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Abstract:  

 
 

What can female Sámi perspectives on Indigenous innovation unearth about implicit influences 

of culture on the development of business and partnerships? Relying on approaches of Business 

Anthropology and indigenous studies, this paper aims to analyze the expressions and influences 

of cultural values and patterns that affect the partnerships and entrepreneurial decisions in 

Indigenous innovation. Collected through qualitative and collaborative methods, the empirical 

data for the case study of the Tánnak company and its indigenous owners shed light on the 

position of female Sámi innovators in Sweden. The analysis shows that, on the one hand, the 

traditional settler-colonial cultural values and patterns are still proliferating in the social, 

cultural, and business spheres of the society, affecting the knowledge, decisions, and actions 

of stakeholders in the private and institutional sector, and resulting in discriminatory or 

exploitative actions. This is especially true when adding gender perspective. On the other hand, 

it shows that indigenous innovation as a field should have a bigger place in Sweden, given that 

it is demonstrated that the cultural values, manners of doing business, partnerships, and 

motivations differ from the mainstream models of business in the mainstream society. The 

paper finally suggests advocating for a different, collaborative model of business and 

establishing Indigenous innovation as a field of study in Sweden. Furthermore, it emphasizes 

the importance of listening and collaborating with Sámi when researching, making 

recommendations, and starting actions for the amelioration of their position. It suggests 

establishing higher education in and for Sámi in Sweden, including Sámi representation and 

culture in the educational system, making legal structures and institutions with Sámi experts 

that could aid (female) Sámi business growth and collaboration, resulting in reinforcing Sámi 

self-determination, protection of their culture and sustainable development on Sámi terms in 

Sápmi.  
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Introduction 

 

In my master thesis, I intend to explore how the complex (postcolonial) perpetuation 

of historical patterns and events are manifested and entangled in a contemporary Indigenous 

innovation business project in a European and more specifically Swedish setting, using an 

anthropological perspective. This topic brings to the surface the relevance of including 

female Sámi perspectives in academic discussions and providing spaces for self-

determination. 

This particular case study entails the Indigenous innovation experience of two Sámi 

women from Northern Sweden (or, more correctly, from Sápmi – the Sámi land): Karin 

Kuoljok and Susanne Spik. These female reindeer herders had started a project that would 

enable them to develop a technology that would transform and innovate reindeer herding 

practices while practicing their culture and regarding community values.  Indigenous 

innovation represents a novelty informed by certain ancestral knowledge and practices in a 

product, practice, or technology that is developed and implemented by the Indigenous people 

in accord with their worldviews, which furthermore benefits the community.1 After receiving 

the funding, together with a team of experts from the academic setting, they have embarked 

on a journey of the development of this soon-to-be business. However, today – several 

bankruptcies and business plays later - the company and this technology remain in hands of 

others, and the Indigenous originators of the project have been left aside and ignored when 

initiating possible reinstalment in the project. Today, it is a Swedish-owned, Stockholm-

based company using the technology developed for a different purpose than for the one it was 

funded and developed for. 

Furthermore, these types of innovation and businesses are always situated in a 

historical, social, and political context.2 This is why I suggest using the perspective of 

business anthropology which combines cultural theories with analysis of a business and 

looks at the context of its development. In this paper, the theories incorporated into the 

analytical lens will be the postcolonial Indigenous critique that claims the legacy and history 

of colonialism shape the lives, experiences, and opportunities of people today.3 Furthermore, 

 
1 Ana María Peredo, “Indigenous Social Innovation: What Is Distinctive? And a Research Agenda,” in Handbook 

of Inclusive Innovation, by Gerard George et al. (Edward Elgar Publishing, 2019), 8. 
2 Peredo, “Indigenous Social Innovation.”, 22. 

3 Robert Young, J. C. Postcolonialism: An historical introduction. Oxford: Blackwell. (2001), 21. 
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Indigenous authors such as Marie Battiste suggest that there are remains of the colonial 

strategies today that are expressed in different circumstances and shapes of “oppression, 

exploitation, assimilation, colonization, racism, genderism, ageism and many other strategies 

of marginalization”.4 By focusing on one case study and business, it will be interesting – and 

relevant to see this business’ development and circumstances around it as a nexus for social 

and cultural patterns and circumstances that affect the founders and owners, placing the 

usually invisible ties in the center of research and making them visible, as suggested by 

Young.5 

At the European level, important steps have been made when it comes to Indigenous 

people and business development: the European Council made the protection of Indigenous 

rights a priority, as per Council Conclusions of May 20176 and The European Parliaments 

Resolution from 2018 regarding UN Binding Instrument on transnational corporations and 

other business enterprises with transnational characteristics concerning human rights,7 and 

the Resolution of 3 July 2018 on Violation of the rights of Indigenous peoples in the world, 

including land grabbing8. All these include articles that highlight the importance of assuring 

responsible business conduct and enhancing juridical and non-juridical mechanisms aiding 

the victims of business-related violations, including Indigenous people, as well as those that 

would enable the development of Indigenous businesses. However, it remains difficult to 

discuss and ensure the protection of business-related violations in cases of Indigenous 

innovation, given that they are not legally yet defined and do not have a set list of criteria. 

Thus, it is necessary to adopt a perspective that goes beyond the legal or human rights 

one to explore which processes and actions can take place in the development of such a 

business and offers an intimate account of Indigenous people’s experience in innovation in 

Europe, and in Sweden in this case. This story can further offer proof of the need of 

establishing criteria and protection of Indigenous Innovation in the European context – both 

on a nation-state and supranational state level; as well as to  invite for a discussion of how 

 
4 Marie Battiste, ed., Reclaiming Indigenous Voice and Vision, Introduction. (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000), 

XX1. 
5 Robert Young, “Postcolonial Remains,” New Literary History 43.1 (2012): 23. 
6 Council of the European Union. 8814/17. “Council Conclusions on Indigenous Peoples - Foreign Affairs 

Council.15 May 2017: http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8814-2017-INIT/en/pdf 
7 European Parliament resolution of 4 October 2018 on the EU’s input to a UN Binding Instrument on 

transnational corporations and other business enterprises with transnational characteristics with respect to human 

rights (2018/2763(RSP)) OJ C 11, 13.1.2020, 36–43. 
8 European Parliament. European Parliament resolution of 3 July 2018 on violation of the rights of indigenous 

peoples in the world, including land grabbing (2017/2206(INI)). 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0279_EN.html 

http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8814-2017-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0279_EN.html
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more transparency, empowerment, and protection can be placed when it comes to running 

a business in a context of European Indigenous communities that are influenced by invisible 

mechanisms of marginalization. Furthermore, this case study can serve as an example and 

an eye-opening story for other Indigenous innovators, and it can hopefully shed some light 

and suggestions on how to overcome similar difficulties. On a broader level, it should 

indicate in which direction should the actions for the protection of Indigenous rights and 

Indigenous business development improve in order for them to flourish, and achieve their 

goals in Sweden and the EU.  

 

Based on the case study informed by the perspective of the female Sámi innovators, 

the twofold research question of this paper asks:  

a) To which extent do cultural aspects of the main actors’ approach to business 

(Indigenous vs settler-colonial Swedish) affect the partnerships interactions and 

development of Indigenous innovation and businesses in Sweden?  

b) Which lessons and recommendations can be drawn from the female Sámi experience 

of entering the entrepreneurial world in Sweden? 

 

Furthermore, I suggest the following hypothesis at the beginning of the research:  Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous partners have different working cultures and epistemologies due to the 

values and patterns of their cultures, in which neocolonial fashions spread and extend the 

control over Sámi culture and livelihoods. 

 

Case-study background: 

 

Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok’s journey with Tánnak started in the early 2000s 

when they decided to seek a collaboration to develop a GPS technology that would help them 

track reindeer and aid other herders work more sustainably and productively in terms of 

wellbeing. Developing a GPS track and trace technology suitable for their geographic area 

that at that time lacked mobile coverage meant allowing reindeer herders a more sustainable 

– both time and economy-wise – manner of herding. In this way, they can dedicate themselves 

to continuing the culturally relevant tradition and maintaining prosperity, wellbeing, and 

livelihood by changing the manner of working. Likewise, by providing track and trace 

technology to the reindeer herders, it would be possible to show the vastness of the landscape 

and presence of reindeer and their migration pattern through different areas.  
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The most immediate logical partners – the regional and municipal authorities were not 

interested in investing or collaborating in such a project. The first collaboration for the 

development of the new product came through a research project with researchers from Luleå 

Technological University, which resulted in a product that Karin Kuoljok and Susanne Spik 

could use in their company at the time called Kasus, and which they would further invest in 

developing. The product developed was a GPS technology that could track reindeer, 

combining information and communication technology and traditional ecological knowledge. 

Using their knowledge of reindeer husbandry and land, Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok 

developed a system of tracking, with the technical expertise of the university project 

collaborators. However, given some untimely publications, the two women were not able to 

patent this technology, given that information about it was already discussed publicly at a 

conference. For the University stakeholders, this project resulted in multiple publications, 

PhD positions, and a tenure position at the university. For the Sámi innovators, with hindsight, 

not as many acknowledgements followed compared to other contributors to the project. 

 In 2006 Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok registered the company under the name 

Tánnak – after a hill in their area with the meaning “here and now” in Lule Sámi language.9 

As the company grew, it gained several awards and acknowledgements in Sweden,10 and it 

needed more investments to keep the quality of product and provide service and assistance to 

the customers. After some loans and networking, the now Tánnak company owners reached 

out to a recommended business angel11 in Stockholm who would join the company and aid it 

financially. Original owners would be in contact with northern and local reindeer herders and 

present the company internationally – both for commercial purposes and at conferences 

regarding Indigenous people’s rights and businesses, whilst the business angel would take 

care of the financial and other matters related to the company. This was done without a 

contract and formal discussions of Susanne Spik’s and Karin Kuoljok’s roles and due in the 

company, aside from the general oral agreement that the two women should be involved in 

the company.  

However, after some time new partners joined the team in Stockholm, and in order to 

cut losses and put more capital in the company by creating new stocks, the company was 

 
9 As explained by Susanne Spik during one of the interviews in January 2021.  
10 See for instance: “Tánnak Lämnar Nu Inkubatorn ABI,” accessed June 23, 2021, 

https://press.abi.se/posts/pressreleases/press.abi.se/posts/pressreleases/tannak-lamnar-nu-inkubatorn-abi. 
11 A business angel is a wealthy individual that invests their capital in smaller companies or start-ups, to in turn 

gain partial ownership of the business, see: https://marketbusinessnews.com/financial-glossary/business-angel/, 

https://ec.europa.eu/growth/access-to-finance/funding-policies/business-angels_en 

https://press.abi.se/posts/pressreleases/press.abi.se/posts/pressreleases/tannak-lamnar-nu-inkubatorn-abi
https://marketbusinessnews.com/financial-glossary/business-angel/
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made bankrupt, and the original owners got smaller shares. And yet another time in 2017. 

And once again in 2019. After this, the original owners – Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok – 

were not part of the company in any way, nor did some of the new owners know about the 

origins. Still, the stories of the technology originating from “reindeer herding lands” were still 

used for branding and gaining customers.  

Before the second-last bankruptcy, Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok were in contact 

with a human rights lawyer who was a member of Expert Mechanism on the Rights of 

Indigenous People (EMRIP), a part of the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNCHR), 

wanting to see what was necessary to label Tánnak as an Indigenous company – which criteria 

and conditions needed to be met. During this period, the other partners in the company were 

eager for the company to achieve this label.  

However, after the last bankruptcy, the ownership and board of the company changed, 

and there was no more amicable contact between the original and new owners. During contact 

with the international Indigenous community through conferences and collaborations, too late 

did Karin Kuoljok and Susanne Spik realize which patterns of exploitation they were facing 

in collaboration with the businessmen that now owned Tánnak. The reindeer tracking part of 

the company was shut down, and the technology for tracking and tracing was promoted 

internationally for different means; leaving Sámi villages in Sweden to monitor their herds as 

they had done before Tánnak succeeded in offering a product that combined innovative 

approaches and technologies with traditional practices of herding. Thus, the academics built 

careers, the businessmen took the product and explored the international market, and Karin 

Kuoljok and Susanne Spik remained in Norrbotten to face the aftermath of succeeding in 

creating a product and a market from a project idea, but through exploration and exploitation 

losing the ownership of the company, with the community observing the developments of 

business ventures of two women. And then silence.  

 

However, it is important to understand that Karin Kuoljok and Susanne Spik, although 

exploited during some parts of their journey, should not be perceived as victims. Rather, this 

example should be taken as a means to show certain issues that can arise on the way when 

Indigenous people in Sweden dream, plan and do big (business plans), and it should serve to 

discuss ways in which these collaborations could be done more ethically – thus overcoming 

settler-colonial state values and patterns of behavior embedded in the Swedish academic and 

business culture.  
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This paper will be structured as follows: firstly, in the following chapter, I will give a 

contextualization of the Sámi people in Sweden and the EU. Secondly, I will give an outline 

of the theoretical approach and schools of thought that aided shape this thesis and the 

analytical lens. Thirdly, I will present the methodological approach together with the ethical 

considerations relevant to this thesis. Fourthly, the analysis chapter follows with seven sub-

chapters, focusing on several aspects of the case study: a) indigenous innovation case in 

Sweden, b) negotiations with the local municipality and actors, c) business collaboration with 

and exploitation coming from academia, d) ways of building professional networks and 

partnerships, e) collaboration between different working cultures and epistemologies, and f) 

future partnerships and indigenous innovation. Fifthly, I will open a discussion on the needs 

of establishing, strengthening, and advocating for indigenous innovation in Sweden and 

reflecting on which are the expressed needs of the Sámi people regarding achieving these 

goals. Sixthly, I will offer a conclusion to the paper, including limitations of the current and 

suggestions for future works. Lastly, a list of bibliography and sources will be presented.  
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Case-study Contextualization 

 

 

 

In this chapter, I will provide the contextualization of the historical and political 

experiences and placements of Sámi people with national and supranational actors relevant for 

this paper: Sweden and the European Union, respectively. In order to aid the understanding of 

the problem arising through the history of the case study, to recognize them as such, as well as 

situate the actions and processes within the theoretical framework – it is needed to understand 

the ties between these actors and on different levels.  

 

Sweden in Sápmi 

 

The colonial history of Indigenous people in Europe differs from tales of those across 

the Atlantic – the colonial processes were less physically violent, more gradual, and insidious. 

Yet, Indigenous Sámi authors as Rauna Kuokkanen argue that the other forms of violence were 

used – as structural violence of the state and could be argued as equally efficient in depriving 

and diverting the Sámi people of their lands, social, political, and legal orders, spirituality, and 

governance.12  

The Swedish Parliament recognizes Sámi people as Indigenous people only since 1972, 

and the Swedish Sámi Parliament was established in 1993.13 However, despite these 

institutional developments, as Sámi scholar May-Britt Öhman argues the Sámi have remained 

invisiblized in Sweden. Invisibilization, a concept stemming from academic discussions on the 

phenomena, from gender studies, of neglection and minimization of economic and social 

activities and actions undertaken by women. This concept has also been used in discussions 

regarding the Indigenous peoples’ cultures, which show deliberate erasure and suppression of 

a certain culture, with the goal of making it invisible.14 In the case of Swedish Sámi, the 

invisibilization is perceived through the absence – or removal of Sámi history, languages, 

 
12 Rauna Kuokkanen, “Introduction: Indigenous Feminist Examination of Self-Determination,” in Restructuring 

Relations, by Rauna Kuokkanen (Oxford University Press, 2019), 9. 
13 “Background: The State and the Sámi Parliament” Sametinget, accessed July 3, 2021, 

https://www.sametinget.se/9688. 
14 May-Britt Öhman, “TechnoVisions of a Sámi Cyborg: Reclaiming Sámi Body-, Land-, and Waterscapes After 

a Century of Colonial Exploitations in Sábme,” in Illdisciplined Gender, ed. Jacob Bull and Margaretha Fahlgren, 

Crossroads of Knowledge (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2016), 67. 

https://www.sametinget.se/9688
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culture, and traditions from all different levels of the educational system: academia, 

compulsory education system books, and then further from the museums and the society in 

general. In the cases that Sámi history is showcased it predominantly presents Sámi people as 

museum objects, exoticized peoples with withering traditional cultures, as the other, quite like 

the representations of other Indigenous peoples across the globe. As Öhman argues, this 

invisibilization and othering of the Sámi in Sweden creates problematic epistemological 

contexts, which support and enable exploitation of Sámi traditional territories and Sámi people 

per se.15 These processes limit the possibilities of state representatives and institutions to 

understand and act according to the importance of the Sámi worldviews in connection to their 

surroundings: waters, lands, and animals.16  

This exploitation can be perceived through the concession of lands traditionally 

belonging to Sámi. It is important to note that the sense of strong connection with ancestral 

lands that most Indigenous peoples have is quite distinct from the European idea of ownership 

or property.17  Although previously belonging to the Sámi people, through administrative 

actions, these lands were converted into State property during the late nineteenth century, and 

to this day pertain to the State, whereas Sámi and Sámi reindeer herders are permitted to use 

them.18  There is an increasing trend in repurposing the usage of many of these lands, with 

surging mine exploration, (wind)power plants, and military training and testing. Considering 

the strong connection between land and identity for the Sámi people, it is even more important 

to stress the impact that the land exploration activities have on the environment,19 quality of 

life, and Sámi livelihoods as well.  

For instance, I found out during fieldwork in Norrbotten that these landscape changes 

affect the paths reindeer herders can take with their herds, causing thinning of ice on dammed 

rivers – which result in dreadful losses of animals that are thought to move periodically in a 

certain way.20 Likewise, places relevant for family histories and traditional stories can become 

out of reach and social relations more heated when the territories available for reindeer herding 

are lesser and the need for larger herds greater. These are only some of the issues that arise due 

 
15 Öhman, “TechnoVisions of a Sámi Cyborg.”, ibid. 
16 Öhman, “TechnoVisions of a Sámi Cyborg.” Ibid. 
17 Bradley Bryan, “Property as Ontology: On Aboriginal and English Understandings of Ownership,” Canadian 

Journal of Law & Jurisprudence 13, no. 1 (January 2000), 14. 
18 Roger Kvist, “THE RACIST LEGACY IN MODERN SWEDISH SAAMI POLICY 1,” 1998, 204. 
19 The exploitation of local resources can lead to decrease of water-, land-, air quality and a risk of contamination.   
20 Åsa Össbo, Nya vatten, dunkla speglingar: industriell kolonialism genom svensk vattenkraftutbyggnad i 

renskötselområdet 1910-1968, Skrifter från Centrum för Sámisk forskning 19 (Umeå: Institutionen för idé- och 

samhällsstudier, Umeå universitet, 2014), vii-viii. 
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to the exploitation of Sámi traditional territories. This thesis helps highlight the importance of 

developing technologies informed by indigenous knowledge and those that produce and map 

indigenous land use, as well as the importance of such and the need for self-determination of 

the Sámi people.  

Additionally, with the division of Sámi peoples into national state countries, the policies 

and educational reforms in Sweden commenced a long path of colonizing the Sámi living on 

these territories. For example, Sámi people who were not nomadic reindeer herders would be 

classified as Swedish with their children attending Swedish schools, while the nomadic Sámi 

children could only go to Sámi schools. Due to the State policy of Swedification,21 forest Sámi 

which predominantly practiced agriculture – but also tended to reindeer, were supposed to give 

up owning reindeer, using the Sámi language, and stop wearing traditional clothing. 

