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About the Research
The goal of this study is to provide a review 
of Indigenous women entrepreneurship in 
Canada’s economy, identify the barriers to 
their entrepreneurial success, understand 
Indigenous women entrepreneurs’ unique 
approaches to innovation, and provide 
recommendations for a more inclusive 
ecosystem to support Indigenous women in 
their economic pursuits and social activities. 
The study uses a gender perspective to 
explore the profiles of Indigenous women-
owned businesses, and takes a preliminary 
look at their use of traditional knowledge 
(collective knowledge of traditions used by 
Indigenous groups to sustain and adapt 
themselves to their environment over time1).

While traditional knowledge is difficult to 
define, it is “commonly understood to refer 
to collective knowledge of traditions used 
by Indigenous groups to sustain and adapt 
themselves to their environment over time.”2 
It is often passed down generationally and 
can be communicated in a variety of ways 
such as storytelling, ceremonies, traditions, 
ideologies, hunting, trapping, food gathering, 
teachings, innovations, and medicines. 

This report provides new data from the 
Canadian Council of Aboriginal Business’ 
extensive body of research with Indigenous-
owned businesses, including surveys 
conducted in 2010, 2015, and 2019. Data 
from the 2016 Census on self-employed 
Canadians is included wherever possible to 
compare the profiles of Indigenous women-
owned businesses to Canadian businesses 
overall. A brief literature review is provided to 
add context about the position of Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs in the business world, 
and to connect this small but crucial group 

to the broader economic picture. The report 
considers past research on Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs and notes the impacts 
that structural barriers have had on their 
business practices. 

Research Highlights
Business Characteristics
 > Approximately two in five (40%) Indigenous 

self-employed workers are women, 
representing a higher proportion than 
self-employed non-Indigenous Canadian 
women overall (36%).

 > Indigenous women-owned businesses 
tend to be smaller than their men-owned 
counterparts: 

 > Indigenous women-owned businesses 
are more likely to be sole proprietors 
(60%) than Indigenous men-owned 
businesses (48%);

 > Indigenous women-owned businesses 
are more likely to operate without 
employees (58%) than Indigenous men-
owned businesses (45%);

 > Nine percent of Indigenous women-
owned businesses have annual revenues 
of $1 million or more, compared to 18% of 
Indigenous men-owned businesses.

Despite these disparities, all Indigenous-
owned businesses, both men-owned and 
women-owned, are experiencing similar 
growth rates.

The proportion of Indigenous women-
owned businesses that are incorporated has 
increased over time, from 17% in 2010 to 21% 
in 2019. This is in spite of the tax implications 
for businesses located on-reserve, which 
create a disincentive to incorporating.3 

Executive 
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Despite this increase, their incorporation rate 
is lower than that of Indigenous men-owned 
businesses (30%) and of non-Indigenous 
women-owned businesses in Canada (26%). 

Employment
Compared to Indigenous men-owned 
businesses, a smaller portion of Indigenous 
women-owned businesses had employees 
(55% vs. 42%) in 2019. The 2016 Census data 
indicates the proportion for non-Indigenous 
women-owned businesses with employees is 
similar to that of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses (in 2015, the most comparable 
time period).4 

Notably, however, the proportion of 
Indigenous women-owned businesses with 
employees has been increasing over time, 
nearly doubling over the last decade (from 
23% in 2010 to 42% in 2019). 

Indigenous women-owned businesses are 
more likely to have a smaller staff but have a 
higher percentage of Indigenous employees 
compared to Indigenous men-owned 
businesses. In fact, Indigenous women-
owned businesses are more likely than 
Indigenous men-owned businesses to have a 
100% Indigenous staff (44% vs. 26%). 

Industry
Indigenous women-owned businesses skew 
towards service industries (62%), although 
the proportion operating in the primary 
sectors (12%), such as mining and agriculture, 
and secondary sectors (22%), such as 
manufacturing and wholesale and retail trade, 
have increased over time. 

There is greater diversity among the types 
of Indigenous women-owned businesses 
than among non-Indigenous women-owned 
businesses in Canada, with the latter skewed 
even more heavily towards service industries 
(75%).

Indigenous women-owned businesses are 
more likely than Indigenous men-owned 
businesses to demonstrate innovation by 
introducing new products or services (47% vs. 
41%) and new processes (34% vs. 31%). 

Traditional Knowledge
About 73% of Indigenous women who own 
businesses say they use either traditional 
knowledge (TK) or traditional cultural 
expressions (TCE) in their businesses, which 
is more widespread than among Indigenous 
men-owned businesses (55%). Indigenous 
women-owned businesses often produce 
arts and crafts, storytelling, clothing, 
jewellery, and non-medicinal products.

While TK and TCE are widely used among 
Indigenous women-owned businesses, only 
a minority of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses have any type of knowledge 
protection (intellectual property or otherwise; 
25%). However, knowledge protection is 
more common in Indigenous women-owned 
businesses than among their men-owned 
counterparts who use TK/TCE (16%). This 
could be due to a higher rate of incidences of 
unauthorized use experienced by Indigenous 
women-owned businesses.

Indigenous women-owned 

businesses are more likely 

than Indigenous men-owned 

businesses to demonstrate 

innovation by introducing 

new products or services 

and new processes (47% 

vs. 41%) and new processes 

(34% vs. 31%).
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introduction

Indigenous Business  
in Canada
There are over 60,000 Indigenous businesses 
in Canada with an estimated 12% of them 
being large community-owned firms.5 The 
Indigenous private economy alone was 
estimated to contribute $32 billion to the 
Canadian economy in 2016, and total revenue 
continues to increase each year.6 Indigenous 
businesses of all sizes are present in every 
industry and region in Canada.

Indigenous women engage in 
entrepreneurship (including self-
employment) at higher rates than the 
Canadian average for women. According to 
the 2016 Census, Indigenous women make 
up 40% of self-employed Indigenous people, 
while non-Indigenous women make up 36% 
of self-employed Canadians.7 It is important 
to note that Indigenous communities are not 
a monolith: the majority of Indigenous people 
distinguish themselves by region, which often 
correlates with their identity as First Nation, 
Inuit, or Métis, as well as whether they live on-
reserve or off-reserve. 

