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ABSTRACT
This research examines how postsecondary economic development curricula can align 
with the needs of Indigenous communities in Canada. Drawing on Indigenous research 
principles and mixed methods design, the study combines a literature review with semi-
structured interviews (n=17) and an online survey (n=43) of Indigenous economic 
development practitioners and prospective students. Key curriculum priorities include 
leadership, governance, financial literacy, cultural competency, Indigenous knowledge 
systems, entrepreneurship and business skills, and legal and regulatory frameworks. 
Participants emphasized the central role of Indigenous economic development 
corporations; the importance of meaningful employment and revenue generation for 
community well-being; and the need to embed Elders, Indigenous instructors, and 
Indigenous knowledge. The findings support flexible program structures that allow 
students to maintain employment while participating in online learning with short in-
person residency components. Overall, the study provides early guidance for designing 
culturally grounded economic development education that supports Indigenous self-
determination, builds local capacity, and contributes to sustainable economies.
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Positionality
A positionality statement invites readers into a clearer relationship with the researcher 
and honours Indigenous protocol (Wilson, 2008). It clarifies how we see the world and 
how we are connected to the research and participants. Som ao tiniye (Tasha Brooks) is 
a member of the Cowichan Tribes and an assistant professor at Royal Roads University, 
and she sits on her community’s economic development board. Her scholarly and 
professional work is grounded in relationships with Indigenous communities and 
organizations, including Indigenous economic development corporations, postsecondary 
partners, and national Indigenous organizations. She comes to this research as both a 
community member and an educator who has witnessed how colonial education systems 
have limited Indigenous learners and constrained economic possibilities, as well as 
how Indigenous-led programs can foster confidence, skills, and community well-being. 
	 Sarah Gowans is a DBA candidate at Royal Roads University and a research assistant 
supporting research led by Dr. Tasha Brooks. Born in Inuvik, Northwest Territories, Sarah 
was adopted and raised by her father (who is of Scottish descent) and her mother (an 
Anglo-Irish French Canadian). Her research focuses on reconciliation with Indigenous 
Peoples across Canada and explores how society can learn from Indigenous communities 
to connect with the land and environment and foster meaningful partnerships built on 
trust and reciprocity. 

