
 
 

 

 
Sustainability 2021, 13, 2117. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13042117 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability 

Article 

Embeddedness as a Differentiating Element of Indigenous  
Entrepreneurship: Insights from Mexico 
Ericka Molina-Ramírez 1 and Virginia Barba-Sánchez 2,* 

1 Escuela Superior de Comercio y Administración, Instituto Politécnico Nacional, Plan de San Luis, s/n, Santo 
Tomas, Miguel Hidalgo, Ciudad de México 11340, Mexico; emolinar@ipn.mx  

2 Department of Business Science, University of Castilla-La Mancha, ESII, Paseo de los Estudiantes, s/n,  
02006 Albacete, Spain  

* Correspondence: virginia.barba@uclm.es; Tel.: +34-967599200 

Abstract: The present work aims to know the motives of why Indigenous entrepreneurs start com-
panies, as well as how the characteristics of these groups influence the motives for company creation 
and determine entrepreneurial behavior. Through qualitative research, using interviews from five 
Indigenous entrepreneurs in Mexico, and the comparative case studies, this research identifies the 
motivators and characteristics of Indigenous entrepreneurs, as well as community embeddedness 
as an element of core business, without which company creation could not happen. The results show 
that embeddedness, identity, comunalidad (communal way of life), and worldview contribute posi-
tively to entrepreneurial project achievements, which also impact the community itself. Recommen-
dations for different economic and social agents, concerning supporting the sustainability of Indig-
enous communities, and the protection of their culture and historical legacies, are derived from this 
study. 
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1. Introduction 
Indigenous entrepreneurship (IE) is an emerging topic within social entrepreneur-

ship and general entrepreneurship literature; thus, few studies have analyzed the charac-
teristics surrounding the creation of Indigenous companies [1,2]. Therefore, we suggest 
that, “theories developed to explain entrepreneurial behavior are not adequate for under-
standing IE” [3] (p. 366). Little has been explored about Indigenous entrepreneurship em-
beddedness of indigenous entrepreneurship, as a proper dimension of this type of entre-
preneurship. [2,4,5]. 

Writers, such as Foley [5], Bodle, Brimble, Weaven, Frazer, and Blue [6], point out the 
differences in Indigenous entrepreneurship characteristics compared to other entrepre-
neur groups, which are not solely from country-to-country, but from region-to-region. As 
Dana [2] concludes, one must take into account the cultural perception of opportunity as 
a variable that triggers entrepreneurship—that is, culture has a strong impact on the cre-
ation of companies. In this sense, Tipu and Sarker [7] (p. 141) claim “the proposed model 
posits that a more flexible and emergent approach is needed in light of the changing eco-
nomic and socio-cultural realities of an Indigenous context”, which is relevant in Indige-
nous entrepreneurship model proposals. Meanwhile Brueckne et al. [8] suggest that these 
types of companies not only bring economic benefits, but environmental and sociocultural 
benefits as well. Meis-Mason et al. [9] demystify the belief that collectivist approaches 
hinder the Indigenous economic benefits of enterprises. Therefore, “the Indigenous entre-
preneurship spirit often relates to notions of community-based economic development” 
[10] (p. 15). Hindle and Lansdowne [11] (p. 132) define Indigenous entrepreneurship as 
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“the creation, management, and development of new ventures by Indigenous people for 
the benefit of Indigenous people”.  

In reference to embeddedness, Coleman [12] talks about the structure of social rela-
tions and the resources embedded in it. From that point of view, economic action and 
social performance are linked; hence, Indigenous entrepreneurship groups have been 
studied that reflect their behavior in economic activities, according to the culture and char-
acteristics of their ethnic groups. Dana and Smyrnio [4] (p. 594) discuss the Sami ethnic 
group, which is influenced by its own characteristics, such as “social ties resulting in a 
network of mutual obligations through genetic and social kinship, association and soli-
darity, dialogue and consensus, and responsibility to the earth and spirits”. This special 
vision of social relations has important implications for entrepreneurial projects. Bodle et 
al. [6] consider culture and Indigenous identity as valuable intangible assets that influence 
entrepreneurship, which could also interfere with the elements that characterize the com-
munity itself [13]. 