CCAB’s research has shown that Indigenous 
women business owners are a competitive 
part of the Indigenous economy and an asset 
to their communities. Although they face 
challenges in terms of financing and funding, 
and their businesses tend to be smaller than 
men’s, Indigenous women show considerable 
strengths in other ways. For example, 
Indigenous women-owned businesses export 
at higher rates than men-owned businesses 
(28% vs. 24% export to the US, and 21% 
vs. 15% export abroad). Furthermore, their 
businesses often implement community-

oriented strategies and have a focus on 
community relationships.8

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
many of the structural and social barriers 
that exist in Canada.9 Access to funding and 
financing has been a long-standing barrier 
for Indigenous entrepreneurs and their 
businesses, in addition to the administrative 
burden of working with governments on 
contracts or funding opportunities.10 These 
issues have become even more pressing 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, as many 
people and businesses across Canada require 
additional government support and funding. 
Additionally, many Indigenous communities in 
remote or northern areas do not have access 
to affordable or reliable internet: only 24% of 
households in Indigenous communities have 
access to high speed internet, compared to 
84% of households in Canada.11 This digital 
divide has added to existing barriers during 
a period of increased reliance on remote 
work and communication technology. As 
new policies and practices are introduced 
to help during the pandemic, governments, 
non-profits, Indigenous communities, and 
the corporate sector can build data-driven 
strategies to address these problems and 
work toward lasting equitable solutions.

Although growth and innovation within 
the Indigenous economy have drawn the 
attention of governments, industry, and 
communities, data on entrepreneurship 
among Indigenous people in Canada is 
limited. While studies are becoming more 
common, they tend to approach Indigenous 
business as a broad category, leaving 
research gaps on key factors, such as 
gender or heritage.12 Understanding the 
opportunities and challenges faced by 
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Indigenous businesses overall is important, 
but a nuanced approach is needed to ensure 
that all Indigenous businesses are set up for 
success. 

This report aims to provide a deeper, more 
nuanced understanding of the current 
landscape of the Indigenous economy by 
analyzing the demographics of Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs over the last 
decade. Building on previous research, this 
report revisits three of CCAB’s previous 
national studies from a gender perspective, 
providing insights on the characteristics of 
Indigenous women-owned and Indigenous 
men-owned businesses over nearly a decade. 
The data are taken from CCAB’s research 
series, Promise and Prosperity: The Aboriginal 
Business Survey, from 2011 and 2016, as 
well as data collected in 2019, allowing for 
a unique longitudinal analysis of gender in 
Indigenous business. The focal factors in this 
study include:

 > businesses location (on-reserve or off-
reserve);

 > identity (First Nations, Métis, or Inuit);

 > revenue, industry, and other business 
characteristics.

This report begins with a literature review that 
examines the existing, but limited, studies 
on Indigenous women entrepreneurs. The 
subsequent section integrates data from 
three surveys to generate a comprehensive 
profile of Indigenous women entrepreneurs 
from 2010 to 2019, with specific focus on 
eight key characteristics: identity, location, 
business type, business size, sector, 
customers, innovation, and revenue. 

Following this profile, we explore how 
Indigenous women-owned businesses use 
traditional knowledge (TK) and traditional 
cultural expressions (TCE) in their businesses. 
Finally, a brief discussion ties in these 
findings with the broader Indigenous and 
Canadian business landscape and provides 
recommendations aimed at creating a more 
equitable economic ecosystem.
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Literature Review  
& Background

Various studies have identified positive 
trends for Indigenous businesses in Canada, 
despite the systemic barriers and challenges 
they face.13,14,15 CCAB’s 2016 national 
Promise and Prosperity report revealed 
most Indigenous businesses hold a positive 
outlook for the future and of their success 
to date. Indigenous businesses increasingly 
embrace innovation; 63% of respondents 
reported introducing new products, services, 
or processes into their businesses in the 
previous three years.16

Indigenous women are more likely than 
non-Indigenous women to pursue 
entrepreneurship, particularly in self-
employment. According to the 2016 Census, 
40% of self-employed Indigenous people are 
women, while non-Indigenous women make 
up 36% of all self-employed Canadians.17 
According to a recent study by the National 
Aboriginal Capital Corporations Association 
(NACCA), Indigenous women tend to have 
a lower value of loan write-offs, more often 
pursue services and supports for their 
business, and build longer-lasting business 
relationships compared to Indigenous 
men.18 They create jobs for their community, 
share skills with community members, 
and act as role models and leaders in their 
communities.19

Businesses owned by Indigenous women and 
Indigenous men also differ in several ways. 
WEKH and CCAB’s 2020 report, Indigenous 
Women Entrepreneurs: Preliminary Report, 
reanalyzed the data from CCAB’s 2016’s 
Promise and Prosperity survey using gender-
based analysis. The review provides unique 
insights into this sector of the economy. In 
addition, a number of studies and reports 

reveal the unique characteristics and 
experiences of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses. Key findings across the literature 
point toward several topics worth exploring 
in more depth: size and structure, networks, 
motivation, funding, accessibility, and 
infrastructure of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses.20,21,22

Social Capital, Social 
Impact & Social Media
On average, Indigenous women-owned 
businesses tend to have a smaller staff but 
have a higher percentage of Indigenous 
employees compared to Indigenous men-
owned businesses. Many have a fully 
Indigenous staff (44% of Indigenous women-
owned vs. 26% of Indigenous men-owned 
businesses). Our research also reveals that 
Indigenous women-owned businesses 
rank their community relationships as most 
important to their business success (83%), 
while Indigenous men-owned businesses 
rank their suppliers as most important (80%). 
These findings suggest a shared desire by 
Indigenous women entrepreneurs to create 
positive economic and social impact within 
their communities. Indigenous women’s 
motivations for social entrepreneurship are 
an area for future exploration. 

Moreover, Indigenous women are more likely 
than Indigenous men to value Indigenous 
leadership. These priorities may be related 
to their consumer base: Indigenous women-
owned businesses are more likely to 
supply goods and services to consumers 
(68%) and Indigenous governments (49%), 
but less likely to supply to the private 
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sector and non-Indigenous government 
departments. A study on Indigenous women 
entrepreneurs in British Columbia points 
to the important role of social capital in 
motivating entrepreneurship. The qualitative 
data collected from the surveys and 
interviews assert that the internal motivation 
of Indigenous women entrepreneurs to give 
back to their communities is an integral part 
of their business endeavors.23

In addition to being closely connected to their 
communities, Indigenous women are more 
likely to seek advice through both formal 
(27%) and informal (63%) channels compared 
to Indigenous men (21% through formal and 
56% through informal channels).24 Indigenous 
women-owned businesses also consistently 
use all types of digital and social media more 
than men-owned Indigenous businesses for 
marketing or customer engagement purposes 
(including but not limited to a company 
website, Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and 
email).25 Further research is needed to explore 
the differences in Indigenous women’s and 
men’s business strategies and motivations in 
order to guide policies and provide resources 
and partnership opportunities. 