Introduction
Indigenous economic development in Canada is a pathway to self-determination 
(Terrill & Boutilier, 2019), reconciliation (Hoicka et al., 2021), achieving sustainable 
development goals (Scheyvens et al., 2021), and strengthening socioeconomic 
conditions in Indigenous communities (Sengupta, 2015). This research focuses on how 
economic development education can align with the economic aspirations and needs 
of Indigenous communities across Canada. Despite progress in recognizing Indigenous 
perspectives in many sectors, we still know too little about how these perspectives and 
needs should shape economic development education.
	 This study explores the economic aspirations and educational needs of Indigenous 
communities and individuals across Canada and how these shared priorities can shape 
economic development curricula that address community-specific needs. This question 
acknowledges the diversity among Indigenous communities while aiming to identify 
common themes that can serve as a foundation for educational programs focused on 
Indigenous economic empowerment. A curriculum rooted in an Indigenous paradigm is 
essential for enhancing student engagement and educational outcomes (Pidgeon, 2018). 
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Literature Review
The literature on Indigenous economic development, Indigenous education, and 
business curriculum design reveals several interconnected themes that inform this 
study. Historical analyses illustrate how Indigenous governance systems and economies 
were disrupted through colonization, the Indian Act, and subsequent policies that 
limited economic self-determination (Gaudry, 2016; Woolford, 2009). Contemporary 
economic analysis highlights both ongoing socioeconomic gaps and the notable 
growth and potential of the Indigenous economy in Canada (Ayotte & Bridger, 2022; 
National Indigenous Economic Development Board [NIEDB], 2019). Meanwhile, 
scholars and organizations stress that meaningful progress in Indigenous economic 
development relies on education systems that enhance Indigenous capacity, leadership, 
and governance (Pidgeon, 2018; Cando, n.d.). 
	 A related body of scholarship criticizes the limitations of Western postsecondary 
systems and emphasizes the need for curricula that incorporate Indigenous pedagogies, 
worldviews, and community priorities. This work highlights tensions between 
Indigenous knowledge systems and Western business education, noting that while some 
programs and institutions try to make space for Indigenous perspectives, others argue 
that business schools need deeper structural reforms to effectively support Indigenous 
learners (Bastien et al., 2022; Woods et al., 2022). Organizational and policy reports 
strengthen the call for culturally grounded capacity-building programs that prepare 
Indigenous learners and practitioners to navigate structural barriers, foster partnerships, 
and promote community-driven economic priorities in Canada (Cando, n.d.; Luminary, 
2025; NIEDB, 2024). 
	 Overall, this literature indicates that creating effective Indigenous economic 
development curricula requires considering historical context, current economic 
realities, Indigenous pedagogies, and the capacity needs identified by communities and 
practitioners themselves. Organizational and policy literature also stress that capacity 
building within economic development corporations and First Nation governments 
depends on education that combines analytical, relational, and cultural skills. These 
elements collectively highlight the necessity for Indigenous economic development 
curricula that are historically informed, analytically robust, organizationally relevant, 
and culturally rooted.
	 The literature reviewed for this study was identified through keyword searches 
in academic databases (“Indigenous economic development,” “Indigenous business 
curriculum,” “Indigenization business school,” and “Indigenous pedagogy higher 
education”) and through citation tracing from key articles and reports. Priority was 
given to scholarship that examined Indigenous economic development, Indigenous 
pedagogies and epistemologies in higher education, and the emerging field of Indigenous 
business education, as well as organizational and policy reports from Indigenous  
and sectoral organizations such as the National Indigenous Economic Development 
Board, Indigenous Works, and the Council for the Advancement of Native  
Development Officers.
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Historical Context of Indigenous Economies
Historically, Indigenous people had diverse governance systems and economies, 
engaging in trade among themselves long before European contact (Gaudry, 2016). 
European contact then introduced a colonial economy involving Indigenous people 
in the fur trade, which significantly changed traditional economies. However, these 
changes quickly became tools of domination and oppression, especially through 
colonization. The Royal Proclamation and the Indian Act of 1867 formalized these 
oppressive structures, deeply suppressing Indigenous economies (Woolford, 2009). The 
historical path of these policies shows a pattern of systemic economic marginalization 
that Indigenous communities continue to confront (Daschuk, 2013).
	 The Indigenous economy remained largely suppressed until a future beyond the 
Indian Act could be imagined. Key legal and policy milestones, such as Calder et al. 
v. Attorney-General of British Columbia (1973), signalled a shift toward Indigenous 
economic independence. This case inspired policies such as the Comprehensive Land 
Claims policy and the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement, which laid the 
foundation for modern treaties (Rodon, 2021). These advancements were further 
strengthened by the First Nations Lands Management Act in 1996, giving communities 
greater control over their lands (Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs 
Canada, 2023). Collectively, these efforts represent steps toward economic sovereignty, 
supported by initiatives like Call to Action 92 of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada (2015), which called for corporate collaboration in economic 
reconciliation. These milestones set the foundation for the current Indigenous economy.