Furthermore, through the Reindeer Herding Law from 1928, the legislation affects additional 

aspects - creating an imposed gender difference in rights to holding reindeer: if a female Sámi 

reindeer owner married a Swedish man, she would legally lose the right to reindeer ownership, 

whereas, on the contrary, this would not be the case.22  

Moreover, a myriad of laws that stressed the dividing categorization between Sámi and 

Swedes – mostly based on reindeer-owning rights, shaped many conflicts between the Sámi 

that owned or did not own reindeer. Following the Reindeer Grazing Acts of 1886, 1927, and 

1971, the rights to reindeer grazing, fishing, and hunting were restricted to reindeer-herding 

Sámi, and then even considered a State granted privilege, respectively.23  

In Sweden, reindeer herding areas cover slightly more than half of the country’s surface, 

whereas the reindeer herders are organized structurally in sameby’s or Sámi villages.24 These 

villages function as administrative and organizational entities that contain spatial 

denominations as well. Currently, there are 51 Sámi villages, with Sirges village being the 

largest of them, counting more than 100 reindeer herders.25 Same villages were created as a 

response to the Swedish State’s demand for obtaining better control, bureaucratization, and 

institutionalization of reindeer herding in the second half of the 20th century. Prior to this 

reindeer herding was managed within or between families, as one of the activities. Today, to 

 
21 Öhman, “TechnoVisions of a Sámi Cyborg.”, 74-75. 
22 See: Andrea Amft, Sápmi i förändringens tid: en studie av svenska samers levnadsvillkor under 1900-talet ur 

ett genus- och etnicitetsperspektiv, Kulturens frontlinjer 20 (Umeå: Sámiska studier, 2000), May-Britt Öhman, 

“TechnoVisions of a Sámi Cyborg.”, 2016.  
23 Hugh Beach, A Year in Lapland: Guest of the Reindeer Herders, 1st pbk. ed (Seattle, WA: University of 

Washington Press, 2001). 
24Per Sandström, “A Toolbox for Co-Production of Knowledge and Improved Land Use Dialogues,” 2015, 15-16 
25 “Sirges,” Sametinget, accessed June 23, 2021, https://www.sametinget.se/sirges. 

https://www.sametinget.se/sirges
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own reindeer one must be part of the Sámi village and register their company officially in order 

to be a herder, which requires multiple steps and more dedication in order to make it a lucrative 

and fruitful endeavor. In order to invest and sustain reindeer herding under these conditions, it 

is necessary to have a secondary source of income – usually through wage labor in mining and 

other industries present locally.26 Many Sámi people from the north opt for this option or search 

for opportunities in the Southern parts of the country, thus leaving the north and some of the 

cultural practices and their original communities.  

 

 

The European context 

 

The European Union is founded on values of freedom, democracy, equality, the rule 

of law, respect for human dignity, and human rights, thus including the rights of the 

minorities.27 Following these values, the EU influences and actively participates in 

international processes of promotion and protection of human rights per se, but more 

specifically supports the protection of Indigenous Human Rights – both internally and 

internationally.28 

      The latest development of the EU in this regard concerns the resolution the European 

Parliament adopted in 2017 entitled “On violation of the rights of Indigenous peoples in the 

world, including land grabbing (2017/2206(INI) ”. The resolution focuses on the biggest issues 

and human rights violations that the Indigenous people around the world are facing, especially 

concentrating on the Indigenous human rights, land grabbing, human rights and business, 

sustainable and economic development for Indigenous Peoples and European Unions’ 

cooperation policy with third countries. Furthermore, it determines priorities and next steps 

concerning Indigenous peoples’ rights, simultaneously suggesting the establishment of four 

mechanisms that would enhance the protection of the rights. These mechanisms would ensure 

a) accommodating complaints in regards to violations and abuses of Indigenous rights resulting 

from EU-based business activities, b) carrying out independent impact assessment studies 

preceding the conclusion of trade and cooperation agreements, c) a more effective 

 
26 Birger Poppel et al., “Interdependency of Subsistence and Market Economies,” 2017, 89–128. 
27 Council of the European Union. 8814/17. “Council Conclusions on Indigenous Peoples - 

Foreign Affairs Council.15 May 2017: http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8814-2017-INIT/en/pdf 
28IWGIA - International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, European Union Engagement with Indigenous Issues 

in INDIGENOUS WORLD 2020, ed. Dwayne Mamo. 2020, 640. 

http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8814-2017-INIT/en/pdf
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administrative complaint mechanism and having d) a standing rapporteur on Indigenous 

peoples within the European Parliament with the aim of monitoring the human rights issues.29 

Additionally, certain articles of the resolution maintain the relevance of ensuring that the 

guiding principles for business and human rights are to be fully integrated in the national 

programs and practices, and promote their proper application, as well as call for more 

transparency through introducing adequate consultation procedures and mechanisms in 

cooperation with Indigenous peoples, and further support Indigenous peoples’ and local 

communities efforts to develop own business and land management models.30  

Thus, my research will provide an insight into a case study of Indigenous innovation 

and business in the European context and unearth the conditionings and contexts in which 

the business develops and hopefully show how can the protection of Indigenous business and 

innovation can be enhanced, and in which manner the exploitative heritage persists in an EU 

member country. It is an opportunity to explore to which extent the EU suggestions and 

regulations regarding the Indigenous development and business actually do protect the 

projects that are developed, and which are the pitfalls that might be overlooked.  I would like 

to raise a discussion regarding the necessary development of and protection of the Indigenous 

rights and business, and possibly draw suggestions on how to enhance this field, having in 

mind the importance of cultural aspects in business and business management. Additionally, 

when looking at the EU documents, the cultural aspects are rarely connected with business 

– except in the sense of maintaining the traditional cultural skills and production. However, 

human rights and business development are only rarely linked with business development 

aside from traditional business. Furthermore, it appears that the EP resolution mostly focuses 

on the programs concerning the Indigenous peoples outside of the EU – whether they are 

impacted by EU member states’ trade or cooperation or not, whereas the “local” Indigenous 

peoples are not thoroughly addressed in this particular document. Thus, it is relevant to 

contribute to the conversation regarding the Sámi case in Europe among the different 

stakeholders, starting with this one paper. 

 

 

 
29 IWGIA - International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, European Union Engagement with Indigenous 

Issues in INDIGENOUS WORLD 2020, ed. Dwayne Mamo. 2020, 643. 
30 European Parliament. European Parliament resolution of 3 July 2018 on violation of the rights of indigenous 

peoples in the world, including land grabbing (2017/2206(INI)), articles 40, 41, 42, 45, 57 and 60. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0279_EN.html 
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Theoretical Approach 

 

 

Business Anthropology 

 

This research paper can be broadly placed in the sphere of business anthropology. This 

sub-discipline of anthropology developed over the last few decades, influenced by some of the 

most prominent social and cultural scientists.31 It suggests analyses of businesses by drawing 

on theories that come from social sciences and it focuses on cultural aspects in its approach. 

This school of thought states how business anthropology can bring significant value to 

comprehension, interpretation, and guidance in business and governance matters. It aims to 

turn the implicit into explicit, “values and patterns into operative elements”.32  

Business anthropology has been growing globally and continuously since the 1990s. One of 

the common features of this field’s approach is the usage of ethnographic methods and 

practicing a holistic perspective. Likewise, it insists on studying actions and behaviors in their 

context, analyzing group behavior and values.33 This type of anthropological research shows 

not only the internal issues of an organization, but also enables an understanding of the 

interaction between different organizations and the manner in which organizations, influenced 

by global processes, “impact communities, nation-states, and world economics and politics”.34 

As behavior and organizations are shaped largely by the interplay of different cultural ties, it 

is relevant to recognize that the business culture(s) and their development are influenced by 

invisible social factors as well.35 

As Robert Tian suggests, business anthropology can explore its subjects from historical, spatial, 

economic, and social contexts, thus offering a social construction of cultural differences that 

can be quite valuable strategically.36 I argue, furthermore, that these aspects of research can be 

useful in revealing social constructions and patterns that enable or foster inequalities, power 

 
31 See: Ann Jordan, Business Anthropology, 2nd ed (Long Grove, Ill: Waveland Press, 2013), Chapter 2.  
32 Dipak R Pant, “ANTHROPOLOGY AND BUSINESS: REFLECTIONS ON THE BUSINESS 

APPLICATIONS OF CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY,” no. 42 (1997), 1-3. 
33 Ann Jordan, Business Anthropology, 2nd ed (Long Grove, Ill: Waveland Press, 2013), Chapter 2.  
34 Ann Jordan, Business Anthropology, 2nd ed (Long Grove, Ill: Waveland Press, 2013), Chapter 8, 108. 
35 Pant, “ANTHROPOLOGY AND BUSINESS: REFLECTIONS ON THE BUSINESS APPLICATIONS OF 

CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY.”, 2-3. 
36 Robert Tian, 2013. Business Anthropology: An Overview. [online] Businessanthropology.blogspot.com. 

Available at: <http://businessanthropology.blogspot.com/2013/02/business-anthropology-overview.html> 

[Accessed 19 November 2020]. 
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imbalances, and perpetuation or internalization of colonizing systems. Aside from studying 

large-scale corporations and working in the for-profit sector, some anthropologists have turned 

to work with small and medium-sized organizations and businesses, NGO or non-profits. 

Likewise, anthropology allows the researcher to look beyond bureaucratic perspectives and 

adopt a perspective of those living the phenomena that are being researched.37 

Using the lens of business anthropology while analyzing intra or interorganizational 

partnerships, researchers often treat culture as one of the variables, rather than a generative 

force that creates many other variables.38 I believe that it is certainly necessary to understand 

that culture feeds and proliferates in other aspects of organizations and their decision-making, 

thus making it one of the most relevant lenses for a more holistic analysis of a complex 

organization. 

Moreover, as business anthropology focuses on the cultural aspects of researching 

companies and businesses, it can be easily combined with indigenous studies. As Dipak Pant 

points out, social and human problems are interdisciplinary and should be dealt with from the 

perspective of more disciplines – which is why, this author argues, this branch of anthropology 

brings added value with its ability to merge more sources of information.39 This paper needs to 

recognize that this branch of anthropology had its roots in colonial times and has served 

colonial states in its beginning. Nonetheless, since the period of decolonization attempted to 

decolonize itself as well – by being used as a tool in decolonization and research in the ex-

colonies and by ceasing the applied research in the Western academic communities, turning to 

self-criticism in the 1960 and 1970s. This paradigm shift, due to Cultural relativism 

inclinations, spurred a crisis in the discipline, bringing to the surface questionings of what is 

anthropology and for whom it is being written. With these academic discussions and a 

cacophony of new voices claiming space in the academy (female, indigenous, queer, black, 

etc.), the discipline strongly re-examined its relations with ethics, responsibility, and applied 

research.40  

   Then, anthropologists started studying modernized and complex societies and the 

development of globalization, in terms of multinational companies and technological 

 
37 Jordan, Business Anthropology. Chapter 8, 101-103. 
38 Marietta L. Baba, “Two Sides to Every Story: An Ethnohistorical Approach to Organizational Partnerships,” 

City and Society 2, no. 2 (December 1988): 83. 
39 Pant, “ANTHROPOLOGY AND BUSINESS: REFLECTIONS ON THE BUSINESS APPLICATIONS OF 

CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY,” no. 42 (1997), 4. 
40 Ghislaine Gallenga, “The Anthropology of Business Ethics: Worth Thinking About!,” Journal of Business 

Anthropology 2, no. 1 (May 24, 2016): 7, 8-11. 
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innovations.41  Whilst fearing the criticism of following disciplines’ colonial past, 

anthropologists pertaining to this branch with interest for business analysis, restrained 

themselves from researching Indigenous businesses – leaving the stage to Indigenous 

researchers. This is especially true for the European contexts. However, it is also important to 

contextualize and research non-western, colonial, and post-colonial cases of business, having 

in mind anthropology’s historical turn, which could in turn help with re-visioning or 

reinventing business activity from the locals’ perspectives from the dominant one.42  

Furthermore, what is characteristic of this field, according to Paul Bates, are the method 

of fieldwork, the paradigm, and the narrative style, which are mirrored in the ethnographic 

method as one of the major distinguishing qualities of the approach, looking at companies as 

cultural phenomena, groups with certain cultural values and norms that condition the behavior 

of employees, and, finally, the narrative approach which allows the researcher, unlike some 

other organizational disciplines, to combine and experiment with different styles, such as 

postmodern, (auto)biographical or poetical.43  

I follow the said suggestions given by Bates regarding the three points: my method 

includes an ethnographic approach – although not in the traditional sense of observing the 

company’s interactions since it ceased to exist, the interviews are fed with fieldwork, observing 

some of the works related to the reindeer of the informant, getting acquainted with the places 

relevant for the project, etc.; this is further elaborated in the methodology section. Likewise, I 

indeed employ the lens of looking at the company as a cultural phenomenon, informed by 

indigenous feminist studies for deeper analysis of the cultural values intertwined in the 

partnerships in Tánnak. As for the narrative style, the main chapter includes an analysis of the 

account from the female Sámi perspective, attempting to bring closer and give a voice to 

indigenous perspectives in anthropological business analysis.  Additionally, regarding the 

narrative choice, I included Marietta Baba’s suggestions regarding the chronological 

partnership analysis. This entails an ethno-historiographic approach informed by storytelling 

and informant’s perception, which clusters and maps relevant instances in the business 

partnership for the storytelling party.44 

 

 
41 Pant, “ANTHROPOLOGY AND BUSINESS: REFLECTIONS ON THE BUSINESS APPLICATIONS OF 

CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY,” no. 42 (1997), 6. 
42Walter Friedman et al., “Opinions: Business History and Anthropology,” Journal of Business Anthropology 3, 

no. 1 (May 7, 2014): 15, 66. 
43 S. P. Bate, “Whatever Happened to Organizational Anthropology? A Review of the Field of Organizational 

Ethnography and Anthropological Studies,” Human Relations 50, no. 9 (September 1997): 1151-1153. 
44 Baba, “Two Sides to Every Story.”79-81 
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Business anthropology analysis of indigenous business ventures and experiences can 

be achieved by relying on postcolonial theories. These theories can examine the wide range of 

outcomes of colonization and its present-day consequences. The examples of employing these 

theoretical lenses and reflective research guidelines can be found in the Indigenous criticism 

of Western intellectual imperialism, often together with discussions regarding the potential 

danger of neocolonial implications in academia.45 Although postcolonial theories are not 

unitary theories, they are present in various disciplines and tend to address issues of 

emancipation, freedom, and justice, and to contests western epistemological, political, 

economic, and cultural categories. It is particularly important to incorporate the criticism of 

neocolonial assumptions that can be defined as a continuation of Western colonialism without 

the traditional mechanisms of control, but control that entails elements of cultural, political, 

and economic control, which can be found in the field of international management.46  This 

type of control can further lead to the appropriation of knowledge, resources, or exploitation. 

Therefore, it is essential to have certain questions incorporated in the analysis: who defines the 

research problem, for whom is the research worthy, who and how benefits from it, and how 

can researchers be held accountable.47 

 

One specific of business anthropology is the understanding that all employees from a 

company should be heard when doing an analysis of entrepreneurial ventures – and often some 

of these voices are heard for the first time, whereas anthropologists – unlike other business 

consultants – recognize that these should equally be legitimized and valued and brought to the 

discussion.48 This is compatible with postcolonial approaches that insist on the importance of 

giving voice to Indigenous actors and putting forward Indigenous perspectives. Additionally, 

through the debates regarding intellectual property rising in the field, the questions on 

ownership of knowledge have been brought fore in Anthropology. This entails questioning the 

view where “research subjects” or informants are perceived as passive or even powerless whilst 

making careers through publications about their worldviews.49 This development has led to the 

 
45Gavin Jack et al., “Deepening, Broadening and Re-Asserting a Postcolonial Interrogative Space in Organization 

Studies,” Organization 18, no. 3 (May 2011): 275–302. 
46 Banerjee, S. And Listead, S. Masking Subversion: Neocolonial Embeddedness in Anthropological Accounts of 

Indigenous Management’, 227. 
47 Banerjee, S. And Listead, S. Masking Subversion: Neocolonial Embeddedness in Anthropological Accounts of 

Indigenous Management’, 242. 
48 Ann Jordan, Business Anthropology, 2nd ed (Long Grove, Ill: Waveland Press, 2013), Chapter 5, 66. 
49 Ann Jordan, Business Anthropology, 2nd ed (Long Grove, Ill: Waveland Press, 2013), Chapter 5.  
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shift from the research subject to active participants in the interactive research process, which 

enabled them to collaborate in the design and outcome of the research.  

 

Business anthropologists do study Indigenous organizations, such as the decrease of 

social movement organizations in Latin America, or Holcombe and Sullivan’s study on how 

Indigenous organizations in Australia deliver social services in remote areas.50 It is important 

to note that, to the best of my knowledge, most of the research done related to indigenous 

people’s business ventures in anthropology comes from the American continents – and 

increasingly from indigenous researchers themselves. On the other hand, in Europe, although 

there is a steady rise in interest in business anthropology, the researchers focus more on the 

market, ethnic or migrant entrepreneurship,51 while the predominant focus of the studies is that 

of corporations.  Likewise, since most of the research is published in the native languages of 

the researchers and there is no consolidated network of business anthropologists in Europe,52 

it is somewhat complicated to trace the developments in the field. 