Barriers to Financing
Studies have also identified several 
challenges, particularly for Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs. Securing financing is 
often the biggest challenge for Indigenous 
businesses in general, but women experience 
greater barriers in this area. Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs often lack access to 
loans and financial institutions, lack property 
for collateral, and lack credit.26 Indigenous 
women are also more likely to use personal 
savings to start their business. They are 
significantly less likely to use business loans 
or lines of credit to start their business: 
16% of Indigenous men-owned businesses 
secure these types of financing, compared 
with only 7% of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses.27 For established businesses, 
Indigenous women entrepreneurs are less 

likely to rate retained earnings, personal 
loans, business loans, Indigenous lending 
agencies, and federal government grants 
and loans as important to their business, 
compared to Indigenous men. Personal 
savings was the only category in which both 
Indigenous women-owned and Indigenous 
men-owned businesses give similar ratings. 
Indigenous women-owned businesses are 
less likely to report an increase in sales 
revenues or a net profit.28,29 However, this 
report shows that these rates are growing. 

Social and Institutional 
Barriers to Professional 
Growth
In addition to institutional barriers such 
as access to capital, Indigenous women 
entrepreneurs experience social barriers 
that impact their business ventures. Social 
barriers include unbalanced gender role 
responsibilities in the home and access to 
childcare. A recent study by the National 
Aboriginal Capital Corporations Association 
(NACCA) identified that balancing the 
workload between family and business 
responsibilities as well as gender-role 
stereotyping in entrepreneurship is a 
prominent challenge for Indigenous 
women.30 Despite the increased labour force 
participation of women, traditional gender 
roles persist. Women continue to perform 
a disproportionate share of unpaid work 
(i.e., housework and caregiving).31 There is 
also evidence that men have not increased 
their participation in unpaid work to the 
same extent that women have increased 
their participation in paid employment.32 
Given these realities, the lack of accessible 
childcare and family supports is a significant 
barrier to women’s business success. The 
barriers to accessing these critical resources 
are amplified for Indigenous women 
entrepreneurs, who face compounding 
barriers, being both women and Indigenous. 
In many ways, structural and institutional 
barriers reinforce one another. 



5

The gap between essential infrastructure 
services available to Indigenous communities 
and those available to all Canadians is yet 
another structural barrier.33 Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs face similar barriers 
experienced by other residents of Indigenous 
communities when trying to access 
essential government services, in addition 
to financing. Many Indigenous communities 
have insufficient access to basic critical 
infrastructure required to operate a business, 
such as technology, transportation, affordable 
housing, education, and clean water.34 
The glaring inequalities that Indigenous 
communities face when it comes to basic 
infrastructure have an even greater negative 
impact on business activities. 

Considering the institutional, systemic, 
and structural barriers that inhibit 
business success for Indigenous women, 
an intersectional perspective can lead to 
a more comprehensive understanding of 
Indigenous women-owned businesses and 
the processes they employ, the successes 
they achieve, and the barriers they encounter. 
A gender-based analysis that also uses an 
intersectional framework can help researchers 
develop deeper insights into the barriers 
and discrimination Indigenous women 
entrepreneurs face, both outside and within 
their own communities. 

Impact of the COVID-19 
Pandemic on Indigenous 
Businesses
The existing structural inequalities faced by 
Indigenous businesses are exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Compared to businesses 
overall in Canada, those owned by Indigenous 
entrepreneurs have been hit harder by the 
effects of the pandemic.35 In response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, CCAB teamed up with 
several leading Indigenous organizations 
to participate in the Indigenous Business 
COVID-19 Response Taskforce. The taskforce 
worked to understand how Indigenous 
businesses were affected by the pandemic 
so they could advocate on their behalf at the 
beginning of the crisis. In spring of 2020, led 
by CCAB, the taskforce contributed to a survey 
of over 800 Indigenous businesses across the 
country to gain insights into the impacts of 
the pandemic on business operations during 
the early stages of the pandemic. The study 
found that 91% of Indigenous businesses 
experienced a negative impact from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The top three impacts 
were a decrease in revenues (76%), a decrease 
in demand for products and services (65%), 
and a cancellation of meetings, gatherings, 
or events (59%). About 67% of respondents 
reported experiencing a decrease in revenues 
compared to the same quarter in 2019. About 
56% predicted their business would not last 
more than three months, including 10% who 
could only last one month, and 2% whose 
businesses had already closed. 

In addition, women-owned businesses in 
Canada have felt deeper impacts of the 
pandemic in several ways. For example, 41% 
of women-owned businesses experienced a 
decline in revenue of 50% or more, compared 
to 35% of Canadian businesses as a whole.36 
Similarly, women business owners are less 
likely to receive financing than men and are 
more likely to have smaller businesses, which 
are in turn more likely to be impacted by the 
pandemic.37 

An intersectional 
perspective can lead to 
a more comprehensive 
understanding of Indigenous 
women-owned businesses 
and the processes they 
employ, the successes they 
achieve, and the barriers they 
encounter. 
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Much of the impact has been felt more 
acutely by Indigenous women-owned 
businesses. Indigenous women-owned 
businesses are more likely to have 
experienced a “very negative” impact from 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 1) and are 
more likely to have experienced a drop in 
revenue of more than 50%. Over a third (35%) 
of Indigenous women-owned businesses 
have no current lending relationships, which 
makes finding financial support difficult over 
this period, compared to 25% of Indigenous 
men-owned businesses.38 These challenges, 
exacerbated by the pandemic, as well as 
the differences in business strategies 
demonstrate a need for additional research. 
With more evidence-based research, 
programs can be created to mitigate 
challenges and improve opportunities for 
Indigenous women in business.

Indigenous 
women-owned 
businesses are 
more likely to 
have experienced 
a “very negative” impact 
from the COVID-19 pandemic 
and are more likely to have 
experienced a drop in 
revenue of more than 50%.

