mu nity she is
leav ing behind the skills nec es sary to sus tain the
pro jects she works on. She noted that over the
years, infra struc ture would be devel oped in First
Nations com mu ni ties but then the com pa nies
doing the work would leave, as would the work -
ers. There was no reflec tion on whether the pro -
ject had invested in devel op ing the com mu nity to 
main tain or sus tain the infra struc ture. This is a
num ber one goal of Turner’s com pany when it
works in the com mu nity. “Why should I go back. 
It is going to cost an arm and a leg to move
equip ment back there. If I can teach some body
and leave at least two peo ple behind, I think
leav ing a bit of your self behind where ever you
go, then you know you have been a suc cess and
you have con trib uted to the people and their
own economy.”

A sec ond goal for Turner’s com pany relates
to her desire to pro vide mean ing ful work to
Aborig i nal peo ple and to develop them to go on 
and work in other com mu ni ties with main stream
orga ni za tions. Turner notes that while it is costly 
to train her work ers, she thinks beyond the
costs when a worker announces that they are
leav ing for another oppor tu nity. Turner wishes
them well as she shares “When they go on
some where and speak highly of her train ing and
E.T. Devel op ments it results in increased rep u ta -
tion and good will for my com pany and this
trans lates into part ner ships and contracts.”

Part ner ships and con tracts are good for
busi ness. Despite seem ingly unique Aborig i nal
com mu nity val ues, Turner is not afraid of the
chal lenge to com pete with main stream busi ness,
nor is she afraid of the idea that it is impor tant
for her com pany to be prof it able. She recalls the 
chal lenges of start ing her busi ness and the lean
years of mak ing doing with lit tle to no profit.
“But that was me” she recalls “I knew I could
live within that $10,000 a year because of the
sim ple fact that I was work ing 24/7 and I knew
that I could see there was lots of work in the
infra struc ture and the field of con struc tion. As
we got big ger and big ger and mak ing money, it
was good for me that I was earn ing at that
power, but I always kept the money in my com -
pany. I would leave it behind for the com pany.”
Mak ing a profit and invest ing in the com pany
are val ues that Turner has trans lated into a
strong a suc cess ful com pany in a tough indus try,
for the benefit of her community.

Turner fur ther dem on strates her val ues in
the views she has about run ning a suc cess ful
busi ness. She notes that “You are not clock wise 
and you don’t answer to any one, to me any way,
it is my com pany.” How ever, she is quick to
spell out the les sons to be learned “I have taken 
some of the issues I have learned from my pre -
vi ous jobs which is account abil ity for one thing. I 
have learned account abil ity, the time ta ble, the
sched ules and the com mit ments. I don’t just
mean with your bank ers or cred i tors, I mean to
your self, to your fam ily and to your cli ents and
ven dors. Try to be fair and hon est with every -
one. I think one of the big gest things is hon -
esty.” Hon esty is a value that con trib utes to
rep u ta tion. Over the 21 years in busi ness, Turner 
has built a reputable Aboriginal company.

In reflect ing on her suc cess, Turner com -
ments “I think it is eas ier work ing with an
Aborig i nal com pany because you know with our
peo ple there is always a com mon under stand -
ing. I put them at ease.” With busi ness in
mind, Turner talks about the value of fam ily
and  community and about the rela tion ships that
are devel oped along the way. Mostly, Patri cia
Turner is an inspi ra tion to her com mu nity and
to oth ers who dream of own ing their own busi -
ness and mak ing a dif fer ence in Aborig i nal eco -
nomic devel op ment. “Believe in your self as a
per son. I am Pat Turner, I am a woman and I
believe I can do this.” With a spir ited chuckle,
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she con tin ues on, “And, if I think I can’t do it,
then I think about it and I go back and I think
what the heck, I will tell Mary Jane and together 
we can do it.” Patri cia Turner’s com pany is truly 
Aborig i nal, and its value is going well beyond
the bot tom-line!

The next case study exam ines the inte gra tion 
of spir i tu al ity into a busi ness phi los o phy that
drives sev eral com mu ni ca tion busi nesses.