Current State of the Indigenous Economy 
The Indigenous Peoples of Canada are the fastest-growing demographic, including First 
Nations, Métis, and Inuit, and currently make up 1.81 million people, or 5% of Canada’s 
population (Statistics Canada, 2023a). This rapid population increase emphasizes the 
growing role of Indigenous participation in the country’s economy. The First Nations 
community consists of more than 630 nations and 1.05 million individuals (Statistics 
Canada, 2023a). The Métis, with 642,220 members, are the fastest-growing Indigenous 
group, while the Inuit, numbering 70,500, mainly live in Arctic regions (Statistics 
Canada, 2023a).
	 Drawing on Statistics Canada’s Indigenous Peoples Economic Account, Ayotte and 
Bridger (2022) estimate that the Indigenous economy contributed 2.2% of Canada’s 
GDP, or $48.9 billion in 2020, with growth potential toward a $100-billion economy. 
In this account, “Indigenous GDP” refers specifically to the combined income of 
Indigenous individuals and the operating surplus of Indigenous-owned businesses. 
Despite these contributions, discrepancies in data on Indigenous businesses raise 
significant concerns. Statistics Canada (2023b) reports a decline to 17,417 businesses, 
while the Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business estimates over 50,000 businesses 
([CCAB], 2022). This stark contrast highlights a need for consistent data collection to 
accurately measure the scope and impact of Indigenous entrepreneurship.
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	 Indigenous Economic Development Corporations (IEDCs) are vital economic 
drivers within many communities. Owned collectively, IEDCs generate important 
own-source revenues, directly supporting community development and governance. 
For example, these corporations contribute $2.3 billion annually to First Nations 
governments (First Nations Financial Management Board, 2020). However, systemic 
barriers such as limited access to capital and governance challenges hinder IEDCs from 
reaching their full potential (CCAB, 2022). Overcoming these barriers is crucial to 
unlocking IEDCs as engines of sustainable economic growth.
	 Organizational reports supplement this statistical overview of the Indigenous 
economy. The NIEDB’s Indigenous Economic Progress Reports monitor disparities 
and advancements in income, employment, education, and business development, 
highlighting the importance of education and skills development in reducing economic 
gaps (NIEDB, 2024). Indigenous Works’ (2017) Corporate Indigenous Engagement 
Index consistently reveals very low engagement levels between corporate Canada and 
Indigenous communities, with average scores around 13 out of 100, suggesting that 
most firms are not yet ready to work effectively with Indigenous nations, businesses, 
and workers. Sectoral organizations provide further insights; for example, the Council 
for the Advancement of Native Development Officers (Cando) has established national 
standards and training pathways for Indigenous economic development officers to 
become certified as Technical or Professional Aboriginal Economic Development 
Officers (Cando, n.d.), and Luminary promotes Indigenous innovation through 
curriculum, governance, and workforce development across eight national impact 
themes (Luminary, 2025). 
	 Taken together, these historical, demographic, legal, and economic developments 
demonstrate an Indigenous economy that is growing in size while becoming more 
intricate in governance, partnership arrangements, and regulatory frameworks. The 
rise of Indigenous GDP, the growing influence of development corporations, and the 
diversification of revenue sources all indicate increasing demand for practitioners. At 
the same time, ongoing systemic barriers remain, including inconsistent data, limited 
access to capital, and structural constraints shaped by the Indian Act, highlighting the 
need for education that is analytically rigorous, culturally informed, and responsive to 
community-defined economic objectives.

Organizational and Governance Perspectives on Capacity Building
Insights shared by practitioner-focused literature also align with broader insights from 
organizational theory. Classic works in organizational learning and decision-making 
highlight that effective leadership in complex environments requires the ability to 
interpret information and engage in strategic sensemaking (Weick, 1995), navigate 
governance structures with clarity (Mintzberg, 2009), and guide organizations through 
uncertainty by managing competing priorities (March, 1991). These frameworks 
emphasize competencies that closely reflect the demands outlined in the Indigenous 
economic development literature mentioned above. Together, these organizational and 
Indigenous perspectives suggest that economic development practitioners need a mix of 
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analytical, relational, and governance skills that can be developed through curriculum 
tailored specifically for Indigenous contexts. 

