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Abstract

Social innovation and systems thinking are acknowledged as emerging academic and
professional disciplines; however, they reflect ways of knowing that have long existed within
Indigenous worldviews. Grounded in relationality, renewal, and ethical responsibility,
Indigenous ways of knowing offer rich, complex understandings of systems and transformative
change. The author introduces Indigenous pedagogies as living practices and a potential driver
for reimagining social innovation. Drawing on personal narrative, Indigenous scholarship, and
educational practice, this paper critiques the marginalization of Indigenous knowledge within
social innovation education and proposes a trans-systemic approach rooted in ethical space and
relational systems thinking.

Background & Context

I enrolled in an Introduction to Social Innovation course during my undergraduate studies. Not
by choice, but due to course availability. What began as a reluctant enrollment soon became a
pivotal moment in my personal and professional journey. The course introduced systems
thinking and foundations of social innovation,' but it also stirred a deep frustration in me that I
could not initially explain.

Despite the instructor’s thoughtful approach and engaging content, I felt disoriented. It wasn’t
until I began to dive deeper that I recognized the source of my discomfort. To me, the social
innovation frameworks felt inherently Indigenous, yet the course lacked an Indigenous presence.
The course, like many in academia, failed to recognize and acknowledge the Indigenous roots
and parallels embedded in the very principles it celebrated. As I continued to learn more about
social innovation, my appreciation for the community-based systems education that I received
within my home community grew. While many Canadian post-secondary institutions are in the
process of reconciliation with Indigenous peoples, there remains a gap in the meaningful
inclusion of Indigenous voices, worldviews, and practices within social innovation education.

Introduction
Oki, niiksokowa nisto annista maatomiikamotsakii noohtoodo Kainaiwa. My name is Latasha

Calf Robe, and I am a Blackfoot> woman and a member of the Kainai First Nation. Before I ever
heard the term 'systems thinking' in a university classroom, I had already received in-depth
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systems-based learning rooted in a Blackfoot worldview through the teachings and experiences
growing up within my home community.

Since that initial Social Innovation course, [ have been on a journey of exploration to better
understand the parallels between Indigenous worldviews and social innovation. I have worked as
a social innovation facilitator and educator, where I have found ways to ethically weave together
Indigenous and social innovation practices to deepen systems learning and inspire transformative
learning. This journey has guided me to the question: how might Indigenous pedagogies support
the transformation of social innovation education?

Indigenous Worldviews & Relational Systems Thinking

Indigenous epistemology is a dynamic, relational, and experiential knowledge system that honors
the sacredness and interconnectedness of all beings,® viewing the natural world as a living
system.* Central to Indigenous worldviews are ideas of “constant motion and flux, existence
consisting of energy waves, interrelationships, all things being animate, space/place and renewal,
and all things being imbued with spirit.”> Vine Deloria describes an Indigenous relational
worldview in which knowledge is gathered through observation and relationships with the
natural world.®

For Indigenous peoples, complexity and systems thinking are inherently rooted in relationality’
and the fulfillment of ontological responsibilities.® Anishinaabe scholar Melanie Goodchild
introduces relational systems thinking to describe the relational foundations of Indigenous
paradigms and the inherent systems thinking embedded in Indigenous ways of knowing.’
Relational systems thinking is a theoretical framework that expands complexity science by
grounding it in Indigenous worldviews and creates opportunities for cross-cultural and multi-
worldview understanding of systems.

Indigenous peoples have long demonstrated systems thinking, social innovation, and abilities to
address complex societal challenges,!? while offering frameworks that are holistic, ecological,
and inherently innovative. Through intergenerational knowledge transfer, systems thinking is
woven into Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and doing. With complexity woven into the
lifeways of Indigenous peoples, a new question is formed: how can Indigenous knowledge
support systems leadership and transformative change?

Parallels between Indigenous and Social Innovation Education

Social innovation education is transdisciplinary by nature and aims to support the development
of changemaker attributes, such as reflexivity, critical thinking, self-awareness, perseverance,
and creative problem-solving.!! Social innovation education is built on three key learning
theories: critical learning, transformational learning, and epistemological development.'? Systems
thinking,'* a core component of social innovation, depends on critical learning experiences that
encourage reflection, creativity, and knowledge integration.!* These foundations closely align
with Indigenous knowledge systems, which encourage the transfer of knowledge and
responsibility!® and the embodiment of community values such as reciprocity,
interconnectedness, respect, and kindness. !
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Despite these strong parallels, the acknowledgment and recognition of Indigenous knowledge
and practice are often excluded or appropriated within the social innovation education. When
exploring a path forward, McGowen et al. caution educators on the impact of dominionizing—a
process within academia where Western-trained scholars assert control over what counts as
legitimate knowledge, often devaluing Indigenous ways of knowing and reconciliation efforts.!”
Without intentional, respectful, and reciprocal engagement with Indigenous peoples, social
innovation educators risk reinforcing assimilative and anti-Indigenous practices.!® This can result
in Indigenous knowledge being misinterpreted, marginalized, or co-opted, undermining the
integrity of both Indigenous and social innovation pedagogy.