In this context, the research focuses on the indigenous entrepreneurial profile in Mex-
ico, to achieve the above, the following structure is presented. In the following section, we 
review the embeddedness concept, worldview, and identity in Mexico (regarding Indige-
nous embeddedness and its characteristics). In the second section, we describe the empir-
ical methodology applied, as well as the population object of the study, specifically the 
companies created by Indigenous groups in five Indigenous towns in Mexico. Subse-
quently, we expound on the cases studied, and carry out a qualitative analysis using Atlas 
TI software. Finally, we describe the discoveries and research conclusions, including fu-
ture lines of research and recommendations to institutions to support Indigenous com-
munities. 

2. Embeddedness, Worldview, and Identity of Indigenous Groups 
The embeddedness concept has its origins in social theory; James Coleman [12] is the 

major exponent of the concept of social capital theory. According to this theory, the em-
beddedness concept consists of resources embedded in the structure of social relations 
(network). However, Polanyi [14] already used that term to describe the economic rela-
tions embeddedness in social relations. Gómez [15] (p. 148) realizes the importance of this 
concept; its theoretical and semantic meaning can be found in his article “Reflexiones sobre 
el concepto embeddedness”, with the purpose of including the theoretical use within social 
sciences. 

2.1. Embeddedness 
In social capital theory, the notion of “embeddedness social” represents situations 

where economic actions and behaviors are linked and/or depend on institutions and non-
economic activities, such as culture, social networks, politics, and religion [16] (p. 504). 

The social structure is formed by social network links through embeddedness for-
mation as a key element of it, as well as cohesion, integration, and social [17] and emo-
tional support [18]. Emotional support can be manifested in happiness, satisfaction, or 
yielding; these emotions are influenced by embeddedness [17,19,20]. The relevance of this 
concept stem from the fact that it can be a motivator that triggers entrepreneurship. 

Regarding Indigenous groups, embeddedness is given by identification and belong-
ing to the community. Generally, the Earth is a key factor and is considered “Mother” 
(who gives life)—so is the dynamic living system made up of the indivisible communities 
of all life systems and living beings, interrelated, interdependent, and complementary, 
sharing a common destiny. Mother Earth is considered sacred to nations worldwide and to 
the original Indigenous people (i.e., by providing natural resources). Thus, actions, as well 
as positive (or negative) impacts will have consequences on other living beings, which 
means that social, political, and economical actions have a worldview [21].  
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In support of the above, some studies show the existence of “social ethnic solidarity; 
[…] supported by the traditional values, norms, and structures of the social community” 
concerning Indigenous enterprises [22]. 

In conclusion, embeddedness is a key element of social structure. In the case of In-
digenous groups, it is characterized by the identity that belongs to the community (from 
the Indigenous worldview). 

2.2. Worldview 
According to Medina-Hernández [23] (p. 73), the worldview definition depends on 

the language spoken; e.g., “in English the concept worldview, [has] more restricted impli-
cations than cosmovisión”. 

The worldview of Indigenous communities is characterized by embeddedness within 
the geographic place of origin. Its principles are based on the worldview thought, under-
stood “as a conception of society by means of the characteristics and properties of its en-
vironment […] “Each worldview implies a specific conception of human nature” [23] (p. 
79). In the collective imaginary of Indigenous thought is “human’s relationship with the 
earth, good and evil, heaven and hell, light and darkness, two united components, inher-
ent in being, spiritual and material” [24] (p. 30). 

Worldview is “the whole” in Indigenous groups; therefore, Indigenous people and 
cultures manifest their worldview from “thought”, which is represented in the life cycle, 
from birth to death, through social life and community relationships [25]. Worldview also 
includes religious Indigenous beliefs. 

Worldview is perceived as “a structured ensemble and relatively congruent by dif-
ferent ideological systems with which a social entity aims to learn rationally the universe” 
[26] (p. 472). According to [27], it means, “the conception that members of a society have 
about characteristics and properties of their environment is the view of the individual 
person in a specific society in relation to the whole, its world interpretation is the idea of 
the universe. Each worldview, add, involve a specific conception of human nature”. Ac-
cording to Redfield [28], the meaning of worldview is considered the community’s tangi-
ble asset, which materializes in the life cycle of the individual.  