There have not been many studies in business anthropology per se that use a 

postcolonial framework to analyze organization-stakeholder relationships, organizational 

culture, workplace resistance, or the colonial roots of contemporary notions of development 

and progress.53 There is, however, a significant number of publications regarding these topics 

in other disciplines, such as studies, development studies, and organizational and managerial 

studies. For instance, Maori researcher in management studies, Tyron Rakeiora Love, writes 

about indigenous organization studies, where perspectives of indigenous studies and 

organization and management research are brought together to analyze indigenous forms of 

organizing (communities, organizations, and businesses), highlighting the complexities of the 

said matter.54 Furthermore, Sankaran Krishna accounts for broader questions of the 

interconnectedness of globalization and postcolonialism, exploring the history of Western 

 
50 See: Carmen Martínez Novo, “Why Are Indigenous Organizations Declining in Latin America?,” in A 

Companion to Organizational Anthropology, ed. D. Douglas Caulkins and Ann T. Jordan (Chichester, UK: John 

Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2012), Holcombe and Sullivan 2012 Sarah E. Holcombe and Patrick Sullivan, “Australian 

Indigenous Organizations,” in A Companion to Organizational Anthropology, ed. D. Douglas Caulkins and Ann 

T. Jordan (Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2012), respectively.  
51 For instance: Antropología 2.0, accessed August 4, 2021, https://antropologia2-0.com/en/.,  
52 Alfons van Marrewijk, “European Developments in Business Anthropology,” International Journal of Business 

Anthropology 1, no. 1 (September 1, 2010), 1.  
53 Subhabrata Banerjee and Linstead, S. ‘Masking Subversion: Neocolonial Embeddedness in Anthropological 

Accounts of Indigenous Management’, Human Relations 57(2): (2004), 226. 
54 Tyron Rakeiora Love, Indigenous Organization Studies: Exploring Management, Business and Community, 1st 

ed. 2019 (Cham: Springer International Publishing: Imprint: Palgrave Pivot, 2019). 
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dominance and resilience stemming as a response to it.55 Then, in development studies in the 

last half of the century, there has been an increasing interest in indigenous technical knowledge, 

namely as part of environmental management and development.56 Also, in managerial studies 

reflections on indigenous land management and environmental management as tools of 

colonialism that privileges Western institutions.57 

 

 On the other hand, European business anthropologists have, inspired by the discipline’s 

debates, criticized both conceptual understanding of culture and methods in approaching 

management and business organization approaches pertaining to the mainstream managerial 

and organizational studies. This important contribution made by business anthropologists in 

Europe lies in the criticism of the predominant concept of culture present in mainstream 

organizational studies. Previously, culture was understood as static, normative, integrative, and 

monolithic.58 Looking up to Barth’s writing, anthropologists maintained that culture should be 

researched and understood as contextual, dynamic, situational, and strategic. Depending on the 

context, different cultural characteristics can be used or expressed, even for various strategic 

purposes.59 One of the often-researched mechanisms is the fluidity of culture, with which the 

boundaries – and differences - between distinct groups are defined – between us and them.60  

Furthermore, I follow this line of thought and conceptualization of culture in my own 

approach as well, agreeing that in the empirical reality there is a vast diversity of groups and 

fragmentation of views.61 I believe that there is a great added value to analyzing the indigenous 

businesses and cooperation with different partners through the lens where culture is understood 

as contextual since it allows for many subtleties and nuanced differences to surface from the 

ethnographic material. Otherwise, such details might be overlooked in an analysis that does not 

recognize the fluidity of categories and situational differences. For instance, understanding that 

the boundaries and differences between different categories, such as European, Indigenous, 

 
55 Sankaran Krishna, Globalization and Postcolonialism: Hegemony and Resistance in the Twenty-First Century 

(Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Pub., 2009). 
56 Uma Kothari, ed., A Radical History of Development Studies: Individuals, Institutions and Ideologies, 

Development Essentials (London: Zed Books, 2019), 188-190.  
57 Samantha Muller, Steve Hemming, and Daryle Rigney, “Indigenous Sovereignties: Relational Ontologies and 

Environmental Management,” Geographical Research 57, no. 4 (November 2019): 399–410,  
58 See: Geert H. Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values, Abridged 

ed, Cross-Cultural Research and Methodology Series (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1984) and Thomas J 

Peters and Robert H Waterman, In Search of Excellence: Lessons from America’s Best-Run Companies, 2006,  
59 See: Fredrik Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture Difference (Prospect 

Heights, Ill: Waveland, 1998). 
60 van Marrewijk, “European Developments in Business Anthropology.”, 31. 
61 Ibid. 
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Sámi, Swedish, Male, and female, are situational and contextual, and prone to change and 

evolve. In certain contexts and cases, some of these group identities and cultural aspects, or 

ascribed meanings are likely to have a stronger impact or demarcation, whereas in others the 

focus of the issue or tension may lie elsewhere.  

The cultural values that can be deconstructed and analyzed will also be specific to a 

certain time period, historical and social context, dependent on the cultural group it belongs to. 

Therefore, it is relevant to understand, as the theoreticians of culture in anthropology note, 

there are differences between cultural groups and sub-groups, although they might share some 

aspects of belonging and experience. Thus, some cultural values can strongly differ or not be 

shared, although pertaining to the same bigger cultural whole (e.g., cultural minorities’ values 

versus mainstream national values).  

Furthermore, when discussing concepts of culture and belonging, it is highly relevant 

to understand the concept of intersectionality, especially for this specific case study. 

Intersectionality is a concept that entered social sciences in the late 20th century, coined by 

Kimberly Crenshaw. 62 It underlines how different social categories – like race, religion, 

gender, class, sexuality, and/or other identity markers intersect overlap and interact to influence 

the individual experience of people. More importantly, intersectionality aids in exposing the 

interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantages that affect individuals based on the 

different political and social characteristics they or the group they belong to may have.63 As 

Kaukkanen argues, when it comes to Indigenous issues and research and human rights work 

done by international organizations, there has been a lack of intersectional or gender analysis.64 

In the case of this paper, it is important to note the intersection of gender and cultural group 

belonging – experiences of Sámi women are different from Sámi men’s, or from Swedish 

women’s or from those of Swedish men living in the North of the country.  

 

 

 

 

 
62 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women 

of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (July 1991): 1241,  
63 Brittney Cooper, Intersectionality, ed. Lisa Disch and Mary Hawkesworth, vol. 1 (Oxford University Press, 

2015). 
64 Rauna Kuokkanen in: Corinne Lennox and Damien Short, eds., Handbook of Indigenous Peoples Rights 

(London ; New York, NY: Routledge, 2016), 132. 
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Indigenous Studies 

 

Indigenous studies, especially with their feminist branch, represent an invaluable 

addition to the theoretical approach of this paper, as it has been previously highlighted. 

Academics with their publications and debates in this field have contributed to the 

decolonization of various disciplines and brought a more insightful and critical analysis when 

it comes to these topics of research related to indigenous peoples. Likewise, these approaches 

have an endogenous base of knowledge, which comes from the indigenous communities 

themselves which led to the rejection of Western scientific objectivity.65 Instead, there is an 

invitation for shifting the approach to perspectivism and decolonizing methodologies, which is 

of relevance for this thesis and an inspiration to reflect and contribute to academic discussions 

of this kind. Similarly, this represents another reason for close collaboration with Indigenous 

people and methodological choices of this thesis – in order to be able to convey the issues 

important for the Indigenous collaborators.  

One of the authors that cannot be overlooked in this regard is Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 

with the breakthrough book Decolonizing methodologies: research and Indigenous people. In 

this work, Tuhiwai Smith writes about the intersection of (Western) research methodologies 

and colonialism, emphasizing that the legacy of colonialism is still present and exists in 

institutions as well. therefore, it is important to understand decolonization as a process of 

dissociating colonial power in cultural, linguistic, bureaucratic, and psychological aspects.66 

Furthermore, the author argues for the relevance of building scholarship regarding indigenous 

cultures by Indigenous researchers, claiming a place for both researchers and the discipline in 

academia. Traditionally, (academic) research is intrinsically connected with European 

colonialism, and it is subject to criticism regarding how the knowledge about Indigenous 

peoples was collected and represented in the West and to Indigenous people in return through 

the Western lens.67 This means that the self-image of colonized – and in this case Indigenous 

– was reflecting the construction and the image of what and who they were, informed by 

colonial prescribed meanings, expressed through interactions and institutions.  This includes, 

according to Said, scholarly production of authorizing views, descriptions, and in the end ruling 

over the Orient,68 which applies to other Others, such as Indigenous peoples. 

 
65 Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, “Who Stole Native American Studies?,” Wicazo Sa Review 12, no. 1 (1997): 9.  
66 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies Research and Indigenous Peoples, ed., 1999, 98. 
67 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies Research and Indigenous Peoples, 1. 
68 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, 1st Vintage Books ed (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). 
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That’s why Tuhiwai Smith argues that it is necessary to turn the perspective and create 

spaces where Indigenous researchers and voices will be those to tell the stories of their 

perception of research, as a testimony of how the spaces of marginalization became spaces of 

hope and resistance. Thus, there is an emerging body of research involving social issues, often 

grounded in particular Indigenous histories and contexts, and informed by critical and 

frequently feminist approaches as well.69 Writing back and researching back represent a way 

to analyze and deconstruct colonialism, and recontextualize the existent ideological 

constructions, representations, and (scholarly and media) histories about Indigenous. 70  

Similarly, this means insisting on shifting research approaches and whole paradigms, in a 

Kuhnian manner,71 not only in this but in other fields of study pertaining to social science and 

humanities. Commitment to give back to in Indigenous studies in this regard means ensuring 

that the academic research, production, and knowledge are not used as a tool for exploitation 

and colonization by taking the knowledge from Indigenous people and not giving anything in 

return. It may take various forms: reporting back, sharing the benefits, taking into account the 

needs and concerns of the people when designing research agendas, etc.72  

This is also the reason for my own theoretical and methodological choices. Although 

not being indigenous myself, I borrow from this school of thought and aim at critically 

analyzing the case study, employing this type of perspectivism, and giving voice to Indigenous 

perspectives and stories. Simultaneously, I am discussing, exchanging impressions, and the 

analysis steps with my Sámi collaborators, trying to break from the traditional role of a 

researcher as a solitary creator of knowledge about Indigenous people.  

The act of being researched on has influenced the social and cultural practices, self-

perception, relations, and many other aspects of Indigenous people’s lives and communities, 

notes Tuhiwai Smith. This has, and rightfully so, created distrust and negative attitudes towards 

Western research, claiming ownership over knowledge, products, and imaginary of Indigenous 

people, whilst leaving them behind and perpetuating negative perceptions of Indigenous 

people.73 Instigated by the history of negative experiences, some Indigenous communities 

developed research protocols in order to protect their communities.74  

 
69 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies Research and Indigenous Peoples, 4. 
70 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies Research and Indigenous Peoples, 7-8. 
71 Thomas S Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
72 Rauna Kuokkanen, Ethics in Sámi and Indigenous Research. Report from a Seminar in Kárášjohka, Norway, 

Nov. 23-24, 2006. Kautokeino: Sámi Institute, 2008. 49. 
73 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies Research and Indigenous Peoples, Introduction.  
74 Banerjee, S. And Listead, S. Masking Subversion: Neocolonial Embeddedness in Anthropological Accounts of 

Indigenous Management’, 243. 
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However, there are still no set criteria or protocols that have been set for these questions in 

business and innovation, where Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous actors collaborate on 

projects. While it is true that Indigenous Human Rights conventions and resolutions aim at 

protecting the rights for development, business ownership, and use of resources, after looking 

at the literature it appears that more strict and nuanced protocols are needed. Indeed, despite 

the regulations mentioned in the previous chapter, it appears that the previous questions are not 

asked, nor are Indigenous people protected when it comes to different stages of development 

of a business project. This, however, is a difficult task given that imploring mechanisms of this 

kind currently seems challenging because the studies about and presence of Indigenous 

innovation as such in academic research and project funding are quite recent and not yet fully 

developed.  

 

Turing the perspective is relevant for making space for Indigenous self-determination, 

which has historically been denied through the interaction of colonial bureaucracy and 

academic institutions. The right to self-determination is deemed by the UNDRIP as a 

fundamental right and principle that:  

 

“gives rise to other central Indigenous rights such as free, prior, and informed consent stipulated in a 

number of articles vis-à-vis development of Indigenous peoples’ lands, territories, and resources; forcible 

relocation; cultural and intellectual property; and states’ legislative or administrative measures.”75 

 

However, Kuokkanen argues that aside from being a right, Indigenous self-determination 

represents a foundational value for Indigenous communities. The author further argues that it 

strives towards restructuring the relations of domination that postulate on injustice and 

inequality; including but not limited to: settler colonialism, paternalism, sexism, homophobia, 

neoliberal capitalism, misogyny, and gender violence. When it comes to Indigenous women 

and their own self-determination, it has been denied and contrasted on several levels: through 

settler colonial laws, policies, and institutions, but also through Indigenous men and 

internalization and adaptation of the values of patriarchal colonialism. 76 By researching self-

determination without the gender perspective, there is a chance of concealing some of the 

mentioned patriarchal structures and power and ignoring the question of Indigenous women’s 

self-determination specificities and expressions.  

 
75 Kuokkanen, “Introduction: Indigenous Feminist Examination of Self-determination”, 2. 
76 Ibid, 2-5.  
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Furthermore, building on the premises that these asymmetric power relations and 

domination are affecting Indigenous women more than other society members, Kuokkanen and 

Sweet argue for using a bottom-up human security theory, which is closely related to the 

preservation and self-determination, and it entails defining security from the position and the 

perspective of those that are the least secure.77 When researching the specific case of the Arctic, 

the authors found that one of the most insecure groups are Indigenous women, where some of 

the issues regard food, shelter, community, and individual security, as well as environmental. 

Kuokkanen and Sweet argue that in order to advance Indigenous security, it is necessary to link 

gender and violence towards Indigenous women in questions of self-determination and self-

governing of Indigenous people.78  

This can be achieved by incorporating Indigenous women’s perspectives into the 

growing scholarship and research related to Indigenous self-determination and security. 

Unfortunately, very few academic works that contain personal perspectives of Indigenous 

women from the Arctic have been published. As Kuokkanen and Sweet explain, to entirely 

understand these perspectives, it is necessary for Indigenous women's concerns and needs to 

be expressed and heard.79  

Similarly, with this thesis, I am hoping to contribute to this gap in research and knowledge 

regarding the stances and conditions of Indigenous women – Sámi women in the North of 

Sweden. By focusing on Indigenous innovation and self-determination through claiming space 

in the reindeer herding community and broader, I am aiming at showing the perspective of 

Sámi women in an entrepreneurial endeavor and structural impediments and other types of 

challenges found at the intersection of being a Sámi, a woman and an innovator in technology. 

As some other Indigenous women expressed their own concern for environmental security – 

like Inuit Sheila Watt-Cloutier,80 it is necessary to tell more stories and bring to the (academic) 

public the perspectives of people affected by research, policies, and projects created around 

them, but not necessarily tailored with them and for them. By collaborating with a Sámi female 

innovator on making this research project possible, aside from creating an addition to this line 

of scholarship, I am enabling a sharing of perspectives of a Sámi woman as an act of self-

determination.  

 
77 Rauna Kuokkanen and Victoria Sweet, Routledge Handbook of Arctic Security, ed. Gunhild Hoogensen 

Gjørv, Marc Lanteigne, and Horatio Sam-Aggrey (London ; New York: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 

2020), 80-83. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid, 82. 
80 Sheila Watt-Cloutier, The Right to Be Cold: One Woman’s Fight to Protect the Arctic and Save the Planet from 

Climate Change (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2018). 
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When it comes to studies about Indigenous women’s businesses, there is a big number of 

studies dedicated to traditional economies and gender role division within traditional 

economies.81 However, when it comes to broader indigenous businesses studies, there are 

emerging fields that tackle multiple issues, advancing on theoretical issues and the 

consolidation as sub-fields or disciplines, out of which I decided to focus on Indigenous 

Innovation, given the nature of the business researched in this case study.  

 

 

Indigenous Innovation 

 

Indigenous innovation is a newly emerging multidisciplinary field of research.82 It 

builds from scholarship related to indigenous economies, indigenous social enterprise, and 

indigenous entrepreneurship, as well as indigenous resurgence. For instance, Léo Paul Dana, 

one of the most published authors on indigenous entrepreneurship, writes about it as the 

emerging field of research, highlighting the empirically proven incompatibility of some of the 

cultural values of indigenous entrepreneurship with the mainstream theories of 

entrepreneurship. The prior show not to be directly a response to market needs, but show 

elements of egalitarianism, including internal economic activity and informal sector.83 

Furthermore, many of these refer to Canadian contexts, such as Anderson, Dana, and Dana’s 

publication regarding the business development activities emerging from the indigenous land 

rights as part of indigenous social entrepreneurship.84 Then, also researching in Canada, Essa 

et al examine Indigenous resurgence in Canada’s neoliberal settler-colonial, focusing on the 

example of the field of sport for development.85 Furthermore, focusing on two cases in Ontario, 

Erin Alexiuk explores combining indigenous innovation and indigenous resurgence.86 

 
81Kuokkanen, “Indigenous Women in Traditional Economies.” 
82 See: Erin Alexiuk, “Exploring the Common Ground Between Social Innovation and Indigenous Resurgence: 

Two Critical Indigenist Case Studies in Indigenous Innovation in Ontario, Canada” (UWSpace, 2013). 
83 Léo Paul Dana, “Indigenous Entrepreneurship: An Emerging Field of Research,” International Journal of 

Business and Globalisation 14, no. 2 (2015) 
84 Robert B. Anderson, Leo Paul Dana, and Teresa E. Dana, “Indigenous Land Rights, Entrepreneurship, and 

Economic Development in Canada: ‘Opting-in’ to the Global Economy,” Journal of World Business 41, no. 1 

(February 2006). 
85 Mariana Essa et al., “Sport for Indigenous Resurgence: Toward a Critical Settler-Colonial Reflection,” 

International Review for the Sociology of Sport, April 6, 2021. 
86 Alexiuk, “Exploring the Common Ground Between Social Innovation and Indigenous Resurgence: Two Critical 

Indigenist Case Studies in Indigenous Innovation in Ontario, Canada.” 
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Regarding indigenous economies, prominent works come from Kuokkanen, with analysis of 

traditional indigenous economies or the connection between self-governance and rebuilding 

the indigenous governance on the economic models of settler-colonial states, with a focus 

likewise on Canada.87 

These fields of research serve as a stepping stone in the creation of Indigenous 

Innovation as a concept, building the theory on examples and research predominantly done in 

Canada, then followed by Australia’s and New Zealand’s aboriginal examples. Although it is 

being studied from the said multidisciplinary perspectives, it has not become one of the foci of 

anthropological discipline that could enrich the documentation of knowledge about it.  Thus, it 

would be interesting to make a contribution to a conversation between these different 

disciplines while studying Indigenous innovation, as an emerging concept and business. 

Likewise, including the Sámi context and innovation in the emerging body of literature should 

be a significant step in the consolidation of indigenous innovation in the North of Europe.  

 

Innovation, a long-studied concept, and social innovation as a newer emergence often 

rely on the concept of bricolage, as Ana María Peredo points out, on an “inventive combination 

of elements that are at hand but not generally recognized as resources”.88 Similarly, in the 

research conducted for the Canadian Government published in 2010, social innovation is 

perceived as involving recombinations or novel applications of already existing ideas and/or 

applying these to new areas.89 The Canadian Government has had a shift in its programs 

towards social innovation in the business and development sector and Indigenous innovation 

can be seen as a part of it;90 with Indigenous innovation being a concept that is mainly being 

developed in Canada, Thus, many of the publications that exist regarding this topic come from 

Governmental sources, and less from the academic ones.  

Furthermore, it would not be stating the truth to say that Indigenous peoples have not 

been innovative both today and in the past. Historically, there has been a long-standing fashion 

of portraying Indigenous people as opposed to technical development, as someone who needs 

to remain traditional in order to not abandon the genuine and “real” Sámi way of living. 

 
87 Rauna Kuokkanen, “From Indigenous Economies to Market-Based Self-Governance: A Feminist Political 

Economy Analysis,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 44, no. 2 (June 2011). 
88 Peredo, “Indigenous Social Innovation.”, 3. 
89 Government of Canada. “Social innovation” What is it? Who does it? Social policy research brief. Canada: 

Policy Research Initiative. (2010), 1.  
90 Employment and Social Development Government of Canada, “Recommendations of the Social Innovation and 

Social Finance Strategy Co-Creation Steering Group,” February 5, 2020, https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-

social-development/programs/social-innovation-social-finance/strategy.html. 
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However, many historical documents show that there are rich and sustainable technological 

innovations developing over time – millennia even - that Indigenous and Sámi people per se 

have invented, used, and adapted to fit the climate and geographical conditions in which it is 

used.91 An excellent example of that is looking into ski usage in Sápmi.92  

These types of misconceptions about Indigenous peoples come from colonial and 

settler-state racist politics and perceptions. Additionally, one should note the difference in the 

type of innovation that can be noted in these two systems: in the Western societies, the concept 

of development is reliant on expansion, industrialization, and production of wealth, whereas 

the Indigenous innovation turns towards maintaining sustainable innovations and focuses on 

smaller-scale, local adaptations that are in harmony with the surroundings.  