Educational Needs and Aspirations in Indigenous Communities
Indigenous economic development challenges are deeply connected to historical and 
ongoing educational disparities. Policies like the residential school system forcibly 
separated Indigenous children from their families and cultural environments, leading to 
long-term negative effects on culture, language, and economic well-being (Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). Statistics Canada (2016) likewise reports 
lower high school graduation rates among Indigenous populations, which limits their 
access to higher education and economic opportunities (Hennessey & Landine, 2018). 
These systemic harms have contributed to ongoing gaps in educational achievement, 
employment, and income between Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations. 
	 Closing this educational gap is essential for promoting economic equity. 
Opportunities to engage in training and upskilling can result in improved economic 
outcomes and greater participation in the labour market (Action Canada, 2020). And 
recent initiatives have aimed at decolonizing education to better align curricula with 
Indigenous aspirations. For example, institutions can foster more culturally responsive 
learning environments by co-creating educational programs that incorporate Indigenous 
knowledge systems and community objectives (Pratt et al., 2018). These efforts are 
vital for repairing the educational structures disrupted by colonialism.

Indigenous Pedagogies and Epistemologies in Business Education
Within this conversation, equitable access and more transformative approaches to 
curriculum are framed as key ways to respond to educational disparities. Indigenous 
pedagogies offer an alternative framework rooted in relationality, community, and holistic 
learning (Woods et al., 2022). Rather than merely incorporating Indigenous content, 
these approaches challenge power dynamics and prioritize Indigenous epistemologies 
characterized by storytelling, experiential learning, and mentorship (Fellner, 2018). 
Recent initiatives supported by the Business Association of Canada, including studies of 
Indigenous allyship and on advancing the Indigenization of Canadian business schools, 
further highlight the need to move beyond token inclusion of Indigenous content 
toward deeper changes in governance, curriculum, and relationships with Indigenous 
communities (Aussant et al., 2023). 
	 This method emphasizes learning from and with the land, which fosters 
interconnectedness and practical engagement (Ragoonaden & Mueller, 2017). 
However, structural barriers hinder efforts to integrate Indigenous pedagogies into 
traditional business education. These include resistance within Western-centric 
institutions, challenges in revising assessment models, and a lack of faculty familiar 
with Indigenous ways of knowing (Doucette et al., 2021). Overcoming these challenges 
requires institutional commitment to systemic reform, including faculty training and 
curriculum restructuring
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Economic Development and Indigenous Business Curriculum 
Emerging Indigenous business curricula attempt to bring Indigenous values, histories, 
and knowledge systems into conversations with mainstream economic concepts to create 
more culturally responsive learning environments, preparing students to address unique 
socioeconomic challenges (Bastien et al., 2022; Woods et al., 2022). Key features include 
traditional trade practices, community enterprises, and sustainable business aligned 
with Indigenous values (Hindle & Moroz, 2010). Additionally, these curricula explore 
historical and contemporary macroeconomic factors, such as colonization, treaties, and 
legislation like The Indian Act, influencing Indigenous economic development. By 
contextualizing these elements, Indigenous business education equips students with 
the tools to navigate complex realities while fostering community growth. 
	 Woods et al. (2022) offer a compelling framework for integrating Indigenous 
worldviews into business education, using M ori perspectives as a case study. This 
framework emphasizes conceptual, political, cultural, and relational dimensions, 
aligning with the principles of two-eyed seeing (Bartlett et al., 2012). These approaches 
foster mutual respect between Indigenous and Western knowledge systems, creating a 
richer and more inclusive educational experience.
	 At the same time, scholars point out that business schools remain deeply grounded 
in Western epistemologies and institutional logics and question how far curricula can 
go in genuinely reconciling these knowledge systems if they are not accompanied by 
structural changes (Woods et al., 2022). While some scholars argue that Indigenous 
business curricula can help bring Indigenous and Western knowledge systems into a 
productive relationship (Woods et al., 2022), others caution that such bridging may be 
limited without fundamental shifts in institutional power structures and epistemologies 
(Bastien et al., 2022). 
	 In the end, the literature emphasizes the interplay between historical legacies, 
educational disparities, and economic opportunities in shaping the contemporary 
Indigenous economy. Yet despite significant progress, systemic barriers persist, 
limiting the potential of Indigenous economic and educational initiatives. Future 
research should focus on specific strategies to integrate Indigenous pedagogies into  
business education, address systemic inequities, and build sustainable pathways for 
economic reconciliation.