FIGURE 1
impact of COViD-19 on indigenous-owned businesses, May 2020

Source: Indigenous Business COVID-19 Response Taskforce. (2020). COVID-19 Indigenous Business Survey. https://www.ccab.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/07/EN-COVID-19-Indigenous-Business-Survey-FINAL-DRAFT-July-29.pdf. 

53%

62%

38%

28%

6%

4%

2%1%

1%5%

Men

Women

Very negative Somewhat negative Neutral/no impact

Somewhat positive Very positive

https://www.ccab.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/EN-COVID-19-Indigenous-Business-Survey-FINAL-DRAFT-July-29.pdf
https://www.ccab.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/EN-COVID-19-Indigenous-Business-Survey-FINAL-DRAFT-July-29.pdf
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This report presents the results of three 
telephone surveys of First Nations (on-
reserve and off-reserve), Inuit, and Métis 
business owners across Canada.

The survey sample is drawn from lists of 
Indigenous businesses provided by CCAB. The 
list is based on a variety of sources, including 
Internet searches, databases, networking, 
social media outreach, and referrals from 
other survey participants. These surveys are 
a collaboration between CCAB and Environics 
Research, one of Canada’s leading public 
opinion research firms.a

Some sampling changes have occurred 
from year to year, resulting in an increasingly 
inclusive group of businesses. The 2010 
survey was limited to small and medium-sized 
businesses of 100 employees or less. The 
2015 survey was expanded to include large 
businesses (defined here as businesses with 
over 100 employees). The 2019 survey was 
expanded again to include community-owned 
businesses (12% of the total sample). 

At the analysis stage, the data from each 
survey were statistically weighted by 
Indigenous identity group and business size 
to ensure the final sample is representative 
of the Indigenous self-employed population 
according to the most recent Canadian 
Census data. 

a  All of CCAB’s research reports, including this current 
one, are available for download at ccab.com/
research.

Methodology

TABLE 1
Summary of surveys, 2010, 2015, and 2019

Survey 
year

Number of surveys
Field dates

Total Women-
owned

Men-
owned

2010 1,095 407 688 September 
10 – 
November 19, 
2010

2015 1,101 369 732 February 10 
– March 10, 
2015

2019 1,100 328 755 August 7 – 
September 
10, 2019

http://www.ccab.com/research
http://www.ccab.com/research
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Gender Breakdown 
of Indigenous Self-
Employment
Women represent two in five Indigenous 
people who are self-employed; this is slightly 
higher than the rate of women in the overall 
self-employed population. According to the 
2016 Census, 49,369 Indigenous people in the 
labour force reported that they were self-
employed. Of these, 19,741 (40%) were women 
(Figure 2).39 

Indigenous Identity & 
Business Location
Indigenous women entrepreneurs skew 
towards First Nations, while Indigenous 
men entrepreneurs skew towards Métis. 
Three in ten entrepreneurs who identify 
as First Nations or Métis have located their 
business on-reserve. 

According to the 2019 survey results (Table 
2), more than half (55%) of Indigenous women 
entrepreneurs identify as First Nations, and 
just under half (46%) identify as Métis; 3% 
identify as Inuk (Figure 3). The reverse is 
true of Indigenous men entrepreneurs, who 
skew towards Métis, at 55%. Among women 
entrepreneurs who identify as First Nations 
or Métis, three in ten (30%) have located 
their businesses on-reserve (Figure 4), which 
is consistent with Indigenous men-owned 
businesses.

Profile of Indigenous  
Women-Owned Businesses, 
2010–2019

FIGURE 2
Proportion of indigenous self-employed workers by gender (2016 Census)

Source: Statistics Canada. (2016). 2016 Census Public Use Microdata File (PUMF), Hierarchical File. [Public use microdata: 98M0002X]. 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/98M0002X.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40% 36%
40%

64%
60%

50%

60%

70%

Women Men

National average Indigenous people

Women represent two in five 
Indigenous people who are self-
employed; this is slightly higher 
than the rate of women in the 
overall self-employed population.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/98M0002X
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Business Type & Employees
Indigenous women-owned businesses 
tend to be smaller than their men-owned 
counterparts; they are more likely to be 
sole proprietorships and to operate without 
employees. 

The majority (60%) of Indigenous women-
owned businesses are sole proprietorships, 
while a small proportion (11%) are 
partnerships (Figure 5). The proportion of 
Indigenous women-owned businesses that 
are incorporated has increased over time from 
17% in 2010 to 21% in 2019. Still, Indigenous 
women-owned businesses are less likely than 

Indigenous men-owned businesses to be 
incorporated (21% vs. 30%) or partnerships 
(11% vs. 13%), but more likely to be sole 
proprietorships (60% vs. 48%). However, the 
proportion of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses that are incorporated increased 
substantially, from 17% in 2010 to 21% in 2019, 
in spite of the tax implications for Indigenous 
businesses located on-reserve, which create 
a disincentive to incorporating.40 

The percentage of women-owned businesses 
with employees other than themselves 
has increased from 23% in 2010 to 42% in 
2019 (Figure 6). Indigenous men-owned 
businesses are more likely than Indigenous 

Located
on-reserve

31%

Located
off-reserve

69%

Métis46%

First Nations

55%

Inuk

3%Located
on-reserve

31%

Located
off-reserve

69%

Métis46%

First Nations

55%

Inuk

3%

FIGURE 3
Location of indigenous women-owned 
businesses (on-reserve/off-reserve), 2019

FIGURE 4
indigenous identity of women business 
owners, 2019

TABLE 2
indigenous-owned businesses by indigenous identity and location 

Indigenous women-owned Indigenous men-owned

2010 2015 2019 2010 2015 2019

Indigenous identity

Métis 46% 49% 46% 52% 53% 55%

First Nations 52% 50% 55% 45% 46% 46%

inuk 3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 4%

Location  
(among First Nations and Métis businesses only)

n/a (n=341) (n=291) n/a (n=670) (n=684)

Located on-reserve n/a 29% 31% n/a 28% 29%
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women-owned businesses to have 
employees (55% vs. 42%); however, the 
increase among Indigenous men-owned 
businesses over the last decade has been 
much smaller, up from 45% in 2010 (Table 
3). The growth of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses with employees is especially 
remarkable considering that Indigenous 
women-owned businesses have higher 
rates of Indigenous employment (where, 
on average, 61% employees are Indigenous, 
compared to 51% among Indigenous men-
owned businesses) and are more likely to 
employ a staff that is made up solely of 
Indigenous employees.41 Further growth and 
support of Indigenous women’s businesses 
could have a substantial impact on 
Indigenous employment. 