As Peredo argues, Indigenous technological knowledge needed for Indigenous 

innovation is grounded in a specific worldview or cosmology. Although Indigenous peoples 

have different cosmologies, there is a similarity in perceiving the world in its 

interconnectedness of humans, non-humans, and spiritual beings. This multiplicity insists on 

the unity and interdependence of all of these beings.93 Many studies unearth examples of this 

across the globe. For instance, Lennon studied the concept of Buen Vivir in Latin America, or 

good living as an alternative to the concept of development as a case of the Indigenous 

resurgence movement.94 Rist showed how the Indigenous people while establishing their 

models of governance, agricultural practices, and economic interaction, applied the same 

cosmology according to which they and their community are in a sort of kinship relationship 

with the natural world, spiritual forces that govern it, and between one another.95 Drahos and 

Frankel write about place-based Mauri knowledge which exemplifies the connectedness with 

nature, which carries specific obligations that stem from being a part of the group that is place-

bound and integrated into a network with other members, such as humans, animals, plants, and 

rivers.96   

 
91May-Britt Öhman, “The Ski or the Wheel?: Foregrounding Sámi Technological Innovation in the Arctic Region 

and Challenging Its Invisibility in the History of Humanity,” in Routledge Handbook of Critical Indigenous 

Studies, ed. Brendan Hokowhitu (Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY: Routledge, 2021). 
92Öhman, “The Ski or the Wheel?: Foregrounding Sámi Technological Innovation in the Arctic Region and 

Challenging Its Invisibility in the History of Humanity.” 
93 Peredo, “Indigenous Social Innovation.”, 12.  
94 Karen Marie Lennon, “Local Knowledge, Cultural Economies: ‘To Live Well’ in an Indigenous Municipality 

of Bolivia,” in Indigenous Innovation, ed. Elizabeth Sumida Huaman and Bharath Sriraman (Rotterdam: 

SensePublishers, 2015), 57–79. 
95 Stephan Rist, “Linking Ethics and the Market: Campesino Economic Strategies in the Bolivian Andes,” 

Mountain Research and Development 20, no. 4 (November 2000): 311. 
96 Peter Drahos and Susy Frankel, Indigenous People’s Innovation: Intellectual Property Pathways to 

Development, 2012, 13. 
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In anthropology, this type of holistic outlook that stems from traditions of respect and 

reciprocity which extend beyond cultural groups belonging to all the inhabitants of the natural 

and supernatural world is called the “ethic of reciprocity”.97 The reciprocity is not limited to 

interactions with the natural environment, but it extends to economic activities. It can be 

perceived through features of Indigenous societies as cooperative traditions within 

communities, specific forms of exchange which entail mutual contributions to and from the 

community, gift economies, and inclusiveness as one of the vital features of Indigenous 

societies’ worldviews.98  

Another relevant aspect of Indigenous innovation lies in what Peredo calls the struggle 

to recover sovereignty and drive towards decolonization,99 and Sumida Huaman and Sriraman 

refer to it as resistance.100 In this regard, the said authors emphasize Indigenous innovation as 

a practice and process driven by the Indigenous people which intends to reclaim, protect, 

restore, maintain and revitalize local Indigenous knowledge connected to Indigenous cultural 

practices and languages, while drawing from Indigenous knowledge systems, consciously 

responds to imperialism and its strategies, opens spaces for problematizing of metanarratives 

and addressing tensions, builds dialogues within and between Indigenous communities, builds 

and explores connections with other knowledge systems. Likewise, it is concerned with how 

Indigenous peoples are benefiting from it and for how long.101  

Still, Indigenous innovation takes place in the same arena as existing commoditization 

and exploitation of Indigenous cultural products or ways of living. It should be treated and 

researched carefully, having in mind the interplay of different systems of meanings and values. 

Additionally, it is important to observe and reflect upon the end goals of projects that include 

Indigenous knowledges, given that some authors claim that certain political and economic 

changes that somewhat enable Indigenous efflorescence, can also lead to types of innovation 

working towards further domination and marginalization of Indigenous peoples.102  

When it comes to business ventures, Indigenous innovation entails practices, 

knowledge, and goals that are colored by certain community values, which also resonate with 

 
97 Kew, M., & Griggs, J. R. Native indians of the fraser basin: Towards a model of sustainable resource use. In H. 

J. Dorsey (Ed.), Perspectives on sustainable development in water management: Towards agreement in the fraser 

river basin (pp. 17-47).  Vancouver, BC: Westwater Research Centre, University of British Columbia.,1991, 27. 
98 Peredo, “Indigenous Social Innovation.” 13. 
99 Peredo, “Indigenous Social Innovation”, 14. 
100 Sumida Huaman,E. and Bharath Sriraman, Indigenous Innovation: Universalities and Peculiarities,2015,4-6. 
101 Sumida Huaman and Sriraman, Indigenous Innovation., 27. 
102 Gerald Roche, Hiroshi Maruyama, and Åsa Virdi Kroik, eds., Indigenous Efflorescence: Beyond Revitalisation 

in Sapmi and Ainu Mosir, Monographs in Anthropology Series (Acton, ACT, Australia: ANU Press, 2018), 

Conclusion, 228. 
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the categories created in the quadruple bottom line framework which is used in addressing 

elements necessary for the development of Indigenous innovation – community, spirituality, 

sustainability, and entrepreneurship.103 Some authors further suggest that it is essential to ask 

and try to answer the questions regarding the different cases of Indigenous innovation, as well 

as try to provide clear recognition for Indigenous contribution to the ventures and place their 

interests in the focus of determining the objective of innovation. If, on the other hand, as Peredo 

argues, these ideas are used to benefit and serve non-Indigenous commercial interests, they 

should not be considered Indigenous (social) innovation.104 However, there is not much said 

about the challenges that can be faced when Indigenous innovation technologies and businesses 

go to the hands of others – as it is in the case of the case study presented in my paper. 

From the review of cited and other publications, it appears that there is a need for more 

research when it comes to Indigenous innovation and business – and especially in the European 

and Sámi cases, where there have not been many publications on this matter. Thus, more 

research should be conducted and the possibilities and context for Indigenous innovation in 

business should be studied more in-depth, which I am hoping to do with this case study.  
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Methodological Approach 

 

 

 

The methods used in this paper pertain to qualitative approaches belonging to the fields 

of cultural and business anthropology (as its sub-branch), and indigenous studies. I have 

chosen this specific amalgam of methods as I deem it to be necessary for addressing and 

handling this research topic in a fruitful and reflective manner.  These methods are chosen to 

aid in gathering the information for the analysis and answering the research question, 

complying with the theoretical approach. The said research question asks: Based on the case 

study informed by the perspective of the female Sámi innovators, the twofold research 

question of this paper asks: a) To which extent do cultural aspects of the main actors’ approach 

to business (Indigenous vs settler-colonial Swedish) affect the partnerships interactions and 

development of Indigenous innovation and businesses in Sweden? and b) Which lessons and 

recommendations can be drawn from the female Sámi experience of entering the 

entrepreneurial world in Sweden?  

These methods include ethnographic research with in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews with my Sámi informants. Additionally, I am following the manner of conducting 

interviews suggested in the field of business anthropology that has a focus on reconstructing 

ethnohistories of the experience in business ventures. This approach, however, has been 

combined with Indigenous perspectives and focuses on Indigenous perspectives rather than 

making a comparative analysis of ethnohistories in business of different stakeholders – which 

would fall far away from the scope of this paper and its purposes. As it will be seen below, I 

have been relying on Indigenous scholars’ recommendations and guidelines present in several 

publications to understand what kind of approach an outsider researcher should or could take 

when working with and researching with Sámi people about sensitive and important topics. 

Finally, I incorporate another method as a layer of reflection and development of knowledge 

throughout the paper writing process:  multidisciplinary academic exchange and dialogue 

during the period of early fieldwork, writing, and later analyzing data.  
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Anthropological Aspects 

 

The advantages of ethnographic fieldwork, as a hallmark of anthropological 

methodology, lie in achieving profound and intimate knowledge related to the cultural and 

social aspects of lives of the informants or of the phenomena studied during the stay with and 

in the community in question. This approach generally mixes structured, semi-structured 

interviews with statistics (or secondary data) and participant observation, which refers to 

immersion into the lives of the local community in order to deepen understanding and create 

quality empirical data and informative accounts.105 As Nick Obioma Ejimabo points out, these 

approaches have different components. Some have been mentioned previously, such as 

participant-observer, interviews, conversations, and discourse analysis.  

However, these approaches also include life histories as an important aspect of 

ethnography. It is relevant to highlight that although the description is fairly common and 

expected in ethnography, it is the “intense meaning of social life from everyday perspective” 

that is later analyzed from its ethnographic fiber. Likewise, this approach allows for examining 

the patterns of meaning that emerge from the collected data and it assumes that the social and 

cultural reality is constructed historically while being produced and reproduced in society. 

Moreover, when a case study such as this one is in question, it is essential to underline that the 

importance of the analysis lies in the context and process of the case study, rather than in mere 

outcomes or a specific variable. 106   

Moreover, business anthropology has an additional take on previously mentioned life 

histories – or ethnohistories, describing and analyzing cultural and epistemological aspects of 

businesses through ethnohistorical perspectives of the partners involved. For instance, one of 

the well-established authors in the subfield, Marietta Baba, points out the importance of 

diachronic analysis of interorganizational partnerships in order to understand the process of 

development of a partnership in business ventures.107  

Although this author suggests a comparative approach – thus interviewing all the 

different partners (in this case: Sámi innovators, academics involved, and business partners 

from Stockholm), this perspective does not prove fit for this paper. This is due to the motivation 

 
105 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Small Places, Large Issues: An Introduction to Social and Cultural Anthropology, 

2nd ed, Anthropology, Culture, and Society (London; Sterling, Va: Pluto Press, 2001), 24-27. 
106 Ejimabo, Nick Obioma. “THE EFFECTIVE RESEARCH PROCESS: UNLOCKING THE ADVANTAGES 

OF ETHNOGRAPHIC STRATEGIES IN THE QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS,” 2015, 359. 
107 Baba, “Two Sides to Every Story.”, 71–104. 
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mentioned in the theoretical section: there is a gap in research of Sámi women’s perspectives 

and therefore the theoretical stance to give voice to Indigenous women in academia. Likewise, 

the type of research including all the stakeholders would require writing a much more excessive 

paper. While Baba’s approach would help bring contrasting perspectives and understandings 

of Tánnak’s development and achievements through the lens of different partners: however, 

this approach could shift the focus of this paper. Thus, by focusing on Susanne Spik and Karin 

Kuoljok’s story of the journey and experiences taken through this venture, it will be possible 

to bring forward female Sámi innovators’ perspectives, accomplishments, and challenges to 

the center of the discussion. This is often not the case, and there is a need to put into focus 

Indigenous innovation attempts in a nation-state that does not distinguish this type of business 

venture as separate from the mainstream entrepreneurship, as has been discussed in previous 

chapters. It is necessary to make Sámi voices and perspectives heard and acknowledged, make 

visible the invisible obstacles, while debunking the factors that affect the development of an 

Indigenous innovation company in Sweden. Still, it is valuable to have part of this methodology 

suggested by Baba that enables “reconstruction of an organization’s past from the current 

perspective(s) of its participants and/or organizational insiders”,108 as it aids in guiding the 

conversation and inspires evocative reflections and understanding of the meaning of certain 

episodes and events from the experience of creating and working in an Indigenous innovative 

company.  

  Furthermore, for the scope and size of my thesis and research question, it is not feasible, 

nor would it have added value to pursue a long-term “traditional” anthropological rite of 

passage stay in the local community.109 Since my informants do not have contact or interactions 

with the company anymore, there are not many new developments or events that would 

significantly contribute to the deepening of my understanding and analysis. Arguably, the 

prolonged stay in Jokkmokk would allow me to obtain a greater understanding of the Sámi 

culture and interactions within the Sirges Sámi village, which could make me notice certain 

interpersonal and cultural subtleties that a shorter stay maybe does not allow. However, I am 

certain that regular contact with my informants through the blended online and offline contacts, 

as explained below, suffice for the scope and needs of this paper.  

My application of this method consists of shorter field visits (a week at a time), in-depth 

interviews, with providing the topics and focuses of interviews beforehand – as requested by 

 
108 Baba, “Two Sides to Every Story.”, 81. 
109 Additionally, I must admit this type of method could then be perceived as a perpetuation of exploitation of 

community knowledge, when connected to anthropological colonial beginnings and history.  
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the key informants, as well as follow-up meetings and conversations, and regular online 

meetings. I was able to meet and start collaborating with these informants – and mainly 

Susanne Spik, through my collaboration with the Dálkke research project group, which has 

been previously working with both Susanne and Karin. The later Sámi innovator, after long 

consideration, decided not to meet with me and discuss the experience with Tánnak. Instead, 

she agreed for her name and story to be mentioned and written about, but without active 

collaboration in this particular research project.  

Furthermore, another reason for insisting on the diachronic approach of business 

anthropology whilst collecting data lies in the qualitative approach and benefits stemming from 

interviews of this type. It involves allowing the informant to tell stories of events and important 

factors related to the subject in focus and see how they remember these events. Likewise, it 

includes evocative questions or statements about the experience with the company, equally 

accepting silences, digressions, and repeated stories as answers. They build an important basis 

for understanding the timeline of events and their importance as experienced by the Sámi 

innovators. Through these interviews and general conversations, pieces of the puzzle, of a 

story, are put together in a manner that is relevant to the informant and are later subject to 

analysis. 

The interviews were conducted in Jokkmokk, Sweden, one of the homes of the Sámi 

innovators -the key informants for this case study. The familiarity of the environment where 

the interviews are being conducted represents another positive side of the chosen approach, 

since it creates a more pleasant atmosphere among the collocutors, with the informants 

welcoming the researcher to their homes and at places where the story about which we are 

discussing started and took off. It indeed creates a more personal and trusting bond situation.110 

Finally, the familiarity with the space can play an evocative role and inspire more exhaustive 

accounts than those obtained, for example, in an interview done via video call.  

 

Furthermore, an additional layer in my approach would be that I follow the suggestions 

made by anthropologist Adam Kuper. He proposes looking at ethnographic fieldwork as a 

multilayered conversation. This involves multiple actors and levels of widening the knowledge 

and gaining information: interviewing and conversing with locals, then further discussing the 

findings with other ethnographers, but also bringing the later conversations and thoughts to the 
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future dialogues with the local informants.111 Furthermore, the author suggests steering a 

conversation between social scientists and local expertise and if possible, a broader debate with 

the academic (and multidisciplinary) public. The result of this should be a more pronounced 

and wholesome contribution to the researched topic within social sciences and disciplines.112 

In practice, my research involved a field visit to Norrbotten County as part of my 

Internship project within the Dálkke project, which preceded the defining of my thesis research, 

in early September 2020. Thus, through meetings, conversations, and acquaintance with the 

environment, I started the process of getting familiar both with the people and the story of the 

company that is at the core of this research. Furthermore, after defining my topic with the 

supervisor, I had a meeting with the key informant – and collaborator, as well as other 

researchers taking part in the Dálkke research project group. In this sense, since the beginning 

of the process, I started following the recommendations made by Kuper and invested in 

dialogue with both locals and scientists that are already or wish to be connected with this topic. 

Furthermore, we agreed that another fieldwork trip should take place – most likely in mid-

January 2021. During this visit, I conducted the majority of the interviews, which were done 

in English with some assistance from the other researchers.113 Likewise, additional interviews 

were organized on Zoom to discuss the understanding of the collected information and 

converse about possible gaps. After that, an additional meeting was organized in June 2021 in 

Stockholm, as to provide a chance to discuss the presentation of the analysis and check which 

information can be shared with the public.  

I have developed the levels in conversation and pre-analysis as suggested by Kuper, 

and through the process of writing about the case study to have a meeting with the researchers 

and actors involved with the Dálkke project and take the discussion to a broader level before 

finishing the theoretical analysis. With this act, I am hoping that I have developed a more 

respectful and collaborative (and then academic) account of the case study in question.  
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1994), 549. 
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of the limitations of my research.  
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Indigenous Studies’ Reflections 

 

Another important aspect of my methodology relates to ethical questions. For business 

anthropologists it is highly relevant to think through the ethical consequences of the projects 

they participate in: the first task is to evaluate whether the research they are partaking in is 

harmful to the individuals that are participating in the study. In case it does seem harmful, the 

ethical codes constrain the research to withdraw from participating in such a project.114 Thus, 

in the case of this research project, this evaluation has been made through the conversations 

with collaborator Susanne Spik and supervisor May-Britt Öhman and kept in check throughout 

the writing process and editing, as to avoid misunderstanding or misinterpretation of 

information gathered through the fieldwork.  

As I am conducting research and working closely with individuals who are Sámi, I 

believe that my own role in the research and positioning is highly relevant to the given context 

of research. Namely, bearing in mind that a significant amount of academic knowledge 

produced about the Sámi people comes from non-Indigenous researchers, it is important to 

develop the research and the results in a respectful and reflective manner. 

Some Indigenous authors, such as Margaret Kovach, maintain that it is relevant, when 

exploring Indigenous methodologies, to question who we are as researchers and how we 

conduct our research in a nonexploitative way, whether we are an insider or an outsider - or 

rather are we open to learning about and honoring Indigenous knowledges in a respectful way 

- or if there even is a place for a non-Indigenous researcher. 115   

For the latter case – where the researcher can be perceived both as an outsider and 

insider to Indigenous methodologies, the authors suggest assuming the role of an ally.116 In 

order to try to achieve this, the first step entails discussing my research not only with my 

supervisors – but also with the informants that will partake in the research. Additionally, I am 

paying special attention to native researchers and academics in my readings, as well as 

Indigenous theories and methodologies. This entails combining two different knowledge 
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systems into one or bridging epistemic differences, with respect to the principles of recognition, 

reciprocity, responsibility, and respect. 117 

Moreover, the relevance of the long-term acquaintance, presence, and overall 

collaboration with my informants – thus the anthropological ethnographic method – lies in 

building trust and confidence with them, as well as it aids to build a relationship that would 

allow more thorough and ethical guiding and collaboration. Building trust with collaborators 

from a research ethic perspective has scarcely been put in focus in social science, except for 

work done in Australia on Indigenous research.118 When it comes to the collaboration of non-

Indigenous researchers with Indigenous people, it is important to start building a relationship 

even before formalizing the research itself, and for it to be open and respectful interaction. 

Likewise, the trust would not – and should not – be built without a genuine and visible 

dedication to meeting the needs of the Indigenous community in question.119 This trust is often 

– and probably in this case as well – perceived as trusting someone personally and directly, 

rather than trusting due to institutional or social group affiliation.120 The existence of the trust 

relies on understanding that a meaningful result of the research will follow, and the person who 

was trusted “has explicitly or implicitly made a promise to act well with respect to the interests 

of the person trusted”,121 thus the responsibility that lies in conducting this type of research and 

developing personal relationships and trust during it must be taken utterly seriously by the 

researcher, and be reflected upon through the different research stages.  

Therefore, the aim is to keep a transparent, open, and collaborative conversation and 

reflection with the informants and, more importantly, respect the privacy boundaries they deem 

relevant. Thus, it is possible that some data, as private accounts, although present in interviews, 

will not be directly presented or shared in the paper. Additionally, I will rely on the 

commentaries and guidance of my supervisors and possibly the comments of the researchers 

and collaborators of the Dálkke project.  
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Ethical Considerations 

 

Reviewing some specific ethical matters is a necessary step for a thesis like this one, not 

only because of the university regulations but also the recommendations by Indigenous 

scholars on how to collaborate with Indigenous communities during the academic research.122 

As a part of this methodology, it is highly relevant to reflect upon some ethical considerations 

and guidelines, mostly regarding the act of interviewing and getting information from an 

Indigenous person during the (first) pandemic of the century.  