This is why worldview is so important to Indigenous communities, because of its 
intimate relationship “to religion, politics, economic and environment” [29]. According to 
Zolla and Zolla Márquez [29] (p. 37), “in cosmological systems of Mexican Indigenous the 
tradition has an enormous weight”; therefore, it refers to knowledge created, shared, and 
transmitted. When practiced, it is reworked or modified in new ways [25]. 

According to Danna and Smyrnios [4], Indigenous entrepreneurship is holistic be-
cause it considers economic and non-economic objectives, including cultural values, so-
cial/cultural self-determination, and heritage preservation. Thus, these dimensions are 
considered in the original Mexican community’s worldview. Therefore, it is important to 
incorporate worldview to obtain knowledge about Indigenous organizations [30]. 

In summary, worldview refers to the set of beliefs that a society has about its envi-
ronment and the universe (this includes ideological–religious systems). These beliefs or 
ideologies—considered intangible goods—depend on the ethnic groups. Moreover, 
worldview is given by the rooted in the geographic region of the Indigenous group. 

2.3. Identity and Comunalidad 
Identity is an essential element for Indigenous people to be considered–identified–

integrated into a community, territory, or “the creation”. The Indigenous entrepreneur-
ship spirit is often related to notions of economic development in a community. For ex-
ample, “any Indigenous community has the following elements: (a) A territorial space, 
demarcated and defined by possession; (b) A common story passing on from mouth to 
mouth and from one generation to the next; (c) A variant of the people’s language, from 
which the common language is identified; (d) An organization that defines the political, 



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2117 4 of 19 
 

cultural, social, civil, economic and religious; and (e) A communal system of procuring 
and administering of justice” [31] (p. 38). 

In this case, the community is explained using the comunalidad concept and consists 
of elements that “guarantee its understanding such as 1. The Earth as a Mother and terri-
tory, 2. The consensus in the Assembly to make a decision, 3. Free service as an authority 
exercise, 4. Collective work, as an act of recreation and 5. Rites and ceremonies as an ex-
pression of communal flair” [32] (p. 60). Where work is rooted in communal life, as Meza-
Bernal [33] explains, work is given in a community assembly by means of decision; “work 
in position systems through coordination, work as reciprocity through tequio [the work 
done in community] by means construction and work”. 

A previous way of work was described as comunalidad, meaning “style of life and 
reason to be […] that the State should respect and preserve. […] With comunalidad we refer 
to daily life” [34] (p. 39) of the Indigenous community. 

For Indigenous communities, comunalidad is related to the value of responsibility; 
every day, the comunalidad is lived in this type of organization, so it is institutionalized by 
the means of the type of organization, with tequios (or positions) being the most important 
forms of participation in the assembly. Therefore, positions come together with every in-
dividual, along with reciprocity towards the community [35]. In this way, the comunalidad 
manifest in “mechanisms of cooperation, collaboration, and reciprocity (intra commu-
nity). This occurs at the level of people and families, as [today for you, tomorrow for me], and 
for the benefit of the community—such as the position system or community works (te-
quio, faena, or fajina). To make a decision, it is processed in the community, through the 
community assembly” [21]. Regarding identity, it is the being of the Indigenous person, it 
is its root, it is characterized by its place of origin, the territory to which it belongs, and an 
element of identification–integration–belonging. Embeddedness and identity go hand-in-
hand. 

2.4. Indigenous Entrepreneurship 
According to [36], Indigenous entrepreneurship is a form of social entrepreneur-

ship—a solution to social and economic problems [37] by providing social [38] and eco-
nomic value. In regards to Indigenous enterprises, the common good is sought and, as a 
consequence of it, economic gains can be obtained [39]. From this perspective, social en-
trepreneurship contributes to the achievement of sustainable development goals (SDG), 
by encouraging economic development [36] and providing sustainable communities [40]. 

Literature that focuses on Indigenous entrepreneurship topics is recent (e.g., Foley 
and O’Connor [41]; as well as Dana [42] as a forerunner). The various works on this sub-
ject, focusing on a complex context, contribute toward an emerging theme in business 
creation literature. However, in the early 2000s, this concept did not exist in business lit-
erature [43]. Hindle and Lansdowne [11] (p. 132) defined Indigenous entrepreneurship 
“as the creation, management, and development of new ventures by Indigenous people 
for the benefit of Indigenous people.” 