CASE STUDY: LISA MEECHES,
ABORIGINAL ENTREPRENEUR

Lisa Meeches is a mod ern day Aborig i nal sto ry -
teller who has taken the com mu ni ca tions indus try 
to a new level with her dynamic approach to
video pro duc tion. As Exec u tive Pro ducer and the 
Pres i dent of Eagle Vision Inc. and Meeches
Video Pro duc tions, she has built a great rep u ta -
tion in the film-mak ing com mu nity as a result of 
her work in Aborig i nal and non-Aborig i nal pro -
duc tions. Her most recent pro duc tions include
Capote, Blue State and Eli jah. With part ners
invested in the new est com pany, Cen tury Street
Dis tri bu tions, Meeches is tak ing her Aborig i nal-
based pro duc tions to the inter na tional forum,
tak ing care to ensure that the pack ag ing and
pre sen ta tion keeps sacred the spiritual base and
intent of her work.

Meeches’s pas sion for film and pro duc tion is 
not rooted in a drive for fame in this highly
glam or ized indus try, but from her sense that it
is her spir i tual job to be a storykeeper. She
shares this, “At the end of each day, I ask
myself, ‘did I accom plish things, was I kind to
peo ple, can I look at my busi ness another way,
how do I make it better,’ and then I write it
down.” Her approach to busi ness is intrigu ing,
rooted in Aborig i nal spir i tu al ity, bring ing cer e -
mony to the heart of day to day business.

As Meeches speaks about her work, the
pow er ful link age between val ues and busi ness
is apparent. “Before we start any pro duc tion,”
Meeches affirms, “we start off with a cer e mony
that spe cif i cally talks about nat u ral law and hon -
our ing the gifts of every body no mat ter what
nation you come from.” She refers to the cer e -
mo nies and offer ings as ‘spir i tual insur ance’,
explain ing that they are offer ings to ensure that
peo ple treat each other well and they are good

and kind to one another. Meeches invests in this 
insur ance in the same way she does other forms
of insur ance such as errors and omis sions or lia -
bil ity insur ance. To Meeches it is all part of the
business.

Meeches’ per spec tive about the ideas that
build into script and pro duc tion is fur ther dem -
on stra tion of the link age of her val ues in her
work. “Before my writ ers even write the script,
which is usu ally eight months before we start
roll ing, there’s a cer e mony just for the writ ers
and then offer ings are made. We take them
all out to a sacred site because in this indus -
try when an idea comes to an indi vid ual that
idea comes from some where pow er ful. It does n’t 
belong to us and it is our job as storykeepers
to ensure we nur ture it and do not take advan -
tage of it because it is seen as a lit tle baby
and we watch it grow and develop.” In serv ing
as a storykeeper, Meeches has become a con -
duit for edu cat ing her peo ple and oth ers about
Aborig i nal spir i tu al ity and val ues. In her day to
day prac tices, the peo ple she works with expe ri -
ence Aborig i nal val ues in ways that can not be
learned through tra di tional forms of edu ca tion. It 
is rather a pow er ful form of expe ri en tial learning 
that takes place in her companies.

Meeches makes it a pri or ity to bring the
Aborig i nal peo ple and com mu nity to the stage
in her pro duc tions. Some of her major works
such as Capote, about Tru man Capote and Eli -
jah Harper, are co-pro duced. As Meeches notes,
the film side of things is very intri cate and
tricky. Co-pro duc tion with com pa nies expe ri enced 
in this area allows Meeches to learn that
side of film. In regard to the pro duc tion of
 Elijah, Meeches asserts that it was crit i cal for
the Aborig i nal com mu nity to be involved, there -
fore co-pro duc tion was an essen tial to suc cess.
When work ing with other pro duc ers, Meeches is
very care ful to ensure that val ues are aligned.
She checks out the peo ple she works with so
that she is con fi dent that her com mu nity will
be respected and treated well. For Meeches,
the ‘check out’ does n’t mean get ting ref er ence
checks or googling, it means that they go into
cer e mony. Before agree ing to work on Eli jah,
Meeches recalls “We had a cer e mony in the stu -
dio here and I had gifts for them and his co-
pro ducer and Wayne and I, my busi ness part ner, 
smoked the pipe and talked about natural law
and respect and my role.”
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Meeches cau tions that cer e mony is not a
quick fix, but needs to be main tained in appre ci -
a tion for every day good things. “You have to
find a way to give back so our ances tors can be
acknowl edged.” On pro duc tion there would be
daily feasts and unique per haps in the indus try
there is an ‘el ders trailer’ tak ing the place of a
‘pro duc ers trailer’. In reflect ing on the Eli jah
pro duc tion, Meeches went on to speak about the 
chal lenges of being a woman in the indus try, but 
being Aborig i nal too. She asserted that with the
Eli jah pro duc tion, it was n’t up to them as pro -
duc ers as to whether the pro duc tion works, but
the Cre ator. In her view, “The script you wrote
comes from a pow er ful place and as long as you 
respect and you treat peo ple good it will take
care of itself.” With this spir i tual value under -
stood, Meeches entered into part ner ship on the
Eli jah pro duc tion and ral lied the sup port of her
com mu nity. Four or five thou sand peo ple came
out to audi tion, “grand moth ers came, it was
quite emo tional for me and I was just over -
whelmed. It was quite pow er ful to see and peo -
ple were truly hon our ing their fits and that is all 
you can ask for.”