In order to maintain the consistency of the approach I have chosen for this paper – paying 

special attention to guidelines and teachings of Indigenous scholars, I decided to discuss the 

ethical agreement with my informant, rather than just simply hand in a document to be signed 

or not. This included several conversations about the relevance of writing the thesis and 

working with Indigenous people in an ethical manner, sometimes with the presence of other 

researchers from the team, and sometimes through conversation in private. One of the main 

conclusions we had arrived at was not to have a written document that would state the 

agreement made between us, but rather an oral agreement, in which I gave my word to Susanne 

Spik to work under the consented conditions.123 This is due to the fact that for Susanne Spik, 

as she explained to me, the act of giving a word to someone is more meaningful and stronger 

than the mere signing of a paper. Thus, following the collaborative nature of creating this paper, 

this decision was not a difficult one to make: we would meet halfway – I would give my word 

to Susanne Spik instead of signing a document, but it would be recorded, and then summarized 

in this paper.  

First of all, I will not make the transcripts of our conversations available, nor link the 

recordings to the university website – these would be available only for me and my supervisors, 

if necessary, and not stored for longer than needed for thesis writing purposes, thus until the 

thesis presentation. The informant can, however, get the transcripts, if interested, during this 

period. Secondly, I would share a draft of my paper before submitting it in order to validate 

that the case-related information/description presented here is correct and respectful, as another 

layer of supervision. This is a part of the approach of producing knowledge with and not merely 

 
122 Kovach et all, "Stories of Diverse Identity Locations in Indigenous Research." 
123 At this point of the conversations, Karin Kuoljok had already decided that she would not be interviewed, but 

agreed with Susanne that she consents for her full name and their experience with the company to be part of this 

work. 
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about Indigenous peoples.124 Thirdly, the names of other actors or stakeholders will be altered 

in this paper, as they are not the ones consenting to be part of this research project nor Susanne 

Spik’s story. The names of the main informant and original owners of the company, as well as 

its own name, will stay original. Fourthly, in case of a publication of this paper outside of the 

university, Susanne Spik would be made a co-author, as part of giving back and appreciation 

for collaboration and trust shown while discussing personal experiences. Fifthly and finally, 

Susanne Spik’s collaboration in my sub-project is supported by the Dálkke project, thus 

offering remuneration for collaborating in the realization of this research project.  

Furthermore, given that this research is conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic and since 

it includes in-person meet-ups, there are other ethical aspects to consider – especially since 

there is a shameful history of anthropologists bringing new infections to their Indigenous 

informants,125 part of the disciplines history and tradition I refuse contributing to.  Due to this, 

it was agreed that before any field visit and in-person contact, I would self-isolate for at least 

10 days prior and follow the state recommendations. I further proposed additionally to wear a 

surgical mask during the indoor visits, but this suggestion was deemed unnecessary by other 

members of the research team. Still, the rise in the number of new cases was followed and on 

occasions when there were high infection rates, any in-person meetings or travels were 

postponed for safer times. Additionally, it goes without saying that the (updated) 

recommendations issued by the Swedish authorities were consistently followed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
124 Kuokkanen, Ethics in Sámi and Indigenous Research. Report from a Seminar in Kárášjohka, Norway, Nov. 

23-24, 2006. Kautokeino: Sámi Institute, 2008. 48-63. 
125 Thomas A. Gregor and Daniel R. Gross, “Guilt by Association: The Culture of Accusation and the American 

Anthropological Association’s Investigation of ‘Darkness in El Dorado,’” American Anthropologist 106, no. 4 

(2004): 687–98. 
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The Analysis  

 

The main analysis will be divided into several sub-chapters, dealing with different 

issues that arose during Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok’s experience with Tánnak. The 

chapters follow M. Baba’s Ethno-historiographic approach126 – focusing on the episodes and 

relevance of developments in the company as by informant’s perception and their storytelling, 

as well as are grouped in clusters that fit for debunking cultural and other conceptions in play 

in this case study. 

 

Chapter 1: Background - from Herding to Innovation 

 

In order to understand better the relevance and context of this case study, it is necessary 

to comprehend the course of development of Tánnak and experience in building an innovative 

Indigenous business in Swedish Sápmi. This story starts with Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok, 

two female reindeer herders from a Sámi village called Sirges, and it has been shared 

throughout conversations, interviews, and fieldwork stays in the Norrbotten region, mostly by 

Susanne Spik. Some of the details were added or discussed by other researchers from the 

Dálkke project, through evocative questions and remarks. 

 Traditionally, both daughters and sons would inherit the reindeer from their families. 

However, patriarchal manners of thinking and laws have meddled with traditional gender roles 

in Sámi societies, resulting in Sámi women being shunted aside to the margins of reindeer 

herding in the several last decades. This happened through the creation of structural inequality 

and erasure of the Sámi women by the government policies – such as registering Sámi women’s 

reindeer under the spouse’s name and enabling them to be part of organizational units in the 

same manner as before, as well as limiting the access to grants and subsidies. Likewise, it meant 

changing the status and recognition of women within a livelihood traditionally thought of as 

one of the central markers of Sámi identity.127 

    Thus, after these changes that proliferated in the culture and society norms, the sons would 

usually be the ones inheriting reindeer herds and dedicating themselves to this trade after the 

changes inspired by the state-imposed regulations. They would collaboratively work with other 

 
126 Baba, “Two Sides to Every Story.” 
127 Rauna Kuokkanen, “Indigenous Women in Traditional Economies: The Case of Sámi Reindeer Herding,” 

Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 34, no. 3 (March 2009): 501. 
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male relatives, also reindeer herders, to make this arduous and continuous job more fruitful and 

manageable. The experience of being among the few female reindeer herders in the village 

bonded the two colleagues. Joint work, friendship, and constant move whilst following the 

reindeer – from the high breezy mountains in summer to the frozen rivers and freezing 

temperature in winter – sparked conversations between the two women about developing the 

traditional tracking methods. As at the time there was an emergence of GPS technologies and 

tracking systems, the pair took interest in acquiring such an aid. However, it was known that 

this type of technology did not function nor reach further than bigger cities in the country, let 

alone all the routes traversed with the reindeers throughout the year. Furthermore, the 

geographical outreach was not the only issue: the devices used would have had to endure harsh, 

freezing temperatures, well under negative 20 Celsius, which was a difficult endeavor during 

the early 2000s.  

Then, the idea was born to try to develop a technology that would be suitable for the 

temperatures and terrains in which it would be used – the Sámi village territories. This is where 

an idea for a business – an Indigenous culture-inspired and community preserving business, 

that, as it will be highlighted further in the text, is a steppingstone for an Indigenous Innovation 

venture. Additionally, the two Sámi women were aware that by developing such a technology 

more time and resources would be saved and – more importantly – reindeer herding, would be 

“more smart for the environment, and it would be more easier for womens [sic] to be reindeer 

herders, and more attractive for young people to start working with this” as Susanne Spik 

underlined during one of our conversations. Although during the product development there 

have been certain issues (antennas needing fixing and similar), the two owners perceived 

problems as something to be conquered, and solved, since they believed in the product and the 

need for it. Part of the motivation stems from the wish to do something for their children, for 

future generations, because reindeer herding is not considered an attractive business, nor can 

young people live solely from that. It was a way to make reindeer companies more attractive, 

and it is part of the culture and lifestyle to be preserved, more attractive, and easier for young 

people – according to the accounts offered by Susanne Spik. The idea was that the reindeer 

herders could have careers aside at the same time while monitoring the reindeer from a 

computer. In that case, it is very timesaving and more economic. One of the first ideas and core 

values comes from considerations for future generations, women, and the environment. By 

developing the tracking system, the need for the use of helicopters, show mobiles, motocross, 

and similar would be significantly diminished, thus lowering the time and money spent for 
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tracking the reindeer. It was a way for Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok to make contemporary 

reindeer herding more environmentally friendly, and truly nurturing of nature in that sense as 

well.  

Thus, the inspiration for starting this project was rooted in sustainability and 

community-related values. From conversations with Susanne Spik, it can be noted that these 

values and aims for the business venture are compatible with those of definitions of Indigenous 

innovation. Combining knowledge of the landscape, functioning of technologies, local reindeer 

herder’s needs, and issues with new possible aspects to herding in a semi-nomadic setting 

represent basic characteristics of Indigenous Innovation: a combination of old, culturally 

colored knowledges with new ideas for improvement.128 The stage for the Indigenous 

innovation project in Sápmi was more than set. This is additionally seen in the focus on 

contributing to their community from the product, whilst maintaining – or trying to go back to 

having a more respectful relationship with the environment by being more sustainable and less 

invasive on the landscapes by using less fossil-fueled vehicles, as well as creating more 

opportunities for younger people to practice their culture without major financial or other 

sacrifices.  

Hence, if reflecting on the elements for indigenous innovation prescribed by the 

quadruple bottom line framework: community, spirituality, sustainability, and 

entrepreneurship,129 even at the initial stages of the project planning and realization, it is 

possible to allocate aspects of all four elements in the story about Tánnak. Firstly, as it has 

already been mentioned, the local reindeer herding community and enhancing its quality of life 

and work was one of the incentives to explore the idea of starting a new business. Secondly, 

the aspect of spirituality, although not explicitly the most pronounced, can be perceived through 

the relationship – or respect towards nature and living in balance with it since it focuses on 

social beliefs, behaviors, traditions, and values. It refers to recognizing the value and 

importance of indigenous knowledge.130  Thirdly, many of the aspects that could be attributed 

to the element of spirituality also pertain to the element of sustainability, which is significantly 

more expressed in the interviews. As mentioned above, this element is represented in the 

sustainability values, where the two Sámi women were inspired to work towards creating a 

technology that would pollute and lead to destroying nature around them less than the reindeer 

herding methods of tracking and controlling the herds did until that point. Finally, the element 

 
128 Sumida Huaman and Sriraman, Indigenous Innovation. 28. 
129 Fonda Walters and John Takamura, “The Decolonized Quadruple Bottom Line.” 
130 Fonda Walters and John Takamura, “The Decolonized Quadruple Bottom Line.” 
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of entrepreneurship is simply expressed through the actions taken to establish a project and 

create a product needed for overcoming the identified issues and creating an impact in the 

community. On the other hand, as will be presented in the following chapters, the project did 

not take off by only cooperating with Indigenous stakeholders. This, according to Peredo, can 

prevent this venture from being named Indigenous innovation.131 I will argue, throughout the 

analysis, that regardless of it not pertaining only to the Indigenous community, this project and 

later company should be referred to as Indigenous Innovation. This is due to the specifics of 

the Sámi and Swedish context, where the Sámi community is not remote nor functioning closed 

from the rest of the economy and market, as might be the case with some other contexts of 

Indigenous people’s business ventures studied in secluded communities in other settler-

colonial countries, namely in Canada. 

  

 

 

 

Chapter 2:  Local Negotiations - from Sámi Village to the Municipality Actors 

 

 

 

With the intention to develop their innovative idea of creating a GPS-based technology for 

tracking reindeer, the owners had to search for allies or collaborators and, importantly, funding. 

As Sirges Sámi village, the one they are part of coincides with the municipality of Jokkmokk,132 

the local actors were the first ones to be approached. When presenting the idea to the local 

municipality and the county as a means for getting a start off funding for research and 

collaboration with other partners, the two women encountered a negative response from the 

local and regional institutions. The project for developing reindeer herding enterprises was not 

of interest to the managers or County board members sitting in the offices. After listening to 

the story of the experience of the two Sámi innovators, it can be concluded that the lack of 

understanding and knowledge regarding the Sámi reindeer husbandry culture and practical 

 
131 Peredo, “Indigenous Social Innovation.” 79. 
132 Additionally, the municipality famous for Sámi winter market for centuries and profiting from a lot of reindeer 

herding and Sámi cultural heritage activities and businesses.  
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work related to reindeer husbandry represented a difficulty in encountering understanding and 

acknowledging the need for innovation in this field. 

However, this is not a lonely case – the reindeer herding industry is one of the ones that are 

being the least invested in by the Swedish state, and which endures many impediments 

stemming from the national policies. Sweden, unlike for instance Norway, still lacks a 

significant number of institutions related to Sámi culture that could prosper economic 

development, reindeer herding included. Besides, the existing institutions – such as Sámi 

villages, educational and art associations, as well as the Sámi Parliament133 – do not influence 

decision-making at the local or regional level, especially regarding regional development.134 

This, combined with the return system present in Sweden – where the distribution of, for 

instance, the profit gained through hydropower exploration does not proportionally come back 

to the region, municipalities turn their focus on development and employment creation through 

opening new mines in their counties.135 Traditionally, as lying on Sámi land and reindeer 

herding nomadic paths, the municipality and reindeer herders are commonly on conflicting 

sides when it comes to investments and land management. This was confirmed in Susanne 

Spik’s comments about Jokkmokk municipality: “there is always hate … or conflict between 

reindeer herders and mining or forest companies, because of the grazing areas. They 

[municipality] don’t want to make it safer for the future, I think” – by allowing the land to be 

used for exploitation and gaining more jobs or money for the municipality through the mining 

or cutting, the land is taken away from the more symbiotic usage for semi-nomadic reindeer 

herding. Thus, it sets no precedent that the municipality would not find developing reindeer 

herding, which is perceived as an activity of low revenue for the municipality or low 

employment rates, as a priority.  

 Furthermore, there is another layer to be reassessed. The local bureaucrats had only one 

question for the two women – if they had asked the men from their Sámi village for permission 

to start this project, although they were applying as an individual company. Startled by the 

attitude, they found it clear that they would not be able to find a collaborator in local 

institutions; still, Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok were determined to look elsewhere to 

develop the idea. 

 
133 The Sámi Parliament does hold important role at the national level, but the local and regional focus, especially 

in terms of business development is weak. 
134 OECD, Linking the Indigenous Sámi People with Regional Development in Sweden, OECD Rural Policy 

Reviews (OECD, 2019), Chapter 1 Sámi Economy, Livelihood and Wellbeing.  
135 Öhman, “TechnoVisions of a Sámi Cyborg.” 68. 



Nina Grmuša Master’s Thesis 

 
42 

 

 As stated previously, Sámi villages are an organizational entity that gathers various herders, 

who all possess their own companies. Even if the application for project development came 

from the Sámi village, there are certain restrictions in Reindeer Herding Act (1973) that prevent 

it from engaging in other economic activities – thus making these activities sustainable and 

prosperous would be difficult. 

The said issue aside, being female reindeer herders was what appears to create another 

prejudice level, to say the least. Although as many as 40% of registered reindeer herders are 

female, traditionally owning reindeer was male-dominated practice,136 and in some of the Sámi 

villages, the voices of female members are still not equally heard. This instance shows how 

intersectionality highlights subtleties of discriminatory practices. Although coming from local 

and well-known reindeer herding families, Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok’s entrepreneurial 

and even Sámi legitimacy are being questioned by an “outsider”, a civil servant. As Amft 

argues, a Sámi identity is gender-based, with a distinctive hierarchy centered on age, sex, and 

social status. Thus, being a Sámi woman differs from being a Sámi man, as a division of labor, 

domains of power within and outside of the household are gendered. Being politically active 

or outspoken does not fit “a genuine Sámi woman”, therefore in order to be considered a 

genuine member of the Sámi society, Sámi women should remain subordinate to their male 

counterparts in household and work arenas.137 These culturally specific values – of who and 

what a Sámi – and Sámi women should be and how they should behave are not specific only 

for the in-group (thus Sámi communities), but for the local conceptions of Sámi’s culture and 

behavior. In this case, they proliferate in decision-making and grant-giving processes at the 

local institutional level.  

Moreover, when it came to looking for allies in their own community, Susanne Spik 

and Karin Kuoljok got silent support when informing their Sámi village about their idea and 

future steps of developing the project – others said they are welcome to try, but active support 

and engagement were falling short. In the beginning, it was difficult to gain the support or 

interest, as “they [other Sámi village members] were very … tyst, silent. There was nothing for 

us, no questions to ask us, nothing.” 

Then, although getting this silent yet somewhat support from Sirges to engage in achieving 

their plans, through her story of building a company like Tánnak from an idea to a project, and 

 
136 Weronika Axelsson-Linkowski et al., “Shifting Strategies between Generations in Sámi Reindeer Husbandry: 

The Challenges of Maintaining Traditions While Adapting to a Changing Context,” Human Ecology 48, no. 4 

(August 2020): 482. 
137 Andrea Amft, Sápmi i förändringens tid: en studie av svenska samers levnadsvillkor under 1900-talet ur ett 

genus- och etnicitetsperspektiv, Kulturens frontlinjer 20 (Umeå: Sámiska studier, 2000). v.  
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eventually many customers in theirs and later many other Sámi villages, Susanne Spik insists 

on the importance of showing the community how two women managed to accomplish such a 

project despite the hardships on the way: “if we can do it, anyone can do it” – together, alone.   

 

 

Chapter 3:  Accessing Academia - from Exploration to Exploitation? 

 

After fruitless attempts to find local supporters for their project, Susanne Spik and Karin 

Kuoljok found out about a possibility to collaborate with a researcher138 in gender and 

technology at Luleå Technological University, with the hope that joining forces with a scholar 

aware of gender-related issues and with access to technology development in rural Northern 

Sweden. Once the contact was established, the agreements to continue with a pre-feasibility 

study were set, and later a large EU-funded project started, gathering several interns, 

researchers, and the two Sámi women to work together. That is how the “travel”, as Susanne 

Spik names it, with Tánnak truly commenced – with a four-year-long collaboration and tight 

cooperation in the early 2000s. It included many interviews, conversations, joint travels, and 

staying in the field – both in summer and winter grazing areas and lands. Susanne Spik recalls 

this period as a very exciting one – together they were accomplishing the dream and vision of 

an innovative technological aid two reindeer herders had and discussing possible applications 

and patenting of the product whilst sharing the University-bound project members the way of 

living and surroundings. This meant unearthing the issues – and sometimes confidential ones 

– Sámi village would encounter through the herding activities.  

After these four years, the product – still not perfect, but functional was standing before 

them ready to use. With a combination of two Indigenous women’s knowledge of land and 

reindeer husbandry, their traditional ecological knowledge, and information and 

communication technology, the tracking system was tailored to fit the mountain area previously 

without mobile signal and track the reindeer and aid communication and work for the reindeer 

herders in those remote areas. However, certain issues arose again through this partnership, 

which can be analyzed through differences in academic and herding working culture. I will 

focus on two episodes that can depict some of these major issues.  

 
138 Per Susanne Spik’s request, the identity of this researcher and today professor at LTU shall remain anonymous 

in the paper.  
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The first one refers to discrepancies between expectations and actions: from the start of 

the project, it was agreed that the final product of research would belong to Susanne Spik and 

Karin Kuoljok and their newly founded company. This was why patenting of the product was 

discussed throughout the project. However, this was only half-realized: although the company 

got to use the technology developed in the project, patenting it was made impossible; namely 

due to oversharing of information during the project duration while participating in academic 

conferences. This slip would later cost Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok assured ownership and 

secure livelihood through the development of the company and new partnership.  

It is important to highlight the nature of the academic culture: it pushes for publication, 

for hyperproduction of knowledge, information, and products just to stay “in the game”.139 It 

is known that patenting of project results is a sensitive matter in many academic research 

centers and that prior to publication of the results, information is kept within the research team. 

This time that was not the case. Although focusing on developing the technology and aiding 

women in rural northern Sweden, the researchers did not make sure that the collaborators got 

back as much as they had given and were promised. Instead, under the stress of project follow-

up, reports, publications, and career-building, the ethics related to these collaborations were 

forgotten aside. 