Methodology
In this section, we present the study’s methodological design. We discuss strategy, data 
collection methods, and our analytical framework. 

Research Design
This study used a mixed-methods design to explore the educational needs and economic 
aspirations of Indigenous communities in relation to Indigenous economic development 
curricula. The qualitative component consisted of semi-structured interviews with 17 
participants, including Indigenous economic development officers, managers and board 
members of Indigenous economic development corporations, and prospective students 
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interested in Indigenous economic development education. The quantitative component 
consisted of an online survey completed by 43 respondents from similar groups. The 
interview guide included questions on economic development goals, current and future 
skill requirements, preferred program formats, and the role of Indigenous knowledge and 
Elders in education. The survey instrument mirrored these themes with both closed- and 
open-ended questions on demographic characteristics (e.g., role, years of experience, 
perceived skills needed, and curriculum priorities). Together, these methods provided 
both depth and breadth, allowing individual narratives to be interpreted alongside 
broader patterns across respondents. 

Participant Characteristics and Scope
Survey respondents represented a cross-section of those currently engaged in Indigenous 
economic development and individuals interested in pursuing Indigenous economic 
development education. Among survey participants, 65.1% were working in Indigenous 
economic development roles and 34.9% identified as prospective students. Respondents 
reported experience in First Nation governments, Indigenous development corporations, 
Indigenous-owned enterprises, community-based program delivery, board governance, 
and Indigenous service organizations. Regarding identity, 86.7% of respondents self-
identified as First Nations and 13.3% as Métis. Most respondents did not report their 
geographic region, which limits the ability to interpret findings by province or territory; 
however, responses reflected both on-reserve and urban Indigenous service contexts 
across multiple nations.
	 The 17 interview participants provided valuable insights and represented a diverse 
group of Indigenous and non-Indigenous practitioners, leaders, and prospective students. 
Interviewees included First Nation, non-Indigenous, and Métis economic development 
managers, board members, and educators, as well as prospective Indigenous economic 
development students. Participants were based in various regions, including British 
Columbia, central Canada, and eastern Canada, and brought experience from both 
on-reserve and urban Indigenous economic development. This variety of roles and 
backgrounds supports the study’s goal of identifying curriculum needs across different 
governance, organizational, and educational contexts, while recognising that the sample 
cannot be considered regionally representative.
	 The methodological approach involves a five-step process based on relationships, 
storytelling, analysis, integration, and verification with feedback. The mixed-methods 
approach allows for multiple voices from various communities and respects the 
knowledge of the greatest number of individuals (Chilisa & Tsheko, 2014). The design 
combines qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with quantitative survey 
data to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the research question. This 
approach aligns with the relational nature of an Indigenous paradigm by enabling one-
on-one interactions during the interview process, reducing power dynamics by seeing 
participants as co-researchers (Chilisa & Tsheko, 2014). This method combines the 
value of both qualitative and quantitative data and is suitable for identifying areas of 
strength and contextually relevant information (Martel et al., 2022).
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Step One: Data Collection Through Relationships. 
This study involved two participant groups: potential students for economic development 
courses and individuals engaged in Indigenous economic development. The interview 
participants were purposively selected, using the researcher’s extensive networks with 
Indigenous economic development employees, organizations, and student networks. 
Through relationships with initial participants, a snowball technique was employed to 
recruit additional participants, alongside an online recruitment initiative. These groups 
were chosen to provide diverse perspectives. Quantitative data were collected through 
a survey posted on various social media outlets and through word-of-mouth. 

Step Two: Storytelling Through Semi-Structured Interviews. 
After establishing these relationships, the researchers moved forward with qualitative 
data collection. This mixed-methods study used semi-structured interviews with 
both participant groups. Seventeen interviews followed a semi-structured format, 
allowing flexibility and creating a more conversational style to gather personal stories 
and experiences. A reflexive approach ensured that language and dialogue remained 
respectful and appropriate. This additional flexibility aims to reduce the power dynamics 
often associated with interviews. Additionally, some interviews were recorded on the 
land or during walks along the river, while others took place over shared meals. 