As she thinks about how the com mu nity
con trib utes to the suc cess of her pro duc tion
work, Meeches reflects on the con struc tion of a
totem pole. She shares that in her com pany, no
one is low on the totem pole and she per son ally 
helps at all lev els to ensure that her crew sees
that all jobs are val ued and nec es sary to the
qual ity of the com pleted pro duc tion. Meeches
under stands the value of human gifts, “Crewing
a show and crewing an office is look ing at all
the gifts of every body and hon our ing the gifts
and know ing when to step back because I don’t
know it all and being in this envi ron ment I am
allowed to hon our my gifts.” She feels for tu nate
to be in an indus try that hon ours her spirit and
allows her to walk through life guided by her
spirit.

In speak ing with Meeches, it becomes clear
that it is for her peo ple that she invests her
energy in her work. As a sto ry teller and edu ca -
tor she under stands the need to build the capac -
ity of her peo ple. She notes “There is such
a huge need and a gap when it comes to
Aborig i nal peo ple hav ing the oppor tu ni ties to be 
embraced by the indus try.” One of her main
goals for Eagle Vision is to find stra te gic ways
of upgrad ing the skills of Aborig i nal peo ple in

the indus try. Giv ing back, mentoring and cel e -
brat ing with her peo ple are val ues that Meeches
incor po rates into her work. As she notes “I
learned to cre ate strat e gies and tac tics where
every one is included and that’s through the
mentorship program.”

In addi tion, Meeches uses her rep u ta tion in
the indus try to build bridges for oth ers. She
focuses on help ing asso ci a tions such as Man i toba 
Film and Sound and, Film Train ing Man i toba
under stand the cur ric u lum work that needs to be 
done in order to strengthen Aborig i nal involve -
ment in the indus try. As she notes “Our goal is
to cre ate a cen tre of excel lence for Aborig i nal
peo ple in the indus try and work ing with National 
Screen Insti tute to develop cur ric u lum which is
a culturally based spir i tual pro gram which would
allow our peo ple to really take the mes sage
home on what it means to be storytellers.”

In addi tion to her work in her busi ness
and within the Indus try, Meeches also con trib -
utes to her com mu nity in roles such as the one
she recently took on for the Manito Ahbee,
Man i toba Aborig i nal Fes ti val. As chair of the
Man i toba Music Host Com mit tee, Meeches
made a major con tri bu tion to the devel op ment
of the four-day fes ti val that cel e brated Aborig i nal 
music and cul ture. Pro vid ing lead er ship to this
fes ti val was a nat u ral fit for Meeches as the
name Manito Ahbee ref er ences a sacred site
located in Man i toba’s Whiteshell Pro vin cial Park, 
where First Nations tra di tion ally gath ered to
share teach ings and wis dom. Manito Ahbee
means “where the Cre ator sits.” Meeches also
serves on the board of the Man i toba Film and
Sound, the United Way Aborig i nal Rela tions
Com mit tee and the Canadian Independent Film
and Video Fund.

How does she keep up the energy to do all
this work? For Meeches, it is pretty sim ple “I
pow wow so I sneak away for a few week ends
and feed my spirit.” It takes strength to do pow
wow so on a reg u lar basis Meeches trains and
does yoga to keep her focus. In addi tion to this
train ing, Meeches prac tices good med i cine. Her
fam ily blood line is in med i cine. Her grand par -
ents are both staunch herb al ists and her late
grand fa ther used to have a group of med i cine
peo ple from across the coun try that he worked
with. Recently, an elder reminded Meeches that
“Every thing you do is about mak ing good med i -
cine. Your cam era is your pipe and respect it
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like that and your tri pod and all your equip ment 
is your cer e mony offer ings and respect it like
that.” Meeches was blown away by this elder’s
shar ing and the reflec tion on her work as vehicle 
for ‘good medicine’.