This issue is particularly important because the collaboration was done with women 

from the Sámi community. There is a rich tradition of academic exploitation of Indigenous 

peoples – and in Sweden Sámi people’s knowledges, traditions, bodies, and livelihoods – all 

for noble academic purposes.140 Consequentially, the results of these inquiries and writings 

would create very positive advancements for the researchers and possibly Western science, 

while leaving Indigenous people with next to none benefits, as short-term payment.  

Sámi reindeer herder and author Amput Ivar Kuoljok in his writings strengthens who are all 

the actors that benefit from him as a Sámi – researchers, university, publishers, vendors, and 

the whole system behind them, whilst he is still expected to tell and share knowledge, stories, 

and culture without just remuneration.141 This was the case with Tánnak’s research project with 

LTU. The project members and leader benefited from the project through the creation of 

 
139  Jung Cheol Shin and Jisun Jung, “Academics Job Satisfaction and Job Stress across Countries in the Changing 

Academic Environments,” Higher Education 67, no. 5 (2014): 604 
140Pirjo Kristiina Virtanen, Torjer Olsen, and Pigga Keskitalo, Contemporary Indigenous Research within Sámi 

and Global Indigenous Studies Contexts, Indigenous Research Methodologies in Sámi and Global Contexts (Brill, 

2021) 8. 
141 See: Lena Kuoljok Lind et al., Renar: en kärleksförklaring (Jokkmokk: Ájtte : Jokkmokks kommun, 2004), 

and Apmut Ivar Kuoljok and Föreningen Liv i Sverige, Mitt liv som renskötare (Skellefteå; Stockholm: Ord & 

visor ; Föreningen Liv i Sverige, 2007). 
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multiple PhD positions, permanent employment, and tenure at LTU, as well as travels to 

conferences and multiple publications.  

Needless to say, academic workers should gain praise and awards for their work, as 

well as employment stability which is difficultly found in academia. The academic findings 

and intellectual products should be acknowledged under their authorship. However, it is 

equally important to recognize that Swedish academia belongs to that colonial tradition of 

knowledge-grabbing and that current ethical reviews do not include follow-ups and fair 

collaboration with giving back to Indigenous communities – working with and not writing 

about Sámi.142  

In this case, the point in question is the appropriation of knowledge shared during the 

project that is related to intimate accounts regarding issues in Sirges, Jokkmokk area, 

landscape, and localized traditional ecological knowledges, that were in confidence shared 

throughout the project development and realization. After the project ended, a lot of this 

information became “public” and academic knowledge, at the disposal for developing other 

projects. As Susanne Spik accounts, on multiple occasions, she has read about her own 

knowledge and stories in newspapers or interviews of the project leader years after – without 

being credited for any of the contributions she or Karin Kuoljok made to enable the researcher 

access to this very specific information. Additionally, many of these stories were given based 

on the trust stemming from tight cooperation and friendly relations to be later translated into 

professional advancement chances. 

This is in line with what Loretta Todd argues: “appropriation also occurs when someone 

else becomes the expert on your experience and is deemed more knowledgeable about who you 

are than yourself”143 – a very much needed critique of the exploitation of Indigenous people, 

which highlights issues found in this case study of the exploitation of Sámi in Sweden. The 

issue that creeps here lies in the inherent academic authority and ownership of information 

gained through project development, whereas the Sámi expertise – built through generations 

and everyday observations and knowledge of the environment and society – as it is informal 

and not part of any institutionalized validation system, remains invisible, secondary, and rarely 

rewarded for or acknowledged.  

Furthermore, after several years the same researcher started collaborating with another 

association in the same Sámi village, relying on knowledge and expertise taken from work with 

 
142 Anna-Lill Drugge, ed., Ethics in indigenous research: past experiences: future challenges, Sámi dutkan, no. 7 

(Umeå, 2016), Introduction.  
143 Loretta Todd, “Notes on Appropriation,” Parallelogramme 16, no. 1 (1990), 25. 
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Tánnak owners, using the same GPS technology through a newly founded association; while 

not discussing publicly this partnership, nor the consequences it might provoke in the 

community to use knowledge and information from some of the families to later work with 

others. Susanne and Karin were not contacted, as previous collaborators, innovators on the 

project, and partial owners of the company that represent Tánnak at the local level, but rather 

other employees were.  The CEO at the time mentioned signing an agreement for cooperation 

with this association, and when Susanne Spik proposed hiring an attorney or legal aid to look 

into this, other partners rejected the idea stating it would require too many resources. With this 

act, the management of Tánnak showed a lack of understanding of the importance of the project 

and this technology in the local setting and for the Sámi owners and their community – about 

which there will be word in the chapters to follow.  

Nevertheless, this is one of the cases that depict the need for ethic reviews and 

committees, especially when collaborating with Indigenous peoples – there should be clear 

formulations and follow-ups on the information and knowledge that should be kept private and 

securing Indigenous people’s voices – non anonymously – being heard and credited for their 

expertise. Likewise, it is important to stress out that this type of collaboration with members of 

one community at the expense of non-compensated knowledge of other members of the same 

community – as it may come with pure academic benevolent interest – can create commotions 

and divisions between the community itself. This is especially true when it comes to minorities, 

as the Sámi are, as part of imposed structures as Sámi villages, where collaboration and trust 

between families of reindeer herders are highly valued and relevant for bargaining for shared 

rights.  

Additionally, there is another issue of trust, as I had discussed in the previous chapter – 

the trust Indigenous people have regarding University research centers. As a result of the said 

development and other quarrels related to the project, the two Sámi innovators are more careful 

and deliberate in choosing – and accepting – academic collaborations and partnerships. From 

the information gained through interviews and conversations in the Dálkke research group, my 

understanding is that after the negative experience, they are more likely to collaborate with 

other Sámi researchers and researchers with whom they have built trust with.  For instance, my 

being able to get access and collaboration with the Tánnak founders is due to working closely 

with an academic that has been collaborating with them for a longer period of time and whom 

they personally know. From this, it appears that the presence of other Sámi – researchers, 
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collaborators, and in places of power – can give hope that exploitation could be avoided and 

more respectful and understanding ways of collaborating could be achieved.  

However, as long as these considerations are not at the center of discussions in academic 

circles, especially at research centers lying on Sámi soil, the settler-colonial culture inherent to 

academia cannot be challenged, nor the process of reconciliation can commence.  

 

 

Chapter 4:  Starting Partnerships - Network-building 

 

 

Aside from and after the partnership in research with academia, Karin Kuoljok and Susanne 

Spik needed to build their network: find employees and later on financial partners. Through 

the conversations with Susanne Spik, I noticed that many of the employees – such as first 

CEOs, technicians, and even investors – were met through personal connections found in the 

two owners’ networks. This comes as no surprise – as Ring et al argue, in many smaller or rural 

communities, entrepreneurs reach out to their local contacts in order to find a trustworthy 

business partner.144 Furthermore, when it comes to Indigenous entrepreneurs, some examples 

– as those from New Zealand, show how in a mixed, urban setting Indigenous professionals 

would rather look for employees among other Indigenous people, available to them as part of 

their social capital than have public adds for just anyone.145 This, again, stems from a type of 

trust specific to in-group shared values, experiences, and culture.  

In Tánnak’s case, the business partnerships were not searched for only among Sámi but 

have local and regional ties. I will mention two instances: the first refers to the hiring of the 

first CEO and the second one to the partnership with the first major investor, or “business 

angel” in Susanne Spik’s words. When discussing the applications for loans at Norrlands 

Fonden, awards received and the amounts of work that the company was facing, Susanne Spik 

shares about the first CEO selection: “we heard he was okay, and we called him to come and 

work for us 50%” – on the suggestion of common connections. Secondly, during attendance of 

a seminar for women in business, through a friend Susanne Spik heard about her cousin who 

 
144 J. Kirk Ring, Ana Maria Peredo, and James J. Chrisman, “Business Networks and Economic Development in 

Rural Communities in the United States,” Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice 34, no. 1 (January 2010): 171–

95. 
145 Dennis Foley and Allan John O’Connor, “Social Capital and the Networking Practices of Indigenous 

Entrepreneurs: Journal of Small Business Management,” Journal of Small Business Management 51, no. 2 (April 

2013): 276–96. 
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might be interested to invest in Tánnak: “she told me I [she] have a cousin, he is so nice, and I 

can call him […] yes, he was polite, we liked him, both Karin Kuoljok and me. And he grew 

up in Porjus, so we had a lot to talk about”. From more interviews, it was clear that trust in 

people they would work with came primarily from personal recommendations – and many 

times from family or Sámi village members.  

As I stated before, this reliance on personal networks in business is a common behavior, 

but one more layer could be thought of in this case. Both Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok are 

reindeer herders and have grown up in reindeer herding families with the same working 

traditions. The type of trust developed and manners of behavior towards the employees and 

partners – hospitable, amicable, and entrusting remind of types of relationships existing among 

the members of the Sámi village, or reindeer herding families more precisely. Their social 

capital in these communities is tremendous, as both women come from big reindeer herding 

families, and have been members of the Sámi village, board, and other associations for decades. 

Thus, as the business model, they had been relying on was highly successful before, it is 

expected to be transferred into the new business setting as well.  

Customarily, reindeer herders work alongside their family members, while collaborating 

with other reindeer herders and their families on distinct occasions if needed. Through decades 

of collaboration in their Sámi villages, habits, knowledges, and relations are created. For 

instance, Susanne Spik states that, in the village, it is known if someone had, for example, 

stolen reindeer in the past and whether the family is trustworthy or not, or respected. Therefore, 

there would be a social sanction in the society if a cooperation went wrong or if one party 

played another, as it occurs in many and diverse smaller communities. It appears that there is 

a code of honor, of trust among the families and it would be because of family 

recommendations or long-built trust that certain collaborations would start – as was the case 

with acquiring customers for Tánnak products in Norrbotten. Then, the type of relationship that 

would build on these bases of trust would follow the same model of familiarity, care, and 

genuine approach. This type of working culture is highly functional, especially in communities 

with established dynamics and shared cultural values.  

However, when the new partners are not part of the same business background, nor have 

the same value system or culture –they do not put the same weight on the sanctions or social 

rules, if they are aware of them, given that their lens of business is probably one from different 

business culture. In this case, disbalances in expectations and doings can occur, as two different 

working cultures and business settings clash. In this case, the clash of expectations and 
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agreements on how a business should be led came from mixing different working cultures: 

relying on more traditional models of choosing business partners – but choosing partners that 

are group outsiders, and are not acquainted with or, as it turned out, not respectful of the local 

culture and people and their reputation in the community after doing business with local parties.  

For instance, the issues that appeared with one of the CEOs that was communicating with 

new customers began with big promises in what my informant names the “stockholmish” way: 

promising a lot and then not keeping the promises, which realistically could not be delivered. 

For the Sámi owners, this type of behavior was not acceptable as they strived towards openness, 

dedication, and honesty with their customers, some of whom they had been working with for 

a long time period. As Susanne Spik mentions, some customers asserted their decision to 

purchase GPS tracking system from Tánnak stemmed from their trust in Susanne Spik or Karin 

Kuoljok’s family, especially given that they had tested the technology first on their own 

reindeer herds: “many of them trusted told me we trusted you because you worked with this 

before, and that, and because you come from this family… they trusted that I was a clean 

person”.  

At that time, the said business angel was already the biggest owner of the company, and 

Susanne Spik tried to communicate with him and explain how the CEO “is not okay for the 

company, because he does not understand our culture and works in his own way, which is not 

okay”, after which there was no reaction. Then, Susanne Spik contacted another shareholder at 

Tánnak and shared this issue again – only after they looked at the figures and finances, it was 

noticed that, indeed, the job was not being done properly. Finally, actions were taken to regain 

and keep the trust of potential and new customers – for Susanne Spik, or to cut the losses – for 

the other owners. This was done through one of the first Tánnak bankruptcies.  

A similar situation that depicts the same issues with different approaches to managing 

partnerships and valuing partners: “I remember we [Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok] went to 

Stockholm for a meeting, and he only had two hours for us – no lunch, no dinner together … 

and you know, when people come here we like to [get to] know them, and offer them […] it’s 

culture, we do that… so I wondered, what was the problem, something was off, maybe he had 

much work, he always said he had much to do – but it was [an] excuse for him; he wasn’t 

polite”. This situation shows how already during the early and mid-partnership, thus before the 

bankruptcy, there was a feeling of not being valued, nor listened to by other partners in Tánnak. 

However, this foreshadows bigger issues than differences in values related to culture and 
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working culture, but those of cultural exploitation, which will be explored in the following 

chapter.  

When writing about Indigenous innovation, Peredo suggests that it should be done in 

partnership only with Indigenous people146 – it could potentially be a way to avoid huge 

discrepancies in working cultures and focus on the needs of the shared community. It could 

possibly even make innovation more sustainable: looking for all sorts of resources, including 

human, inside of the community and for the community, which would be in the line with many 

of the sustainable development agendas.147 However, as Tánnak shows, in bigger projects and 

companies this might not be possible – neither for the amount of work, quality, nor the 

availability of funding, as the national context is quite different from the one the author studied 

in the American continent. As it will be discussed in the following chapters, that type of framing 

is not suitable for the Swedish context, as the Sámi Parliament and communities do not hold 

enough funding or other possibilities to build in-community-only businesses. What is needed 

is to develop a system that would support and keep in check that different types of partnerships 

in business development with Sámi people are done in an ethical manner, and that exploitation 

of any sort is avoided by having a stronger balance between different working cultures, 

expectations, and values.  

 

 

Chapter 5:  Being (in) Business - From Project to Product 

 

 

As it was partially mentioned in previous chapters, a significant part of Tánnak’s story 

comes from joining forces with investors that would buy stocks of the company and aid it to 

grow, while the technology was being further developed and improved. The new biggest owner 

gained Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok’s trust and introduced professionals from his own 

network in Stockholm to the company to make it prosper and develop. Through the years the 

company started selling its services abroad as well – for tracking and tracing kettle, work visits 

to France, Iceland, Brazil, etc. In Sweden, Sámi villages would get aid to take loans with the 

help of the Sámi Parliament to provide for this technology – the multiuse technology was 

helping people in many remote areas live their lives and do their job-related activities in a better 

 
146 Peredo, “Indigenous Social Innovation.” 83. 
147 OECD, Linking the Indigenous Sámi People with Regional Development in Sweden, Summary.  
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and easier manner. However, through this process, as the company grew, the two original Sámi 

owners’ voices, decisions, and shares grew smaller. This is due to management that can be 

identified predominantly as a) exploitation – both cultural and financial, then additionally b) 

different working culture values or epistemologies.   

From the beginning, Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok were happy they found someone to 

help them continue developing their project – as means to help people work more sustainably, 

making the work more accessible and safer for the women and more appealing to future 

generations. Their “business angel” seemed like the right partner for helping to develop this 

northern company, sharing the same region of origin, and seeming polite. However, from the 

start, Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok were not put in an equal position in the company – 

which to them, new to the world of business that he was coming from – seemed quite regular. 

Still, with hindsight, there are several instances to be analyzed that show how exploitation and 

pushing out of the partnership of the two Sámi women started much prior to their realization.  

Firstly, when starting the partnership and discussing the role Susanne Spik and Karin 

Kuoljok have and will have in the company, no attorneys, legal documents, or agreements were 

included. For Susanne Spik, as stated earlier, it was enough that he gave them his word – this 

act was much stronger than signing some papers. However, even though in her working culture 

– and perhaps culture per se – someone’s oral guarantee has a higher value and is more trusted 

than a document, the new business partner behaved according to different codes of conduct. 

Still, given that as a professional working in that fieldwork decades, it was certain that the 

knowledge of the importance of having legal documents determining the partnership did not 

lack – but he never offered to draft any type of document.  

Years later, at a conference of the Native American and Indigenous Studies Association in 

Hamilton, New Zealand in 2019, when asked which actions would be taken to make sure the 

Indigenous owners of the company would stay in the project and be protected, no answer was 

given. As one of the Dálkke project researchers that attended the conference shared: 

 

 “It was like two different presentations… and he got a lot of questions from the audience. All of them were 

Indigenous people, and they questioned him how do you protect Indigenous rights in this business, and how to 

you secure … and no! he never answered it! It was a lot of people interested […] but how are you [other owners] 

protecting and securing that Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok, the knowledge and the company will be your 

[Indigenous owners] in the future, and the idea will still be your… he never answered the question.” 
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Furthermore, as a strategic measure, in order to bring in more capital and solve issues with 

some of the personnel, the company was made bankrupt several times in the 2010s, with the 

final one being in 2019. As a result of creating new stocks, the previous owners would own 

less and less company percentage. This has resulted in pushing out Susanne Spik and Karin 

Kuoljok from any earnings from the company. When they suggested they could take a loan to 

bring in more capital, the other owners preferred to declare bankruptcy. Per Susanne Spik’s 

account, the new owners were other business partners of the remaining new owners. With time, 

Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok, again without a documented agreement, became external 

consultants and their shares grow to be too small to make any impactful decisions. This way, 

the original Sámi owners were cast aside from the company. One of the main owners said it 

would be important to still have them in the company, because of the contact with the Sámi 

society, which was only an oral agreement, and in the beginning, it was like that. Nevertheless, 

the role that the two women had was lesser and lesser, to the extent that many of the board 

members and some of the owners did not know about the Sámi owners and origins – which 

was a slow process of erasing the presence and history of the company’s development.  

 During this process, however, there was an insistence on using the Sámi identity as 

marketing to new customers or whilst presenting the company. For instance, Susanne Spik and 

Karin Kuoljok were still invited to talk about the origins of Tánnak and the ideas that it was 

born from. However, there was an insistence on Sámi tradition and cultural heritage, as an 

exotic and appealing story to catch people’s attention. Susanne Spik shares that one of the 

owners always asked and wanted to use Indigenous motives and stories in order to sell more, 

as it is popular to use Indigenous clothes or brand businesses as Indigenous to gain more 

money. The two Indigenous owners were very careful with this and did not allow certain 

boundaries to be crossed, nor they wanted to capitalize on their culture: “then I think he was 

… disappointed, these are not girls I thought they were, they will fight for something better”. 

Then, it was openly shown that they would not accept to become an exoticized advertisement 

for the product.   

Furthermore, during the presentations, there was an attempt to convince Susanne Spik for 

the other owner to use her fathers’ yoik, a traditional musical form, as a part of the presentation 

of the company. Yoiks are created by individual Sámi people who in a musical oral song, with 

a combination of singing, humming, rhythmical sounds mimic or represent different natural 
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phenomena, landscapes, and similar.148 Susanne Spik had to explain how this is not for the 

public – her father’s yoik belonged only to her and her sisters, and they did not want to share 

this family heritage publicly, let alone monetarize from it while discussing the GPS technology 

they developed. Thankfully, elaborating and giving explanations regarding this was enough for 

the business partner to resign from using it. 

 Certainly, it is unclear whether the intentions behind insisting on using the traditional songs 

and markers came from a wish to include/keep the Sámi culture in the story of the company, 

or to brand the company as Indigenous to gain more points with the public and the (new) 

customers while maintaining the old ones; however, it shows that there is no clear 

understanding of the relevance of respecting the Indigenous owners and assuring that their 

position and financial incomes, as well as names in their community, stay protected and 

unimpacted. Regardless of the intentions behind those actions, the actions undoubtedly resulted 

in the exploitation of the Sámi identity for more profit and attempts of cultural appropriation 

on several occasions. 