Among Indigenous women-owned 
businesses with employees, about eight 
in ten (80%) have full-time employees (a 
proportion that has grown in the past ten 
years), two-thirds (66%) have part-time 
employees, and almost half (48%) have 
casual employees. Indigenous women-owned 
businesses are more likely than Indigenous 
men-owned businesses to report having 
casual employees (48% vs. 35%) and less 
likely to have full-time employees (80% vs. 
89%) (Table 3). This may be because Indigenous 
women-owned businesses are over-
represented in fields such as hospitality and 
retail, which commonly employ part-time staff.

69%

17% 11%

67%

20%
13%

60%

21%
11% 6%

Sole
proprietorship

Corporation Partnership Other

2010

2015

2019

FIGURE 5
Types of indigenous women-owned businesses by year

FIGURE 6
Percent of indigenous women-owned businesses with employees by year

23%

77%

30%

70%

42%

58%

Has employees No employees

2010

2015

2019
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Notably, the mean number of staff has grown for Indigenous men-owned and Indigenous 
women-owned businesses since 2015. For both Indigenous women-owned and Indigenous 
men-owned businesses, the mean number of full-time staff more than doubled between 2015 
and 2019, increasing from 4.1 employees in 2015 to 8.3 in 2019 for Indigenous women-owned 
businesses (Figure 7) and from 6 employees in 2015 to 13.7 in 2019 for Indigenous men-owned 
businesses (Figure 8). For Indigenous women-owned businesses, the mean number of part time 
staff increased by more than 40 percent from 3.2 in 2015 to 5.9 in 2019, and the mean number of 
casual employees quadrupled from 1.1 to 4.7 over the same period (Figure 7; Table 3).

TABLE 3
indigenous-owned businesses by business type and employee characteristics

Indigenous women-owned Indigenous men-owned

2010 2015 2019 2010 2015 2019

Business Type

Sole proprietorship 69% 67% 60% 55% 58% 48%

Corporation 17% 20% 21% 32% 31% 30%

Partnership 11% 13% 11% 10% 11% 13%

Other n/a n/a 6% n/a n/a 9%

Employees

Has employees 23% 30% 42% 45% 40% 55%

No employees 77% 70% 58% 55% 60% 45%

Employee Types  
(among those with employees) (n=226) (n=228) (n=236) (n=482) (n=512) (n=611)

Any full-time 73% 71% 80% 85% 79% 89%

Any part-time 66% 65% 66% 62% 64% 68%

Any casual 48% 36% 48% 50% 43% 35%

Mean Number of Employees

Full-time n/a 4.1 8.3 n/a 6.0 13.7

Part-time n/a 3.2 5.9 n/a 4.5 7.2

Casual n/a 1.1 4.7 n/a 2.5 2.7
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Industry of Business
Indigenous women-owned businesses skew 
towards service industries (62%), although 
the proportion operating in primary 
industries (12%), such as mining and 
agriculture, and secondary industries (22%), 
such as manufacturing and wholesale and 
retail trade, has increased over time. 

The majority of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses (62%) operate in service 
industries—a broad grouping that includes 
information and cultural industries, real 
estate, education, health care, arts and 
entertainment, accommodation, and 
professional, scientific, and technical 
services. 

About one in five Indigenous women-
owned businesses (22%) are in secondary 
industries, while small proportions are in 
primary industries (12%) or construction (3%). 
There are two main gaps in representation 
between men and women across industries: 
Indigenous women-owned businesses are 
over-represented in service industries (62% 
of Indigenous women-owned vs. 49% of 
Indigenous men-owned), and Indigenous 
men-owned businesses are over-represented 
in construction (16% of Indigenous men-
owned vs. 3% of Indigenous women-owned), 
although this gap has declined since 
2010 (Table 4; Figures 9 and 10). These 
comparisons suggests that Indigenous 
women are less likely to own businesses 
in primary (e.g., natural resources) and 

FIGURE 7
Mean number of employees, indigenous women-owned businesses

4.1 3.2
1.1

8.3
5.9 4.7

Full-time Part-time Casual

2015 2019

FIGURE 8
Mean number of employees, indigenous men-owned businesses

6
4.5

2.5

13.7

7.2

2.7
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FIGURE 9
industry of indigenous women-owned businesses by year

Note: Numbers may not add to 100% due to rounding
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FIGURE 10
industry of indigenous men-owned businesses by year

Note: Numbers may not add to 100% due to rounding

40%

54%

45%

49%

23%

17%

21%

21%

12%

13%

11%

14%

23%

15%

20%

16%

2010 Indigenous

2015 Indigenous

2016 Canadian
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Service Secondary Primary Construction

TABLE 4
indigenous-owned businesses by industry

Indigenous women-
owned Indigenous men-owned 

Canadian 
businesses 

(2016 Census)

Industry 2010 2015 2019 2010 2015 2019 Women Men

Service 63% 74% 62% 40% 54% 49% 75% 45%

Secondary (manufacturing, 
wholesale, and retail trade)

29% 12% 22% 23% 18% 21% 13% 21%

Primary (agriculture, mining) 3% 3% 12% 12% 13% 14% 6% 11%

Construction 6% 5% 3% 23% 15% 16% 3% 20%
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secondary (e.g., manufacturing) industries 
than Indigenous men. However, there is 
greater diversity among the industries of 
Indigenous women-owned businesses than 
among non-Indigenous women-owned 
businesses in Canada, with the latter skewed 
even more towards service industries (75%).