Step Three: The Bigger Picture Through Survey Questionnaires. 
Alongside the interviews, we conducted an online survey to identify broader trends and 
patterns that might not emerge from individual stories. This survey allowed us to reach 
a wider range of 43 participants, providing valuable quantitative insight into the larger 
context in which these communities exist. 

Step Four: Pulling Together Through Data Analysis. 
Thematic analysis was used to identify themes and patterns from the interview 
transcripts and the qualitative parts of the surveys. Descriptive statistics were used to 
summarize the characteristics of each group participating in the survey. We searched 
for common ground between individual experiences and broader patterns to reveal 
both shared and distinct community aspirations. Qualitative and quantitative findings 
were integrated during the interpretation phase through a convergent mixed-methods 
approach, comparing interview themes with patterns in survey responses to identify 
similarities and differences in educational needs and priorities. This approach allowed 
the qualitative data to explain and enrich quantitative trends and the survey results to 
reveal the extent to which specific themes were shared among respondents.

Ethics and Data Governance
Ethics approval for this study was granted by the Royal Roads University Research 
Ethics Board. Since the project involved individual practitioners and prospective 
students from many First Nations, Métis, and Inuit communities across Canada, it 
was not conducted under a single community research agreement. Instead, the design 
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was guided by Indigenous data sovereignty principles, including First Nations OCAP 
principles, which focus on transparency, consent, and Indigenous authority over data 
relating to Indigenous Peoples. Participants received detailed consent forms explaining 
how their data would be used, how confidentiality would be protected, and their right to 
withdraw at any time. Interviews were recorded with permission, transcripts were shared 
with participants for clarification and verification, and all identifying information was 
removed after transcript checks were completed. Digital files were stored on password-
protected devices and backed up to encrypted external drives, while physical materials 
were stored in a locked cabinet. Aggregate findings and plain-language summaries 
were provided to participants and interested communities to promote reciprocity and 
accountability.

Findings
The findings bring together themes from the interviews and survey to demonstrate 
how participants understand Indigenous economic development, the skills they deem 
essential, and what they expect from curriculum. Semi-structured interviews provided 
contextual accounts from Indigenous and non-Indigenous practitioners and prospective 
students, while the survey revealed broader patterns regarding skills, curriculum 
priorities, and pedagogical expectations. Together, these data illustrate the educational 
needs and economic aspirations of individuals involved in Indigenous economic 
development across diverse governance and organizational contexts.

Community Aspirations as the Foundation for Educational Needs
Throughout interviews, participants consistently described Indigenous economic 
development as rooted in three interconnected community goals: creating meaningful 
employment, generating revenue for community wellbeing, and integrating cultural 
values into economic activities. These aspirations shape practitioners’ daily work and 
directly influence the educational competencies needed in the field.
	 Participants discussed employment not just as creating jobs but as building roles 
that enhance identity, belonging, and capacity within the Nation. As one manager 
noted, “We create ventures to employ our people, not just generate profit.” This focus 
on meaningful work was often linked with revenue generation, not as a commercial 
goal but as a means to invest in community programs related to health, culture, and 
development. These themes highlight that community aspirations are multidimensional 
and provide the basis for designing curriculum.

Skills Required to Advance Community Economic Aspirations
The themes expressed by interview participants match the skills that survey respondents 
identified as most important. While practitioners explained the need to assess business 
opportunities through cultural, community, and financial perspectives, the survey 
confirmed that critical thinking, strategic evaluation, financial literacy, communication, 
and opportunity recognition are the top skills needed for effective work in Indigenous 
economic development, as shown in Figure 1. 
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FIGURE 1
Weighted Rank Scores for Skills Required in 

Indigenous Economic Development

		  Note. Participants ranked ten skills from most to least important. 
		  Weighted rank scores were calculated by assigning numerical values 
		  to each rank position and averaging them across respondents. 
		  Higher scores reflect skills identified as higher priority.