Using Indigenous motives, culture, and names as a means of profit is not a novel occurrence 

– cultural appropriation of this kind has been present in the (post)colonial setting for a longer 

period of time. Misinterpretation, misuse, and theft of the styles, stories, and heritage of peoples 

that have been historically marginalized and dominated are some of the characteristics of 

cultural appropriation. For instance, the usage of Navajo motifs for marketing and fashion, the 

representation of Natives in the Western genre, the commodification of cultural and song 

elements in popular music, etc.149 In Sweden for instance, most recently Manderstedt, Palo, 

and Kokkola have studied cultural appropriation in the literary representation of Sámi in two 

novels for young adults.150 Additionally, I have heard of certain cases of using Indigenous 

motives of clothing and making traditional souvenirs claiming that they are made by Sámi, 

whereas that is not the case during my fieldwork and collaboration with the Dálkke research 

project.  

Young considers that cultural appropriation of motifs, songs, and styles of Indigenous 

peoples by cultural outsiders can be harmful.151 I suggest that any handling of usage of 

Indigenous peoples’ knowledge, songs, art, etc. should be treated carefully and with great 

 
148 Soile Hämäläinen et al., “Sámi Yoik, Sámi History, Sámi Health: A Narrative Review,” International Journal 

of Circumpolar Health 77, no. 1 (January 2018). 
149 Erich Hatala Matthes and Department of Philosophy, Florida State University, “Cultural Appropriation 

Without Cultural Essentialism?:,” Social Theory and Practice 42, no. 2 (2016): 343. 
150 Lena Manderstedt, Annbritt Palo, and Lydia Kokkola, “Rethinking Cultural Appropriation in YA Literature 

Through Sámi and Arctic Pedagogies,” Children’s Literature in Education 52, no. 1 (March 2021): 88–105. 
151 James O. Young, Cultural Appropriation and the Arts (Wiley-Blackwell, 2008), 107-108. 
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ethical considerations, especially in the case where this type of (mis)use benefits the outsiders 

and is not accepted by the Indigenous people in question. For instance, after the last bankruptcy 

of Tánnak, the new company bought the product and rights to sell it – sharing three same 

owners that decided it was necessary to declare the bankruptcy in the first place. However, this 

company has bought the rights only for the selling of the GPS products internationally and not 

the part of the company that sold the tracking system internally in Sweden to reindeer herding 

companies – since there was no interest in that. Still, when checking the website of this 

company in January 2021, it stated, as Susanne and another Dálkke project researcher read: 

“the heritage of the company brings years and years of experience running a network based in 

the north of Sweden for reindeer” – this statement allures the connection to the Sámi, and 

represents an example of appropriation, since it uses this information for branding and 

marketing purposes, without any other consideration for this part of the company heritage, or 

any Sámi or reindeer herding issues per se.  

 Since there is no State-related incentive to protect – or even identify Indigenous companies 

in Sweden – as per the Non-discriminatory Act the companies cannot declare to have owners 

of any ethnicity,152 there is no obligation – or incentive to protect and make sure that Indigenous 

people involved in the company remain there. This is an ethical issue as well that must be 

thought of since the funding and many prices and conference participation came to the 

company because of its origins with Sámi women as innovators, and which was later used in 

commercial purposes – without acknowledgement to the women in a financial, legal or any 

other sufficient way.  

As it can be deducted, the motivation and values related to this business leading were quite 

different between the Sámi and other owners. Whereas the two Sámi owners wanted to focus 

on building better communities, with more environment-friendly emphasis, empowerment of 

women, and means to continue practicing cultural traditions, the other partners focused on 

profit, from a mere capitalistic point of view – typical, of course, to the sphere of business they 

come from. However, by analyzing the communication, promises, and behaviors in this 

partnership, it is possible to notice the patterns of exploitation of the Sámi. This is done through 

monetarization and exoticization of culture, traditions, and cultural heritage; while at the same 

time not putting any care back into the Sámi community, nor ensuring the Sámi owners who 

created the company, provided funding and later loans for the development of the product, were 

part of the company later on. 

 
152 OECD, Linking the Indigenous Sámi People with Regional Development in Sweden, 37. 
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 I witnessed an email that Susanne Spik sent to one of the current owners in 2020, where 

she explained the significance that the company holds for the two women and asked whether 

they could buy back some of the stocks now after the last bankruptcy that year – and witnessed 

that she received no answer, to this day, to that petition. In the meantime, the new company 

that bought Tánnak after the bankruptcy still brands itself on their website as a company that 

has to do with Sámi people from the North, not the ways they parted.  

 

Chapter 6:  Towards Future Partnerships – a Case for Indigenous Innovation 

  

 

In 2012, Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok started a formal collaboration with Indigenous 

researcher May-Britt Öhman through a research project Dálkke at Uppsala University and 

Cemfor (Center for Multidisciplinary Research on Racism), after years of acquaintance and 

collaboration through other projects and volunteering. They wished to explore how Indigenous 

companies in Sweden could be labeled as such and how could Sámi entrepreneurship in the 

technology innovation sector be promoted. Via opportunities that emerged through this work, 

the two founders of Tánnak were invited on several occasions to share their story and journey 

of starting a company as Indigenous Sámi women at international events. These were the events 

that Susanne Spik holds as some of the most important in connecting with other Indigenous 

people and acknowledging the common values, issues, and obstacles that they might encounter. 

In these events, many Indigenous scholars, legal experts, and, in this case, entrepreneurs would 

gather, network, and search for ways to protect and make more opportunities for Indigenous 

peoples, mapping good examples and highlighting certain obstacles that can occur on the way.   

It was in this international setting that Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok could begin to 

recognize some of the exploitation and even discrimination that they had suffered, often 

without realizing it was that. When turning the gaze from up-close to seeing the situation more 

holistically and comparing it to other experiences, it was possible to identify some of the less 

appealing parts of experiences with Tánnak. Susanne Spik shared that during the conference in 

New Zealand, an Indigenous attorney approached her after their presentation, and “he told me 

I know what happens soon, please let me help you, but maybe it’s too late. And he gave me a 

small paper with his name” – while listening to their story together with the presentation from 

the biggest owner at the time, it was evident that the two Indigenous owners were not protected 

in the company – and as predicted, the two Sámi women lost their part in the company through 
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a final bankruptcy later the same year. At the same time, their power or position in the company 

was already quite weakened, which is supported by the fact that some of the board members 

and owners in 2019 did not have the knowledge of the company's origins and the values it 

derived from.    

As mentioned above, the Sámi innovators had contact with a lawyer who specialized in 

human rights and a member of Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous People 

(EMRIP), a part of the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNCHR), with whom they 

consulted about how to label their company as Indigenous and which criteria should be used 

for that. This attempt counted on verbal support from some of the other owners before the 

ownership changed. With this support, the two women were preparing to take a step in shifting 

the balance in the company: to start a conversation that would raise the awareness of the origins 

and contributions of the Sámi women and possibly give back to the Sámi community. This 

would have been one of the pioneer attempts to discuss Indigenous innovation and giving back 

to the community from an Indigenous enterprise – from the bottom-up – potentially leading to 

other institutions and discussion places afterwards. These actions can be perceived as the 

dissemination of ideas and aims, shaped by collaborations between international Indigenous 

communities and different Indigenous professionals and academics from sectors, and bringing 

them into a Swedish context. 

Moreover, all of these conversations were spurred at the international conference for 

Indigenous peoples – which is where these women found their allies and an eye-opening 

experience. From this, I can only deduct that there was no space for such conversations, no 

arena big enough to share experiences in Sweden – or why not – Sápmi, Scandinavia, or EU 

itself, nor for networks among the entrepreneurs to develop, exchange, and learn from each 

other’s experience. It shows that there is a need for a space for conversation, sharing of 

experience, education, and creating networks of Indigenous professionals and innovators in 

Europe.  Just as importantly, there is no system of protection for Indigenous people that are 

starting their own or collaborating in business ventures in Sweden, no manner of knowing 

which obstacles, types of discrimination, or cases of exploitation might happen through 

partnerships with different stakeholders and professionals coming from different backgrounds.  

Furthermore, when discussing their experience and the need for the development of 

Indigenous Innovation recognition or labels in Sweden, Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok 

turned to a collaboration with an Indigenous researcher with a project that is Dálkke. Likewise, 

they were dedicated to starting conversations with other Indigenous entrepreneurs, in order to 
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try and determine the criteria needed for this and defining the benefits for such endeavors. 

Another thought behind this was that a company, especially once established, should maintain 

the idée-force, values, and Indigenous peoples’ interests, as well as give back to the community 

it started from. After establishing Tánnak, the next innovative step was to explore these 

dimensions with the company. In 2019, Susanne Spik communicated with the other owners 

that this was what they wanted to explore and see how Tánnak could be used as a good example 

for an Indigenous company and how to work with them, which, as mentioned earlier in the text, 

the owners agreed upon. Here the insistence on aims, values, and protection or investment back 

to the indigenous community can be noted and wish for the creation of connections between 

Indigenous peoples and other like-minded professionals. These qualities are confirmed 

characteristics of the theoretical concept of Indigenous innovation.  

   However, there were no major advancements from that side, apart from the 

agreements to partake. Susanne shares that she did not “… think they understood what we 

wanted to do, and especially later when I wrote to the other guy” – after the ownership of the 

company changed later the same year: 

 

 “and said how we could set a good example for Indigenous people and the world, and they didn’t answer. 

[…] I’m sorry about that because they could get so much publicity from that, and we could work with them 

because I think we were so different, two women and not in the code for business… but I think in the future more 

companies and young people will want to have another type of companies where the nature is important, and 

women and children’s rights, and which are more democratic...”  

 

From this conversation, I take that the eagerness to try and make a network and show the results 

of tremendous work done by two Indigenous women through the years in collaboration with 

different stakeholders and circumstances highlights various needs that stem in this society.  

First of all, as Sumida Huaman and Sriraman note – Indigenous innovation entails self-

determination, it is driven by Indigenous people themselves while seeking to revitalize, 

reclaim, protect knowledge related to Indigenous language and/or cultural practices, and have 

cultural anatomy.153 This means that to a certain extent there is a form of resilience, of a fight 

for a better position in society through the aims and values supporting the innovation. In this 

case, by searching to show the building of Tánnak company from scratch in Swedish Sámi to 

the broader society – both Sámi (and Indigenous per se) and nationwide, space is being created 

 
153 Sumida Huaman and Sriraman, Indigenous Innovation, preface.  
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to show the Sámi – and Sámi women in the public in a light different from the culturally 

inherent misconceptions proliferated in the settler-colonial culture in Sweden.  

In this way, through showing a successful Indigenous technological innovation that comes from 

two women – successful because they managed to go from a project idea to a working product 

that was used by many, the remainings of invisibilization processes of Sámi are being 

challenged. Likewise, the stereotypical image of an exoticized Sámi reindeer herder or Sámi 

as merely northern people living secluded from contemporaneity and modern-day needs, or 

development could be shattered and rethought in the Swedish society. The issues and 

discrimination-related obstacles Sámi people face are not present in the discussion in the 

mainstream Swedish public sphere. Even at the university, this issue is rarely dedicated a 

significant amount of space. Thus, with the right collaborators – or allies, the Indigenous 

innovators would not be telling their personal stories – but also sharing issues important for 

their community and making space for more stories to be heard and created.  

Still, even with all the dedication, Susanne Spik has to continue on the mission to 

establish Indigenous entrepreneurship and innovation as a distinctive form of doing business 

in Sweden and wishes to share her own experience, I have heard her wonder multiple times: 

“sometimes I think: why do I share all of that [Tánnak experience with people outside of her 

family], I should just be quiet…”. These thoughts, I believe, are not uncommon with 

populations that have been suppressed or discriminated against in their society – especially if 

the mainstream culture nor many of those in a position of power do not recognize and 

acknowledge the issues taking place. It takes a lot of strength for colonized people to 

acknowledge themselves the exploitation they had endured and, in some instances, even the 

worth of their knowledge since these are not topics explored openly in the broader society. As 

presented in the previous chapter, some of these preoccupations and experiences are only 

validated in an international setting, with other indigenous people and academics in the field – 

which means that there is a need for such spaces to exist, even at a national or regional level.  

Second of all, Indigenous innovation can, as it concentrates on the benefits of the local 

community, serve as a response to capitalism and (neo)colonization.154 This emphasis is 

present in Susanne’s work as well – firstly, through the wish to do something good for the 

reindeer herding community by developing the technology to facilitate the work and, secondly, 

through the commitment to use the established company – Tánnak – to give back to the 

community and share the lessons gained through the experience. Thus, the work is strongly 

 
154 Ibid.  
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embedded in community-based values. As discussed before, it may be a culturally informed 

value – as in Sámi villages the herders are turned to one another to aid and collaborate in order 

to be more productive and sustainable and have a better life quality. Still, it is a conscientious 

choice of an entrepreneur as well, which should not be undermined.  When looking for business 

partners, it would be important to collaborate with the same values – as this case study shows. 

Additionally, the partners should be ready to learn and listen to the experience and cultural 

aspects of Indigenous businesses. For Susanne, it is now clear that the underlining values in 

business can differ between diverse partners: going from neoliberal settler-colonial and 

community-based values. This is depicted by the discrepancy between the perception of the 

ex-business partners and the previously expressed wishes for the future of business:  

 

“They [businessmen from Stockholm] grow up in another world, money was everything, no morals, it’s 

more valued to have money than to have a good talk with someone, hear another view […] it’s easy to just rush 

to Stockholm and make money and think only about profit and money, when you’re here you have time to think 

and you have other type of problems than in the city, the cold, there’s not so many places to find a job…”.  

 

Through these passages, it is apparent that the struggle to make the company bigger 

than its profit or shares is difficult when there are two such different working cultures clashing: 

Sámi owners’ community-based values and preoccupations that look at the business partners – 

or more precisely latest company owners with disdain as mere profit-making businessmen 

interested in figures, as they come from a working culture that has work values quite distant 

from the original owners’ – which belong to the capitalistic framework and working culture. 

Still, it is worth highlighting that had the local and regional authorities been more informed 

and understanding about the importance of this type of entrepreneurship and what it can bring 

to the community and the development of business and reindeer herding practice among the 

local (Sámi) population, maybe the issues with looking for private sector investments could 

have been avoided and this story would have had a different end and continuation.  

Similarly, it is important to stress out the relevance of finding the right partners and 

necessary shifts in the partnerships that emerge in this field. As highlighted above, Susanne 

Spik expresses a wish for a change in the ways business is being conducted – the values that 

are mentioned are community-oriented as well, focusing on often not well-represented parts of 

the society, and in juxtaposition with capitalistic working agenda. It is noticeable that the focus 

of sharing this story is on the future generations and enabling and empowering of women and 

young people to create their own projects and start new businesses – both in the Sámi 
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community and northern parts of Sweden. These values – of focusing on the community, 

working for it and with it, that have been described as traits of indigenous entrepreneurship or 

indigenous innovation, together with the emphasis on remaining in a close and respecting 

relationship with nature, are closely linked to values found in environmental and sustainability 

spheres.155 Perhaps, partnerships and collaborations with organizations and research projects 

from this background could be more aligned when it comes to values and aims in the working 

sphere than private-sector legal or private people that do not share the said values or 

understanding of ethics reviews.  

 As OECD maintains,156 it is necessary to focus on development and economic 

development in the north of Sweden, and following the international trends, Sweden has 

committed to sustainable development in its territory.157 I argue that, from the evidence 

gathered in this case study, these tendencies align with Indigenous innovation and its premises. 

However, it is important to put in the center Indigenous innovation itself in the regions where 

Indigenous people are present – to support sustainable and local development on the terms of 

the local inhabitants and their culture and with respect – not only while focusing on cultural 

heritage, but economic development as well. A dialogue and, above all, more listening to the 

local communities could bring prosperity whilst respecting the values and connectivity with 

the land, nature, and people living in the area. Likewise, through this type of business 

development, the settler-colonial dynamics could be challenged through the education of other 

individuals and workers in different levels of institutional positions. Furthermore, the EU's role 

in this can be explored in the next chapter. 

 

This is only one case study, but through conversations with the Dálkke research group 

and information gathered through readings, accounts about conferences, I can acknowledge 

that this trend and values – the ones presented in numerous articles about Indigenous 

innovation, resilience, and Indigenous entrepreneurship – are shared and present among various 

indigenous groups and individuals.  

 

 

 

 
155 Janet Rowe and Colin Fudge, “Linking National Sustainable Development Strategy and Local Implementation: 

A Case Study in Sweden,” Local Environment 8, no. 2 (April 2003): 127. 
156 OECD, Linking the Indigenous Sámi People with Regional Development in Sweden, 24. 
157 Rowe and Fudge, “Linking National Sustainable Development Strategy and Local Implementation.”,134. 
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Discussion 

 

It is necessary to understand that female Indigenous innovators or entrepreneurs, aside 

from attempts for the realization of their business ideas and plans, find themselves having to 

assume additional roles and tasks. They must assume roles of business owners, pro bono 

consultants, advocates and activists, understanding the legal perspective and abandoning their 

own business models in order to succeed to adapt to the dominant ones – if they wish to be 

taken seriously. And this slows down the process of advancing more in business and takes 

away the time to focus on the development of the business. When making any 

recommendations or starting discussions on the necessary steps for ameliorating the said 

position and possibilities of Indigenous female entrepreneurs in Sweden, it is required to first 

and foremost listen and acknowledge the petitions made by the Sámi (women) in the last 

century, and work on this front together with them. 

Some of the most notable works include pioneer activist Elsa Laula Renberg and her 

1904 Manifesto Life or death for the Sámi?  - Inför lif eller död? –the  first female Sámi request 

for better education, rights to life, and land.158 Then, following her contributions and activist 

organization, Karin Stenberg published a pamphlet This is our will - Dah läh mijen situd, 

fighting evolutionist ideas predominant in the Swedish society and academy. 159 Later, together 

with the priest Gustav Park, Renberg started the initiative for the first Sámi folk high school in 

1940.160 The common threads between these works are requests for the rights to self-

determination, control over their own lives, welfare, and wellbeing, as well as the establishment 

of institutions and education – especially higher education for the Sámi.161 In order to make 

any steps further, it is relevant to keep in mind that the Sámi community has been demanding 

and fighting for an equal place in society and for having their needs met on a societal, 

educational, legal, and governmental level.  

 
158 Frida Buhre and Collin Bjork, “Braiding Time: Sámi Temporalities for Indigenous Justice,” Rhetoric Society 

Quarterly 51, no. 3 (May 27, 2021): 227–36. 
159 Vuokko Hirvonen, “The Pioneers: Elsa Laula And Karin Stenberg, The First Sámi Woman Writers,” World 

Libraries 12, no. 1 (2002). 
160 Olavi Korhonen, “Här har ni mig: Om Karin Stenberg, samernas förkämpe i Arvidsjaur,” in År av liv: Luleå 

stift 1904-2004, ed. Ulf Boström (Luleå: Luleå stift, 2004). 
161 May-Britt Öhman, email correspondance, 16. 07. 2021. 
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Susanne Spik and Karin Kuoljok’s contribution is one in the line of determined Sámi 

women working on ameliorating the position of the Sámi and among the pioneers discussing 

female Sámi innovators. The decision to share their story and continue collaborating with the 

academia to make sure that there is more space for Sámi women in business and awareness of 

issues that exist is an act of self-determination of resilient indigenous entrepreneurs. Likewise, 

through our conversations, Susanne has given many thoughts on how to make the situation for 

female Sámi innovators and entrepreneurs better, which has contributed greatly to my 

reflections and suggestions. Although her suggestions have not been systematically written 

down, it is safe to say that Susanne sees sharing the stories and spreading awareness of the 

struggles that can arise when starting own business can be one of the first steps. Then, creating 

a set of criteria, inspired by other indigenous communities, and adapted to the Sámi (Swedish) 

context should be the next step. To achieve this, a part of the Dálkke research project interns 

have dedicated a semester to outline different examples and create a set of criteria. Likewise, 

surveys for different Sámi business owners were made together with interviews, and that work 

is waiting to be published. Likewise, new projects are beginning to focus on this matter. That 

work is of immense importance, although the results are not as visible yet as those of their 

predecessors. The collaboration for this thesis belongs to that line of work. 