Breaking down the industries in more detail 
reveals notable differences in Indigenous 
women’s representation in several industries. 
Compared to men-owned businesses, a 
larger proportion of Indigenous women-
owned businesses operate in retail trade; 

professional, scientific, and technical 
services; other services; arts, entertainment, 
and recreation; accommodation and food 
services; mining and oil and gas extraction; 
health care and social assistance; and 
educational services (Figure 11). Several of 
these sectors tend to be more vulnerable to 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic across 
Canada, such as accommodation and food 
services, recreation, and wholesale and retail 
trade (Figure 12), which may explain why 
Indigenous women-owned businesses were 
more likely to report a very negative impact in 
the COVID-19 Indigenous Business Survey.42

FIGURE 1 1
industry and gender, indigenous-owned businesses, 2019
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Client Base, Innovation  
& Revenues
Over the years, Indigenous women-owned 
businesses have consistently been more 
varied in the location of their clients than their 
men-owned counterparts; they are more likely 
to serve the local community, as well as other 
parts of their province or territory. Indigenous 
women-owned businesses are also more likely 
than Indigenous men-owned businesses to 
export to the United States (32% vs. 25%) and 
to other international destinations (22% vs. 
17%). Indigenous men-owned businesses are 
more likely than Indigenous women-owned 
businesses to have clients in other provinces/
territories (53% vs. 51%) (Figure 13; Table 5). 
Having a more diversified client base during the 
pandemic may prove beneficial for businesses 
trying to maintain regular operations. 

FIGURE 12
Net employment losses by industry in Canada, February to August 2020 

Source: Statistics Canada. (2020). Employment by industry, monthly, seasonally adjusted and unadjusted, and trend-cycle, last 5 months (x 
1,000) [Table 14-10-0355-01]. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410035501 
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Having a more 
diversified 
client base 
during the 
pandemic may prove 
beneficial for businesses 
trying to maintain regular 
operations.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410035501
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FIGURE 13
Location of clients of indigenous-owned businesses, 2019
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FIGURE 14
innovations introduced by indigenous-owned businesses, 2019

47%

34%

24%

36%

41%

31%

26%

38%

Introduced new products/services

Introduced new processes

Spent on R&D

Introduced new technologies

Indigenous men-owned Indigenous women-owned

Indigenous women-owned businesses are more likely than Indigenous men-owned 
businesses to have innovated by introducing new products or services in the past three years 
(47% vs. 41%) or by introducing new processes (34% vs. 31%). However, they were less likely to 
have spent money on R&D (24% of Indigenous women-owned vs. 26% of Indigenous men-owned 
businesses) or to have introduced new technologies (36% vs. 38%) (Figure 14; Table 5).
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The revenue profile of Indigenous women-
owned businesses confirms that they tend 
to be smaller: Indigenous women-owned 
businesses were half as likely (9%) as 
Indigenous men-owned businesses (18%) 
to report annual revenues of $1 million or 
more in 2019 (Figure 15; Table 6). However, 
the proportion of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses who report experiencing revenue 
growth in the previous year is increasing over 

TABLE 5
indigenous-owned businesses by client base and use of innovation 

Indigenous women-owned Indigenous men-owned

2010 2015 2019 2010 2015 2019

Location of clients

Local community 87% 86% 89% 84% 85% 85%

Other parts of province/territory 76% 74% 75% 70% 77% 74%

Other provinces/territories 52% 51% 51% 42% 50% 53%

United States 31% 28% 32% 23% 24% 25%

Countries outside Canada/U.S. 22% 21% 22% 15% 15% 17%

Innovations

introduced new products/services 42% 55% 47% 43% 52% 41%

introduced new processes 31% 44% 34% 34% 45% 31%

Spent on R&D n/a n/a 24% n/a n/a 26%

introduced new technologies n/a n/a 36% n/a n/a 38%

FIGURE 15
Revenues of indigenous-owned businesses, 2019
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revenues of $1 million or more in 

2019.
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FIGURE 16
Change in revenue over past year in indigenous women-owned businesses, 2019
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TABLE 6
indigenous-owned businesses by revenue size and change 

Indigenous women-owned Indigenous men-owned

2010 2015 2019 2010 2015 2019

Annual revenue

<$100K n/a 46% 29% n/a 30% 27%

$100K–$1 million n/a 17% 19% n/a 29% 24%

$1 million+ n/a 4% 9% n/a 14% 18%

Don’t know/no answer n/a 33% 39% n/a 26% 31%

Past year revenue change

increased 32% 36% 41% 37% 44% 38%

Decreased 25% 22% 15% 24% 16% 21%

Stayed the same 27% 41% 39% 36% 38% 37%

time, from 32% in 2010 to 41% in 2019 (Figure 16), which is on par with 38% of Indigenous men-
owned businesses (Table 6). Table 6 also suggests that the proportion of Indigenous women-
owned business respondents with revenue greater than $1 million doubled from 4% in 2015 to 
9% in 2019.
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Traditional Knowledge  
& indigenous Business

Defining Traditional 
Knowledge 
Due to differing perspectives, contexts, and 
uses of “traditional knowledge,” there is no 
standard definition of the term. However, 
many definitions in use include the concepts 
of collective ownership, a connection to 
cultural identity, developing and passing on 
knowledge over generations, and varying 
forms of knowledge and communication.b 
The Assembly of First Nations has used the 
following definition: 

“Although there is no universally accepted 
definition of ‘traditional knowledge,’ the term 
is commonly understood to refer to collective 
knowledge of traditions used by Indigenous 
groups to sustain and adapt themselves to 
their environment over time. This information 
is passed on from one generation to the 
next within the Indigenous group. Such 
Traditional Knowledge is unique to Indigenous 
communities and is rooted in the rich culture 
of its peoples. The knowledge may be passed 
down in many ways, including: 

 > Storytelling, Ceremonies, 

 > Dances, 

 > Traditions, 

 > Arts and Crafts, 

 > Ideologies, 

 > Hunting, trapping, 

 > Food Gathering, Food Preparation   
 and Storage, Spirituality, 

 > Beliefs, 

 > Teachings, 

 > Innovations, 

 > Medicines. 

b  Please see the Appendix for further definitions of 
traditional knowledge. 