Meeches is a prod igy of her upbring ing, her 
val ues and views come from her expe ri ences as a 
child on the reserve. “We were all ath letes, had
horses, long dis tance run ners, I ran until I went
to uni ver sity. You need to be fit to dance pow
wow. So life on the reserve was abso lutely fan -
tas tic. We did n’t have church on our reserve it
was all cer e mony. That’s all we knew. How I
con duct myself now and how I redeem myself
now and how I try to give back, that’s what
makes you a suc cess ful per son.” Meeches returns 
home reg u larly to main tain her spirit and par tic i -
pate in the med i cine work of her family.

One of her pro duc tions, Tipi Tales is actu -
ally mod elled after her grand par ent’s back yard.
As Meeches asserts “His back yard was like an
Indian Dis ney land where every body was happy
every day and the lit tle peo ple had the most
impor tant part in all of it because if we were
hun gry they fed us and if we needed a hug they
hugged us, if we needed to be tick led they would 
tickle us.” In reflect ing on youth today, Meeches
expresses her con cern that there is not enough
empha sis on spir i tual value. “We send our chil -
dren to career sym po siums and what we deem
suc cess ful is based on west ern soci ety mythol ogy. 
There isn’t one booth at a career sym po sium
that asks ‘what does your spirit want?’ ”

Indeed, Meeches is an exam ple of a busi -
ness woman who fol lows the lead of her spirit.
Busi ness deci sions are made in con sul ta tion with
the spirit world and the Cre ator. She reflects
back to her very early days in the indus try and a 
deci sion she had to make after being asked to
pro duce the now acclaimed show The Shar ing
Cir cle. She recalls, “I went home to ask my
grand fa ther if I should do it, and he said ‘you
should go out and fast.’ In the old days that was 
how we did things, we would dis cuss things, and
fast and pray, and he says that’s when we would
do a shar ing cir cle and that is what you should
call it.” The Shar ing Cir cle was born and to this
day pro vides a crit i cal forum for Aborig i nal sto -
ry tell ing.

Of her suc cess in busi ness, Meeches shares
her per spec tive that her work has only begun.
“We’re going to keep tell ing Aborig i nal sto ries

until we are happy, and we are not all happy
yet. We are not at a healthy place where we are 
happy.” Lisa Meeches and her com pa nies serve
as mod ern day dem on stra tion of the degree
to which Aborig i nal cul ture and ways of being
achieve what so many com pa nies are not able to 
under the tag ‘cor po rate social respon si bil ity’.
Per haps cor po rate social respon si bil ity has to
focus more on the spirit of the peo ple. Meeches
believes that peo ple would be hap pier if they
fol lowed their spirit and had strong busi ness eth -
ics that are guided by the ‘cir cu lar’ teach ings
while work ing in the lin ear world. Meeches lives
her talk “You can wear them together” she
asserts “and you don’t have to com pro mise one
another because I have advi sors that remind me
of the lin ear teach ings and those that remind me 
of the cir cu lar teach ings.” This is good med i cine
for those of us try ing to understand the balance
in life and work.

CORPORATE SOCIAL
RESPONSIBILITY

Cor po rate Social Respon si bil ity (CSR) is an
often-used, sel dom-defined term that has become 
both a light ning rod for the grow ing debate
about the role of busi ness in soci ety and a catch-
all for the many ways that role may be ful filled,
includ ing phi lan thropy or char ity, envi ron men tal
sustainability, the advance ment of human rights,
and com mu nity development.

Whether one believes that CSR is a role for 
busi ness over and above prof it abil ity, or a means 
by which busi ness can help ensure long-term sus -
tain able prof its, there is no doubt that there is
increased inter est in express ing a cor po ra tions
social invest ment. In 2005, 360 dif fer ent CSR-
related share holder res o lu tions were filed, 64 per 
cent of the world’s multi-national cor po ra tions
pub lished some form of CSR report, and there
is a burgeoning indus try of CSR rat ings, con sul -
tants and asso ci a tions (Por ter & Kramer, 2006,
pp. 80–81).

While there has been a change afoot it is
impor tant to remem ber that this is an evo lu tion,
not a rev o lu tion; for there has always been sym -
me try between a busi ness’ prof it abil ity and the
well-being of the com mu nity in which it oper ates. 
Por ter and Kramer recently described that fun da -
men tal con nec tion as fol lows: “By pro vid ing jobs, 
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invest ing cap i tal, pur chas ing goods, and doing
busi ness every day, cor po ra tions have a pro -
found and pos i tive influ ence on soci ety. The
most impor tant thing a cor po ra tion can do for
soci ety, and for any com mu nity, is con trib ute to
a pros per ous econ omy” (2006: 91). It is a sen ti -
ment that ech oes through cap i tal ist pro po nents
as far back as Adam Smith’s The Wealth of
Nations (1776) and Ber nard Mandeville’s Fable
of the Bees. (Friedman, 2005, p. 40).