However, more systematic and structural movements are needed to tackle the issues 

expressed in this thesis. Also, the list of such women should be far longer, in order to have a 

broader outreach and understand the multiple perspectives and experiences of the Sámi in 

Sweden. Having in mind the recommendations, needs and concerns should be the first step 

when approaching the Sámi community and working with them on finding steps towards 

needed solutions.  

Having the aforementioned facts in mind, what appears to be necessary is to provide equal 

educational opportunities – meaning, including Sámi knowledge in the course materials, and 

making space for Sámi experts to teach and start discussions in educational centers specifically 

tailored for that. This means founding Sámi University Centers in Sweden, given that although 

certain centers have Sámi studies, these are limited to a few university centers, often have a 

predominantly outsider perspective, or focus only on customs and traditions.  

For instance, there are several documents relevant for understanding Sámi requirements 

when it comes to higher education and research, namely the Draft for Sámi Research Policy 
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for the Swedish National Sámi Association,162 written by board member May-Britt Öhman in 

2016, and then the adaptation of the Sámi research policy in 2019,163 followed by the Sámi 

Parliament Research policy strategy from 2021.164 These documents lead to understanding the 

needs and formulations of the Sámi people, showing that there are actions taken for more 

representation of Sámi in the academia (as lecturers and in the syllabus),  more pronounced 

codes of research and research ethics when it comes to collaboration with the Sámi, more and 

better higher education in Sámi and including Sámi culture and knowledge. Likewise, 

initiatives for more Sámi self-determination and decolonization of academic circles and culture 

are also included in the agenda of the Research policy strategy. These are highly relevant 

starting points for future research design, collaborations and projects starting, and will certainly 

prove useful for indigenous innovation. 

On the Norwegian side of Sápmi, there is a Sámi University of Applied Sciences that educated 

in Sámi and on Sámi knowledge – however, it does not include any business education, nor 

does it offer PhD programs to its students. This means that there is almost no production of 

knowledge in the Sámi context of business, entrepreneurship, and innovation. In Sweden, there 

are no academic opportunities yet for learning about technology and business innovation that 

includes indigenous knowledge, nor local contexts in that manner. Stemming from that, there 

is also no legal or predominant definition in academic circles of what is Sámi or Indigenous 

business or innovation. Similarly, by making it a field of research and academic production of 

knowledge, there would be other ramifications and responses to questions such as how could 

the Sámi community benefit from creating hubs for innovation, sharing knowledge, experience, 

and expertise in business ventures, etc. Having published data backing up the claims and 

requirements coming from the Sámi could only strengthen their bargaining position with the 

state.  

Another issue is that, although there are many valuable and important publications, 

there are not taught at universities, nor given space to be discussed with the students.165 In a 

broader sense, it would be important to introduce more teaching about Sámi as European 

Indigenous people, in Swedish but also in other European academic centers. The lack of 

presence and discussion does not allow for the formation of research centers or departments of 

 
162 “Sámisk Forskningspolicy På Remiss till Sámiska Samhället,” Samelands fria universitet - Sámiland Free 

University, accessed August 1, 2021, http://www.samelandsfriauniversitet.com/1/post/2016/09/Sámisk-

forskningspolicy-pa-remiss-till-Sámiska-samhallet.html. 
163 Svenska Samernas Riksförbund, “Riktlinjer Vid Forsknings- Och Projektsamarbeten Med Sámiid Riikkasearvi 

(SSR)” (Svenska Samernas Riksförbund, 2019). 
164 “Forskningspolitik,” Sametinget, accessed August 2, 2021, https://www.sametinget.se/forskningspolitik. 
165 May-Britt Öhman, email correspondance, 16. 07. 2021. 

http://www.samelandsfriauniversitet.com/1/post/2016/09/samisk-forskningspolicy-pa-remiss-till-samiska-samhallet.html
http://www.samelandsfriauniversitet.com/1/post/2016/09/samisk-forskningspolicy-pa-remiss-till-samiska-samhallet.html
https://www.sametinget.se/forskningspolitik
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Indigenous studies in Europe. Given the colonial past of one part of the continent, and presence 

of minorities and Indigenous people – and historical exchanges of goods between different 

cultural groups, it would be relevant to establish Indigenous studies as a field of research. Given 

the intercultural/multicultural paradigm present in Europe and the EU, discussing the 

experiences and positions of minorities, the erasure/need for protection of their culture and 

livelihood deserves a more central placement in research and academic teaching. To the best 

of my knowledge, even programs of European studies, like Euroculture, do not have (a) 

course(s) dedicated to this field; at the best, there are mentions in modules regarding minorities, 

which only grasp the surface of the heritage, culture, discrimination, or opportunities for Sámi 

people. There have been a few papers written by students that involve Sámi, which shows there 

is interest in the inclusion of topics related to Indigenous people in this program. Still, it is a 

broader question of academic fashions and lack of institutionalized education and teaching of 

Indigenous studies in Europe, which exist and are flourishing in North and South America, 

Australia, and New Zealand.  

  Furthermore, it is necessary to pay attention to other aspects, as institutional and legal 

contexts. For achieving equality and assuring the rights that the Sámi people are demanding, it 

would be good to set in place additional regulations or systems of aid either by the national 

state or/and European Union, as many additional factors are influencing the development of 

these business ventures. The Sámi Parliament Research policy strategy also includes reaching 

out to different stakeholders and spreading the knowledge about the research and Sámi.166 

These systems could find inspiration in already existing ventures that are functioning quite 

successfully in countries like Canada, which are investing in and developing projects, funding, 

and educational opportunities for developing Indigenous innovation and entrepreneurship in 

different regions of that country.167 Creating a network where Indigenous professionals could 

contribute to developing such initiatives and support for Indigenous innovators in Sápmi.  

On a national level, this would entail the Swedish government acknowledging that the 

Non-discriminatory Act, when it comes to knowing the ethnicity of business owners, can in 

turn actually make invisible certain obstacles and research regarding structural discrimination. 

By creating a space legally for Indigenous innovation, the cultural and economic prosperity 

would flourish in the North, which by many of the regulations and legal acts is encouraged – 

 
166 “Forskningspolitik.” 
167 “Indigenous Innovation Summit Report 2015,” McConnell Foundation (blog), accessed August 25, 2021, 

https://mcconnellfoundation.ca/report/indigenous-innovation-summit-report-2015/,  

“Indigenous Innovation Innitiative,” accessed August 25, 2021, https://indigenousinnovate.org/home?lang=en. 

https://mcconnellfoundation.ca/report/indigenous-innovation-summit-report-2015/
https://indigenousinnovate.org/home?lang=en
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which proves not to be enough. Similarly, by supporting financially and following the projects 

funding Indigenous innovation it would be possible to step out of the paradigm of perceiving 

Sámi people as individuals that should engage only in “traditional” occupations or trades – as 

reindeer husbandry or handicraft duodji. Doubtlessly, these are important elements of Sámi 

culture per se and should be preserved and practiced. However, there are other manners of 

using traditional Sámi knowledges and skills that are not being invested in. By focusing only 

on the traditional aspects, there is a chance of exoticizing or capturing the Sámi culture and 

livelihoods in one specific historical moment and representation – and as anyone who has basic 

knowledge in cultural studies knows, cultures evolve and transform and are multifaceted and 

negotiated between their practitioners. Thus, this fight that aims at recognizing the need for 

and creating a space for Indigenous innovation carries in itself many important questions and 

tackles many highly relevant fronts. It includes finding a manner for the Indigenous community 

to grow, prosper and create on its members’ own terms, protecting their own culture, and 

adapting their knowledges and methods in order to shape their communities without having 

constantly to face impositions coming from the higher authorities. By focusing on changing 

these policies, not only would the economy in the North prosper – which falls under the 

paradigm of welfare and development that the Swedish state follows – local inhabitants would 

be able to create business ventures that follow the values of their own community and culture, 

and at the same time protect and share their own culture and communities. It would entail them 

having a bigger agency in deciding and creating job possibilities in their region, allowing the 

young people to have more options than currently: so often choosing between mining and 

moving. The role that the culture plays in business must be acknowledged – and the neocolonial 

values and behaviors embedded in the Swedish working cultures.  

On a broader, EU level, it is necessary to try and shift the focus: as one of the 

supranational political and economic bodies, the EU has the possibility to cooperate with 

regions rather than just national states – which can often be a great source of creating funding 

and assuring Indigenous actors can get support aside from their national state. Collaboration 

with the regions and minorities, already existing in some sectors, could bring more 

opportunities for building networks and awareness of the issues that are faced when battling 

with institutions and actors that do not take into consideration. Additionally, it could allow for 

space for cooperation between Sámi groups from different countries – Sweden and Finland as 

EU member-states, but also Norway and to a certain extent, Russia through Council or 

Commission supported projects and initiatives. This would allow for an exchange of 
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experiences and positions, as well as create new opportunities and advocacy for better 

understanding and collaboration with Sámi's business models.  

 

 

Indigenous innovation in Sweden 

 

There is a need for making a distinctive field and manners of ensuring that the 

Indigenous Innovation companies are being developed in an ethical fashion. This is especially 

relevant in cases of collaboration with mainstream nation-state institutions or investors when 

there should be mechanisms in place to make certain that Indigenous people are equal partners 

in business ventures and are not being left behind.  

In the case of investments, specific procedures should be put in place which could 

include follow-up measures and ethical reviewing to verify the positions in which Sámi 

partners continue doing their business – and make sure they are not pushed out of their own 

projects and companies. Additionally, it would be useful to have an advisory body that could 

offer guidance and information to Sámi people hoping to enter a new business venture.  

Although there are lawyers that are Sámi that can offer legal help, it is necessary to take 

a further step. A broader array of advice and information about the possible funding, support, 

or obstacles based on previous experiences and legal perspectives should be offered to the Sámi 

community. Raising awareness about different experiences and good examples of Indigenous 

innovation and entrepreneurship is an important step in the consolidation of a stronger network 

of Indigenous communities, ensuring a place where it would be possible to make stronger 

communities based on shared values and traditional knowledges in new contexts and 

opportunities. Likewise, by learning about the journeys taken by other Swedish Sámi in their 

business ventures, it would be possible to educate and enable people to understand what type 

of issues can be encountered along the way. Sharing these experiences can, on a more personal 

note, be a therapeutic and healing step in cases of people who have faced undoubtable cases of 

discrimination, exploitation, and silencing. Only once there is an arena for these conversations, 

will it be possible to acknowledge their existence. To an outsider, this is how the story could 

look like: some individuals tried to build a business, failed as it happens to many, and should 

now go on with their lives. For instance, Tánnak International has a lot to gain from 

strengthening its profile as a Sámi innovation company by using the original brand Karin 

Kuoljok and Susanne Spik developed. Profiling oneself as a company based on a Sámi 
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innovation should also mean a responsibility. Regardless of how ownership changes in the 

company, the company must communicate the basic idea on which the company rests. With a 

strong brand based on the original innovators' visions and needs, there are great opportunities, 

and there should be acknowledgement and protection of Indigenous business starters, for the 

sake of representation, protection, and transparency.  

 

 Finally, after carefully studying these cases, we can notice how many different ties 

affect the development of a business venture and the perfidy exploitative methods that lure in 

plain sight, without being addressed or acknowledged.  Additionally, it is important that these 

initiatives for Indigenous entrepreneurship are led by Indigenous people and that appropriate 

allies are part of the development of this story. More research and publications should follow 

in Sámi indigenous innovation and entrepreneurship, and it would be desirable if those 

publications came from Sámi researchers themselves.  
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Conclusion 

 

Throughout this paper, I have presented and analyzed the perspective of a female Sámi 

indigenous innovation and the travel made, as Susanne called it, of starting a venture of this 

type from scratch, from an idea to a fully operating product and company. It is a contribution 

to the few Indigenous women's accounts and perspectives in the European North, especially 

considering the collaborative nature. Borrowing from business anthropology informed by 

indigenous studies remarks, I have analyzed the expressions and influences of cultural aspects 

and values that shaped the evolution of the partnerships and position of Indigenous owners in 

Tánnak. The methodology was likewise informed by qualitative approaches often used in the 

field of anthropology, with strong reflections on matters highlighted by indigenous studies 

criticism and the role of the researcher. 

The first part of the research question that guided the analysis reads: To which extent 

do cultural aspects of the main actors’ approach to business (Indigenous vs settler-colonial 

Swedish) affect the partnerships interactions and development of Indigenous innovation and 

businesses in Sweden? The empirical material and analysis show that the cultural aspects and 

values present in business leading and decisions affected the building of partnerships and the 

course of development of the company to a great extent, informed both by the local indigenous 

culture and codes of conduct in professional interactions, as well as by the overarching settler-

colonial tradition of thought and culturally informed behavior in Sweden.  

In the first chapter, an analysis of the ideas, values, and motivations for starting the project by 

the female Sámi innovators is given, highlighting the embeddedness in the specific Indigenous 

values and self-determination act through the creation of the project. Then, in the second 

chapter, it is shown how the local business-leading, interactions, and partnership starting are 

informed by the culturally specific pattern of interactions in business, but also the 

interwovenness of the local institutions with the settler-colonial tradition and lack of 

education related to the Sámi part of the community. Likewise, it indicates that the 

intersection of identity – being a Sámi and a woman – can impact business opportunities, 

professional advancements, and the discrimination types that can stand in the way of 

succeeding as a female Sámi entrepreneur. In the third chapter, I have indicated the issues that 



Nina Grmuša Master’s Thesis 

 
69 

 

can arise in a collaboration between the Sámi and academia, demonstrating a necessity for 

strong and consistent ethical research codes, intellectual property protection, and clear 

communication. It shows that two culturally different manners of working and collaborating 

result in unsuccessful endings, with the danger of exploitative and cultural appropriative 

actions and outcomes. Having in mind the history of the Swedish academia and the 

exploitation and production of derogatory knowledge of the Sámi people, it is remarkably 

important to set up better institutional support and collaborative conditions. The fourth chapter 

discusses network-building as a product of cultural patterns, values, and manners of building 

trust processes typical for smaller communities. It illustrates how there can be a discrepancy 

in the values informing business decisions between different partners. Then, in the fifth 

chapter, it is shown how the discrepancies between culturally informed values present 

between partners in a business led to a series of exploitative actions. This is seen through the 

exoticization and monetarization of the Sámi culture and cultural heritage through different 

business ordeals – while neglecting any reparation or giving back to the owners, the Sámi 

community, or similar. In the final chapter, it is described which are the foundational values 

for new attempts at indigenous innovation in Sweden and the partnership based on shared 

principles, as well as the manner of self-determination through action. Likewise, it shows the 

importance of education and bringing the two working cultures together, not merely 

integrating the Sámi working culture into the mainstream capitalistic one.  

The second part of the research question refers to which lessons and recommendations 

can be drawn from the female Sámi experience of entering the entrepreneurial world in 

Sweden. In sum, it is important to listen to the Sámi people’s experiences, especially when 

joining business ventures. Starting projects and partnerships should be preceded by fit 

educational and consultative opportunities, as well as legal and consultatory centers or 

institutions. Due to the lack of education and representation of the Sámi culture in academia, 

it is highly relevant to create independent higher education opportunities in and for Sámi. The 

manner of conducting research should also be under strict ethical codex. More projects, 

education opportunities, and institutions should be built with the Sámi experts and community 

and supported by the national and supranational bodies, such as the EU. There is a great 

chance for cooperation and meeting Sámi communities’ needs by employing in practice the 

stances and recommendations behind which the EU stands. To strengthen the positions of 

indigenous innovators, it is necessary to research more indigenous innovation and establish it 

as a field in Sweden. More importantly, it is necessary to set clear criteria and recognize the 
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issues indigenous innovators face in practice, and thus recognize indigenous innovation as a 

separate type of business to allow it to flourish with equal chances as other new businesses.   

Furthermore, the suggested hypothesis at the beginning of this thesis reads: Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous partners have different working cultures and epistemologies due to the 

values and patterns of their cultures, in which neocolonial fashions spread and extend the 

control over Sámi culture and livelihoods. To great extent, the hypothesis has been confirmed 

through the analysis. The settler-colonial cultural patterns are proliferating into the social and 

cultural tissues of the society, coloring the presumptions, knowledge, decisions, and actions 

of different players, and resulting in expressions of discriminative or appropriative actions, 

partaking in institutional and structural discrimination. The business models expected to be 

based on solely Swedish mainstream culture are blind to Sámi business values and culture. 

This model creates chances for exploitation, by the settler-colonial inheritance of perception, 

knowledge, and treatment of the Sámi culture. Attentionally or not, in this regard the 

neocolonial values are reproduced and affect highly negatively the livelihoods and positions 

in business of the Sámi (women).  

Certainly, there are a few limitations to this work. The lack of full fluency in Swedish 

has limited the incorporation of more Swedish literature into the paper, although a large 

volume is available or at least summarized in English. Then, the format and time constraints 

have limited the amount of information gained through fieldwork which was slowed down by 

the translation. It might have added another layer to the analysis to collaborate with both Sámi 

innovators on this paper. Similarly, the pandemic has influenced the design of the fieldwork 

and work conditions in general. Additionally, although the cultural analysis allows certain 

issues to be seen and come to the surface, for understanding the position of the Sámi female 

entrepreneurs, it is relevant also to include human rights, legal and political perspectives, 

while choosing which one to keep in focus. I believe that the approach taken in this paper 

shows some more nuanced behaviors and beliefs, that are difficult to be grasped and 

recognized as valuable in some different types of study.  

This study is only the initial stage of research for what needs to be done regarding 

female indigenous perspectives on indigenous innovation. It would be interesting to continue 

this work by doing a partnership analysis including all the different stakeholders creating the 

story of Tánnak and collecting more detailed accounts on the matter. Likewise, it would be 

highly useful to make a comparative study or gather more cases of indigenous innovation 

emerging in Sweden. Another valuable study would be to analyze Sámi women’s 
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entrepreneurial ventures and conditions between the different nation-states in Sápmi. Another 

possibility for research lies in founding the theoretical aspects of Indigenous innovation and 

through a series of case studies, challenging stances that partnerships with non-indigenous 

people should not account for indigenous innovation.  

It remains to be seen how the acts for self-determination and sharing of experiences 

with Tánnak will evolve since the indigenous innovators are only starting to share their stories. 

It is important to achieve collaboration with different actors that can with joint expertise shed 

light on the issues that the Sami people continue to face to this day. One can only hope that 

these activities will lead to an avalanche of reflections and reactions within the Sami, Swedish 

and wishfully the European audience and that the valuable takeaways will result in plans, 

actions, and collaborations much needed to achieve a more just, equality-based space for 

creating new Indigenous ventures. The efforts stemming from Tánnak to inspire fights for the 

right to self-determination, especially through the creation of new business values and 

cultures, will hopefully bring a point of departure for other (female) indigenous innovators, 

here and now. 
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