Traditional knowledge is usually shared among 
Elders, healers, or hunters and gatherers, and 
is passed on to the next generation through 
ceremonies, stories, or teachings.”43

CCAB’s 2019 survey identified the use of 
traditional knowledge (TK) and traditional 
cultural expressions (TCE) as a notable 
difference between Indigenous men-owned 
and Indigenous women-owned businesses. 
Traditional knowledge is often passed down 
generationally and can be communicated 
in a variety of ways such as storytelling, 
ceremonies, traditions, ideologies, hunting, 
trapping, food gathering, teachings, 
innovations, and medicines.44 

Typically, a company or individual can file 
for intellectual property (IP) protections on 
the use of trademarks, copyrights, patents, 
or industrial design. Some Indigenous-
owned businesses and even Indigenous 
communities have acquired these 
protections. However, protecting intellectual 
property is complicated when it comes to 
traditional knowledge. IP protection systems 
and Indigenous traditional knowledge are 
based on different cultures and principles, 
which can create gaps in protections for 
Indigenous content.45 The government of 
Canada has identified several gaps in the 
IP system that have created barriers for 
Indigenous peoples looking to protect their 
work, such as the requirement to identify an 
individual creator and a fixed form, limited 
terms of protection, and complex processes 
for filing for protections. These barriers should 
be kept in mind when discussing IP and TK 
use among Indigenous businesses. 
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Survey Results: Use of 
Traditional Knowledge 
and Traditional Cultural 
Expressions
The use of TK or TCE is more widespread 
among Indigenous women-owned 
businesses. The businesses of Indigenous 
women more commonly involve arts and 
crafts and oral storytelling; they are also 
more likely than Indigenous men-owned 
businesses to involve written literature, 
clothing and jewellery, and non-medicinal 
products.

Seven in ten Indigenous women-owned 
businesses (73%) use either TK (66%) or TCE 
(59%) in their business, which is significantly 
higher than among Indigenous men-owned 
businesses (Figure 17).

Types of TK and TCE
Indigenous businesses engage with a wide 
variety of TK and TCE. Most commonly, both 
Indigenous women-owned and Indigenous 
men-owned businesses use arts and 
crafts (29% and 27%, respectively) and oral 
storytelling (29% and 21%, respectively).

Written works, clothing and jewellery, and 
non-medicinal products and treatments 
are forms of TK/TCE more widely used by 
Indigenous women-owned businesses 
compared to Indigenous men-owned 
businesses. Conversely, Indigenous women-
owned businesses are less likely than 
Indigenous men-owned businesses to use 
symbols or marks, or TK/TCE related to the 
land or biodiversity or to farming, hunting, and 
fishing (Figure 18).

FIGURE 17
Traditional knowledge and traditional cultural expressions in indigenous-owned businesses
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73% of Indigenous 
women-owned 
businesses use 
either TK (66%) 
or TCE (59%) 
in their business, which is 
significantly higher than 
among Indigenous men-
owned businesses.
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Protection of Traditional 
Knowledge and Traditional 
Cultural Expression
One in four (25%) Indigenous women-owned 
businesses have some type of intellectual 
property protection for their TK or TCE, 
compared to 16% of Indigenous men-
owned businesses (Figure 19) On the whole, 
Indigenous women-owned businesses make 
greater use of TK/TCE protections than 
Indigenous men-owned businesses. 

Intellectual Property & the 
Protection of TK and TCE
Among Indigenous women-owned 
businesses, the most widely used protections 
of traditional knowledge and traditional 
cultural expression are written consent 
(5%), copyrights (5%), and trademarks (4%). 
Indigenous women-owned businesses 
who use TK/TCE are more likely to report 
unauthorized use than Indigenous men-
owned businesses (12% vs. 4%). It may be that 
these experiences have driven the greater 
use of IP and other protections among 
Indigenous women-owned businesses using 
TK/TCE, but this cannot be confirmed by this 
study. 

FIGURE 18
Types of TK and TCE used by indigenous-owned businesses
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FIGURE 19
intellectual property (iP) protection usage by indigenous-owned businesses that use TK/TCE
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Traditional knowledge and its usage in 
business will be an important area of study 
moving forward. Historically, and still 
continuing today, Indigenous businesses 
have faced challenges when engaging with 
governments and completing administrative 
tasks. In 2015, many respondents said 
they were discouraged from applying 
to government programs due to the 
bureaucratic hurdles involved in the process. 
It is plausible that there are similar barriers to 
seeking IP protections for TK in Indigenous-
owned businesses, leaving these businesses 
vulnerable to unauthorized use of their ideas 
or products. 

As Indigenous women-owned businesses 
are more likely to use TK in their businesses, 
it will be crucial to understand the ways they 
use and protect traditional knowledge in their 
work. The current limitations on protecting 
traditional knowledge could have a more 
significant impact on Indigenous women-
owned businesses because of these different 
approaches to IP usage. 

Historically, and 
still continuing 
today, Indigenous 
businesses have 
faced challenges when 
engaging with governments 
and completing 
administrative tasks. 
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The analysis presented in this report reaffirms 
that Indigenous women entrepreneurs make 
up an active part of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem and bring innovation to their 
businesses. Indigenous women-owned 
businesses are growing in terms of both 
revenue and number of employees. This 
report also identifies greater use of traditional 
knowledge, innovations in products and 
services, and a diverse client-base as 
strengths of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses. These approaches to business 
may provide Indigenous women with 
unique strategies for business growth and 
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
the economic landscape changes in the 
coming years, it will be crucial to support 
these innovative and forward-thinking 
strategies by offering resources such as 
professional development opportunities, 
toolkits, and investments and grants, and by 
creating opportunities for Indigenous women 
entrepreneurs to share their knowledge and 
practices. 

Despite the momentum of Indigenous 
women-owned businesses in the last decade, 
it is also clear that they face unique barriers 
to business growth. Indigenous women-
owned businesses are smaller overall than 
Indigenous men-owned businesses, they 
are concentrated in the service sector, and 
they are less likely to be incorporated. Past 
research has shown that barriers such as 
access to capital are common for Indigenous 
women-owned businesses. 

Many communities, particularly remote, 
rural, or northern communities, lack the 
infrastructure and resources that are 
readily available in most cities in Canada. 

Internet and broadband are necessities for 
businesses, particularly with the restrictions 
in place due to the COVID-19 pandemic. If 
a business is located in an area with little 
Internet coverage or unaffordable rates, 
keeping the business up and running will 
be even more difficult under the present 
circumstances. Additionally, inadequate 
infrastructure such as clean water, housing, 
health, and education facilities have an 
impact on individual and business success. 
Increasing efforts to improve these conditions 
will significantly contribute to the overall 
health of communities, recovery from the 
effects of the pandemic, and the economic 
participation of Indigenous women-owned 
businesses.