	 Interview participants provided examples that clarify these quantitative findings. 
Practitioners described evaluating potential joint ventures, conducting feasibility 
studies, interpreting financial statements for leadership, and communicating economic 
scenarios in ways that respect community values and priorities. These themes 
indicate that curriculum in this area requires a solid analytical foundation while 
integrating these skills within Indigenous governance, community priorities, and local  
economic contexts.

Curriculum Content Grounded in the  
Realities of Indigenous Economic Development
Participants’ descriptions of their work naturally translated into specific curriculum 
expectations. Interview participants emphasized governance literacy, partnership 
building, procurement, legal navigation, and the ability to assess opportunities grounded 
in community aspirations. Survey respondents expressed almost identical priorities. 
As shown in Figure 2, the top curricular topics were entrepreneurship and business 
skills, financial literacy and access to capital, leadership and governance, cultural 
competency and Indigenous knowledge systems, partnership development, and legal and  
regulatory environments. 
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FIGURE 2
Percentage of Respondents Identifying Key Economic  

Development Topics as Educational Priorities

		  Note. Percentages indicate how many respondents identified each 
		  topic as important to include in curriculum.

These quantitative results build on the qualitative findings by identifying a clear set 
of competencies that practitioners and students believe are essential for supporting 
community-led economic strategies. The combined data indicates that Indigenous 
economic development education must prepare learners to make decisions that are 
financially sound, culturally rooted, and governance aligned. 

Indigenous Knowledge and Pedagogy as Essential, Not Supplementary
One of the strongest areas of agreement across methods was the importance of embedding 
Indigenous knowledge and pedagogies throughout the curriculum. Interviews 
highlighted that cultural values influence economic decisions and partnership choices. 
One participant remarked that “I think it would be best having elders because they 
have a lot of knowledge and teaching that they can pass on to the students.” Survey 
data supported this, with more than 90% of respondents seeing Indigenous knowledge 
integration as essential, as illustrated in Figure 3. Elders were the top-ranked method 
for embedding Indigenous knowledge, followed by Indigenous instructors, Indigenous 
case studies, guest speakers, and land-based learning. 
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FIGURE 3
Weighted Importance Scores for the Best Ways to Integrate  
Indigenous Knowledge and Perspectives into the Curriculum

		  Note. Scores reflect weighted rankings of participant preferences. 
		  A higher score indicates a method that respondents ranked as more 
		  important for integrating Indigenous knowledge and perspectives 
		  into the curriculum.

	 Across the interviews and survey, Indigenous pedagogies emerge not as an add-
on but as the foundation for preparing learners for work that is relational, culturally 
embedded, and accountable to community. 

Education as a Pathway to Capacity Building 
Participants across methods highlighted that formal education plays a key role 
in developing capacity for Indigenous economic growth. Survey respondents 
overwhelmingly indicated that Indigenous economic development education is very 
useful or extremely useful for employment, and interview participants shared how 
formal training boosted their confidence, improved decision-making, and supported 
career advancement within Indigenous governments and development corporations. 
Education was seen not just as a credentialing process but as a practical tool to help 
nations as they take on increasingly complex economic strategies, partnerships, and 
governance responsibilities.
	 Participants also emphasized that access to such education largely depends on 
program structure. Survey results show that 86.7% of respondents viewed the ability 
to balance employment with online learning as crucial, supporting interview accounts 
of heavy workloads, caregiving duties, and community commitments. Most also 
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highlighted the significance of relationship-building components (60%), such as 
short residencies that enable students to connect with peers, Elders, and instructors 
in culturally meaningful ways. Preferences were divided among synchronous online 
classes (53.3%) and asynchronous materials (26.7%); notably, 86.7% of respondents 
also endorsed the inclusion of at least one face-to-face residency, indicating strong 
support for hybrid program structures.
	 Nearly half of respondents preferred one face-to-face residency (46.7%), with 40% 
favouring two residencies, indicating that limited in-person interaction is valued when 
it supports relational learning but remains manageable for working adults. Preferences 
for full-time (46.7%) versus part-time (26.7%) study further confirm that learners need 
multiple pathways to participation.
	 Together, these quantitative and qualitative findings show that high-quality, 
culturally grounded economic development education must be paired with delivery 
methods that respect learners’ responsibilities and support relational, community-
centred pedagogies. Programs that combine online flexibility with opportunities for 
meaningful in-person connection best match the realities and expectations of both 
current practitioners and prospective students.