CSR is driv ing busi nesses to think more
deeply about the extent of the rela tion ship
between busi ness and social good. Com pa nies
are being warned that “Any busi ness that pur -
sues its ends at the expense of the soci ety
in which it oper ates will find its suc cess to be
illu sory and ulti mately tem po rary” (Por ter &
Kramer, 2006, p. 83). As a result of this view,
 analysis of man age ment strat e gies are increas -
ingly using terms like ‘shared value’ and ‘the
sustainability sweet spot’ to both iden tify and
build on those com mon inter ests, to the ben e fit
of both the company and its community.

The fol low ing two exam ples are typ i cal of
the the o rist pro mot ing a more holis tic approach
to busi ness strat egy. Savitz urges com pa nies to
incor po rate a ‘tri ple bot tom line’ that judges
a busi ness against envi ron men tal mea sures such
as air and air qual ity, energy usage and waste
pro duced; and social mea sures such as labour
prac tices, com mu nity impact, human rights
and prod uct respon si bil ity; as well as eco nomic
mea sures sales, prof its, return on invest ment,
taxes paid, mon e tary flows and jobs cre ated
(2006, p. xii). Jack son and Nel son (2004) cham -
pion a ‘prof its with prin ci ples’ approach that
focuses on har ness ing inno va tion for the pub lic
good, putt ing peo ple at e-cen tre, spread ing eco -
nomic oppor tu nity, engag ing in new alli ances,
being per for mance-driven in every thing, prac tis -
ing supe rior gov er nance and pur su ing pur pose
beyond profit.

The con gru ity between these trends and tra -
di tional Indig e nous val ues bodes well for indig e -
nous peo ples and their busi nesses in a num ber
of ways. Firstly, as a key part of soci ety, any cor -
po rate strat egy that com pels a more holis tic
focus on soci ety will undoubt edly involve both
indig e nous peo ples and their busi nesses. Sec ond,
as com pa nies pur sue a CSR approach undoubt -
edly new busi ness oppor tu ni ties will arise that
respect, embrace and uti lize indig e nous val ues

and capac i ties. Finally, given both its rich and
diverse his tory of holis tic, com mu nity think ing,
indig e nous lead ers and busi nesses can offer
main stream busi nesses unique and val ued per -
spec tives that may increase under stand ing and
suc cess in imple ment ing CSR.

CONCLUSION

As man age ment prac tices are being driven to
look at the role of busi ness in rela tion to its
peo ple, its com mu nity, and the envi ron ment, it
is only nat u ral to con sider Indig e nous val ues
as they are typ i cally asso ci ated with such a holis -
tic per spec tive. A review of Indig e nous val ues
reveals its own set of chal lenges. While com mon, 
such val ues are not com pletely uni form. His tory
has played a role in sti fling the emer gence of
Indig e nous val ues in busi ness man age ment prac -
tices. As well, the com plex ity and nuance of
those val ues does not lend itself to more tra di -
tional forms of busi ness education, including the
printed word.

And yet, in the face of these dif fi cul ties
Indig e nous val ues remain strong, pass ing from
gen er a tion to gen er a tion. What’s more, Indig e -
nous val ues are being rewarded by the econ -
omy. In their own ways, Turner and Meeches
reflect Indig e nous val ues in their busi ness prac -
tices lead ing to the ulti mate suc cess of their
busi nesses. They each hold their busi nesses to
val ues that under pin their personal philosophies.

This paper is sim ply a start ing point in so
many ways. Man age ment prac tices have a long
way to go to fully com pre hend and imple ment
the prin ci ples of CSR. Much work remains to be 
done to under stand the com plex fab ric of Indig e -
nous val ues. What is clear is that con tem po rary
busi ness man age ment prac tices and Indig e nous
val ues are tak ing dif fer ent paths to the same
des ti na tion; a holis tic way of think ing that fully
con nects busi ness suc cess with the well-being of
the com mu nity in which it oper ates. This is a
future ripe with poten tial; a truly com mon lan -
guage united in com mon pur pose, a future of
mutual respect, opportunity and fulfillment.
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