Finally, it is important to recognize how 
gender dynamics within the home can 
impact a woman-owned business. Women 
are typically expected to take on a larger 
share of work inside the home and tend to 
take on the burden of care for dependents 
such as children or elderly family members. 
This can impact the way women-owned 
businesses are operated and has been noted 
as a significant concern for Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs. Additionally, it 
may impact their ability to spend time 
on complex applications for government 
programs or grants, apply for financing from 
financial institutions, or attend professional 
development workshops and networking 
events. When engaging with Indigenous 
women-owned businesses or developing 
tools and policies to support their growth, it is 
important to build flexibility and accessibility 
into processes and requirements. 

Conclusions  
& Recommendations
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Moving forward, Canada should work to 
rebuild and reshape the economy in a way 
that truly includes, recognizes, and celebrates 
Indigenous entrepreneurial achievements 
and particularly those of Indigenous women-
owned businesses. To support Indigenous 
entrepreneurs’ success, it is crucial for 
governments, financial institutions, non-
profits, and the private sector to partner with 
and provide resources to women who play a 
key role not only in the Indigenous community 
and economy, but also in the national 
economic recovery following the COVID-19 
crisis. During the pandemic, Canada has 
responded with support for small businesses 
and individuals; yet, more can be done. 
Indigenous women bear a disproportionate 
burden of the socioeconomic difficulties 
that are increasing during the pandemic. 
A gender diversity perspective is needed 
throughout the pandemic and recovery 
phase to ensure that, rather than Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs being left behind, they 
can be set on a path towards prosperity and 
opportunity in the coming years.

Based on this study, WEKH and CCAB make 
the following recommendations:

 > Apply a gender lens to research on the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
Indigenous businesses and tailor programs 
and strategies to support Indigenous 
women entrepreneurs. 

 > Continue to research the strategies and 
motivations of Indigenous women in 
business so that appropriate resources and 
policies can be developed in collaboration 
with Indigenous women entrepreneurs.

 > Ensure that financial institutions and 
government funding mechanisms provide 
equitable, flexible, and accessible funding 
options to Indigenous women-owned 
businesses.

 > Create or invest in innovative approaches 
to meet the needs of Indigenous women 
entrepreneurs, including partnerships, 
crowdfunding, microgrants, customized 
counselling, mentoring and sponsorship.

 > Create Indigenous and women-focused 
procurement strategies that are measured, 
tracked, and reported annually.

 > Recognize Indigenous methods of 
innovation, processes, and services 
as legitimate strategies. Partner with 
Indigenous businesses to develop tools 
that support and protect the use of 
traditional knowledge.

 > Invest in basic services, infrastructure, 
and broadband internet in Indigenous 
communities so that Indigenous women 
have the resources they need to run and 
grow their business. This will help to narrow 
many of the existing socioeconomic gaps 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Canadians.

To support Indigenous 
entrepreneurs’ success, it 
is crucial for governments, 
financial institutions, non-
profits, and the private sector 
to partner with and provide 
resources to women who 
play a key role not only in 
the Indigenous community 
and economy, but also in the 
national economic recovery 
following the COVID-19 crisis. 



25

Appendix

Defining Traditional 
Knowledge
Definitions of the term “traditional knowledge” 
differ depending on the context in which 
it is being used, as well as who is using 
it. Below are four definitions from various 
sources, including a report by the Assembly 
of First Nations (AFN), an excerpt from Elder 
Murdena Marshall discussing how to honour 
traditional knowledge, UNESCO, and the World 
Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO). 
While these definitions share some common 
themes, such as collective use and passing 
on knowledge from generation to generation, 
there are notable differences in ownership of 
traditional knowledge, how it is shared, and 
its uses. 

AFN 
“Although there is no universally accepted 
definition of ‘traditional knowledge,’ the term 
is commonly understood to refer to collective 
knowledge of traditions used by Indigenous 
groups to sustain and adapt themselves 
to their environment over time. This 
information is passed on from one generation 
to the next within the Indigenous group. Such 
Traditional Knowledge is unique to Indigenous 
communities and is rooted in the rich 
culture of its peoples. The knowledge may 
be passed down in many ways, including: 
Storytelling, Ceremonies, Dances, Traditions, 
Arts and Crafts, Ideologies, Hunting, trapping, 
Food Gathering, Food Preparation and 
Storage, Spirituality, Beliefs, Teachings, 
Innovations, Medicines. Traditional knowledge 
is usually shared among Elders, healers, or 
hunters and gatherers, and is passed on to 
the next generation through ceremonies, 
stories, or teachings.”46

Elder Murdena Marshall
“We know that knowledge is spirit, 
knowledge is transferrable, all knowledge is. 
Math, English, and everything is transferrable. 
If you’re successful in one subject, it is very 
likely that you will be successful in another 
topic. And so I learned over the years that it 
has to be passed – it’s a gift. It’s a gift from 
our ancestors this thing called knowledge. 
Some institutions call it ‘Traditional 
Knowledge,’ others call it ‘Aboriginal 
Knowledge’ – they put many labels on it. But 
we must pass it on – we must pass it on or it 
will be all gone. There’ll be none. So we teach 
our 68 children and we listen to our people 
and we must try to pass it on – through 
stories, through hunting, fishing – whatever 
you do in your daily activities.”47

UNESCO
“Knowledge, innovations and practices of 
indigenous and local communities around 
the world. Developed from experience 
gained over the centuries and adapted to the 
local culture and environment, traditional 
knowledge is transmitted orally from 
generation to generation. It tends to be 
collectively owned and takes the form of 
stories, songs, folklore, proverbs, cultural 
values, beliefs, rituals, community laws, local 
language and agricultural practices, including 
the development of plant species and animal 
breeds. Traditional knowledge is mainly of 
a practical nature, particularly in such fields 
as agriculture, fisheries, health, horticulture, 
forestry and environmental management in 
general.”48
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WIPO 
“Traditional knowledge (TK) is knowledge, 
know-how, skills and practices that are 
developed, sustained and passed on 
from generation to generation within 
a community, often forming part of its 
cultural or spiritual identity. While there is 
not yet an accepted definition of TK at the 
international level, it can be said that:

 > TK in a general sense embraces the 
content of knowledge itself as well as 
traditional cultural expressions, including 
distinctive signs and symbols associated 
with TK.

 > TK in the narrow sense refers to knowledge 
as such, in particular the knowledge 
resulting from intellectual activity in a 
traditional context, and includes know-
how, practices, skills, and innovations.

 > Traditional knowledge can be found in 
a wide variety of contexts, including: 
agricultural, scientific, technical, ecological 
and medicinal knowledge as well as 
biodiversity-related knowledge.”49
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