Discussion and Conclusion
This research examined the educational needs and economic aspirations of Indigenous 
communities across Canada to guide future economic development curricula. The 
goals were to identify common themes and essential skills in Indigenous economic 
development, incorporate Indigenous knowledge and perspectives into the curriculum, 
and promote the creation of a sustainable and empowering economic framework for 
Indigenous communities.
	 This study makes several important contributions to the literature. First, the research 
identifies key skills such as critical thinking, financial literacy, strategic assessment, 
and communication. This detailed identification offers a foundational framework for 
creating comprehensive educational programs tailored to the needs of Indigenous 
economic development. 
	 Second, it emphasizes the importance of integrating Indigenous knowledge and 
perspectives throughout economic development curricula: doing so provides a model 
for educational institutions to develop culturally responsive programs that honour 
Indigenous ways of knowing and learning. Interestingly, the findings reveal differences 
between potential students and those currently working in economic development 
regarding their educational approach and their desire to incorporate Indigenous 
knowledge into the curriculum. While both groups acknowledge the importance of 
culturally relevant education, those actively engaged in the field focus on the practical 
application of Indigenous knowledge in economic activities. In contrast, potential 
students emphasise a more comprehensive integration of Indigenous perspectives 
throughout all educational content.
	 These findings have implications for policymakers and educators, highlighting the 
need for postsecondary institutions to support Indigenous-led educational initiatives 
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and curricula development. Policy, such as collective agreements or Indigenous 
strategic plans, should include the role of Elders and multiple perspectives in Indigenous 
programs. Educational institutions must commit to ongoing collaboration with 
Indigenous communities to ensure that their educational initiatives are academically 
rigorous, culturally relevant, and responsive to evolving community needs. 
	 Third, the study highlights the role of IEDCs as essential vehicles for achieving 
community goals such as job creation and revenue generation. The findings show 
that IEDCs are vital to Indigenous communities’ economic and social fabric, acting 
as mechanisms for economic activity and tools for social change. They create jobs 
and generate revenue that can be reinvested into community welfare programs, thereby 
improving overall community well-being. Course content should focus on strategies to 
achieve these goals rather than the specifics within industries. This broad approach will 
enable a curriculum that responds to a wide range of economic initiatives and promotes 
practical experience, underscoring the potential of Indigenous economic development 
curricula to play a vital role in driving socioeconomic progress and supporting self-
determination within Indigenous communities.
	 Finally, there is a need to enhance capacity within Indigenous economic 
development organizations. Training programs should concentrate on developing the 
identified essential skills and offer opportunities for ongoing professional growth while 
maintaining employment. This strategy can help cultivate a new generation of leaders 
capable of guiding and advancing economic initiatives within Indigenous communities.
	 In conclusion, this research offers valuable insights into the educational needs 
and economic aspirations of Indigenous communities in Canada. By highlighting the 
importance of integrating Indigenous knowledge and identifying critical skills and topics 
for academic programs, the study helps develop more effective and culturally responsive 
Indigenous economic development curricula. The role of IEDCs as instruments for 
achieving community goals further underscores the link between economic activity 
and social well-being within Indigenous contexts.

Author’s Note
This project was made possible through support from the New Ways Fund (Royal Roads 
University), whose contribution enabled the data collection and research activities 
undertaken in this study. The views expressed here are solely those of the authors and 
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