Fostering Ethical Space in Social Innovation

For institutions teaching social innovation, the ethical co-creation of curricula alongside
Indigenous scholars, Elders, and communities is a relationship waiting to be explored. However,
for this to happen, social innovation educators must commit to the establishment of ethical
space.' Ethical space is the intentional engagement between differing worldviews and is not
about assimilation or dominance, but about dialogue, respect, and mutual transformation. The
building of ethical space calls for genuine relationships, mutual transformation, and critical
reflection on the underlying assumptions of educators.

Mi’kmaq scholar Marie Battiste suggests a trans-systemic approach that respects both
Indigenous and Western knowledge systems without forcing synthesis.?° To journey ahead, we
must thoughtfully and self-critically examine social innovation through an Indigenous lens while
simultaneously developing relationships with Indigenous peoples.?! Creating a new question:
how might Indigenous knowledge systems support trans-systemic approaches to reimagining
social innovation?

This question reminds me of the Indigenous elders, stories, and experiences that have shaped my
understanding of the world and the spirit that lives within these teachings. The acquisition of
knowledge within an Indigenous paradigm is a sacred and continual journey that inspires
transformation and responsibility.?? Indigenous pedagogies foster the spirit of transformation and
are not merely tools of learning; rather, they are living practices that teach and embody
transformation and ethical space. Creating a greater question: are Indigenous pedagogies the key
to reimagining social innovation?

Below are Indigenous pedagogies that foster systems thinking but also provide transformative

frameworks for creating ethical spaces, fostering transformation, and enabling trans-systemic
approaches.

Storytelling
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Storytelling is foundational to Indigenous knowledge systems. Storytelling is more than a
method of sharing information; it is a relational practice that uses narratives to illustrate complex
relationships and interdependencies, encouraging learners to see systems as animate.?
Indigenous stories often embody values, teachings, instructions, protocols, or even decision-
making frameworks. Storytelling as a driver for transformative change teaches listeners how to
understand and navigate the complexity while building relationships and collective
responsibility.

Reflective Practice

Reflection is central to both Indigenous learning and systems thinking. Indigenous pedagogies
emphasize continuous cycles of self-assessment, renewal, and growth. Reflective practice
deepens individuals’ understanding of their role within the natural world (the system), creating
cycles of care, accountability, and responsibility to all beings.

Land-Based

The land is our greatest teacher. Land-based pedagogy centers the land as a living teacher,
fostering relational, place-based learning rooted in reciprocity and respect.?* Learning with the
land shifts education from extractive models to transformative ones, nurturing systems thinking,
co-existence, and ethical engagement.?> The land is not only a teacher but the spiritual
embodiment of transformative change across knowledge systems.

Ceremony

Ceremony grounds innovation in spirituality and relational accountability,® reminding us that
transformation must be approached with reverence and balance. Ceremony is a process of
renewal, responsibility, reaffirming one’s role within a broader system, and cultivating a holistic
understanding of interconnectedness and systems thinking. Ceremony maintains the ethical
boundaries of our existence while simultaneously encouraging transformation in all forms.?’

Reimagining Social Innovation

The future of social innovation education lies not in merely incorporating Indigenous
pedagogies, but in allowing them to reshape and expand the very foundations of how we think
about change, systems, and learning. Indigenous teachings remind us that systems change is not
just intellectual work, but deeply emotional, spiritual, and communal. Indigenous knowledge
systems also offer far more than parallel insights; they provide a trans-systemic and spiritual
framework for transformative action and learning.

While my introduction to social innovation began with discomfort and dissonance, my journey
has since become one of transformation. This journey has shown me that innovation must begin
with truth, respect, and a willingness to be transformed. The invitation now is not just for
recognition of Indigenous contributions, but for social innovation educators, practitioners, and
institutions to engage in ethical, relational partnerships with Indigenous peoples. The question is
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no longer whether Indigenous pedagogies can contribute to social innovation, but whether the
field is ready to walk alongside us, with humility, in reimagining social innovation.
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