One of the principal contributions that has identified Indigenous entrepreneurship is 
the word conducted by Peredo et al. [10]. The authors discuss the particular characteristics 
of this type of entrepreneurship: embeddedness with heritage and culture of its ethnicity, 
earth, land, as well as active participation in entrepreneurial initiative and development. 
Concerning Indigenous social entrepreneurship: “the fact that they are only managed by 
Indigenous peoples who share a common worldview. Indigenous social entrepreneurship 
emphasizes the creativity, innovation, and risk-taking of entrepreneurship while priori-
tizing the social over economic benefits” [44] (p. 4). We should note that, concerning In-
digenous social entrepreneurship, this coincides with the social entrepreneur looking after 
the social values that a company can give to the community, rather than the economic 
value it can provide to the entrepreneur personally [45]. In most cases, decision-making 
about Indigenous entrepreneurship has been a democratic process (meaning, collectivity 
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is a primary value) [46]. Recent research [47] has found that entrepreneurship adds value 
to human capital. 

Other Indigenous entrepreneurship characteristics include the importance of embed-
dedness and identity—focusing on world vision and oneself (as an individual), and by 
being part of the community, territory, and in touch with one’s origins. However, Gal-
lagher and Selman [13] suggest that this type of entrepreneurship can go against Indige-
nous entrepreneurship, because the results can contravene with the community charac-
teristics (i.e., the entrepreneur could be considered a “sellout”). Nevertheless, this social 
activity can be attractive to people “that are proud of their Indigenous heritage and com-
mitted to strengthening their communities, (…) besides to being an element to rebuild 
their economies and strengthen their capacity as nations that want to reduce their depend-
ence on agencies and government” [13] (p. 90). 

The Indigenous entrepreneurial spirit is closely related to the economic development 
base in the community [36], as well as cultural values, where work is involved in every 
moment of communal life accomplished in the communal assembly through a decision 
[33]; furthermore, it is motivated by the family and land to which it belongs [48]. 

Dana [2] (p. 165) expands on culture: “There is rich heterogeneity among Indigenous 
peoples, and some of their cultural values are often incompatible with the basic assump-
tions of mainstream theories of entrepreneurship”. This was created in western culture as 
a capitalist economic model. Thus, Indigenous communities incline toward social entre-
preneurship, because these values contribute toward thinking as a unit [49]. Moreover, 
there is a great difference between neoliberal economic models and Indigenous values. 
The first is oriented toward “economic growth and export orientation, contrary to the cul-
tural worldview of Indigenous peoples” [50] (p. 12). Definitively, Indigenous entrepre-
neurship often has non-economic explanatory variables, such as egalitarianism, exchange, 
and communal activity, contrary to capitalism, a neoliberal model [2]. In addition, Indig-
enous entrepreneurship can be a key element to combat poverty, obtain development in 
these communities, and give them identity [39]. 

Similarly, differences have been found on western entrepreneurship [4]. Therefore, 
Indigenous social entrepreneurship is an emerging topic that can contribute to a new par-
adigm in entrepreneurship [2,11,51]. 

Anderson and Giberson [52] considered it a challenge to achieve an ideal approach 
to entrepreneurship literature in an Indigenous context; especially because the difference 
is based on entrepreneurship with communal values, the link between entrepreneurship 
and land, achievements without economic profitability, decisions based on common ben-
efit [4,10], and others. However, it is a fertile field for contributions that current researches 
can provide [53]. 

In summary, what characterizes Indigenous communities are their cultural and social 
values, where embeddedness and economic development in social life are rescued, and 
importance is placed on cultural aspects [54]. These elements are key in directly influenc-
ing cooperative entrepreneurship projects. Our conclusion, which is in line with previous 
studies [55], is that collectivist cultures value group interests more than individual inter-
ests [56]. 

Consequently, it can be affirmed that, in the bosom of Indigenous communities, en-
trepreneurship differs from other forms of business [57], mainly in terms of business con-
text [13]. 
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3. Research Problems and Methodology  
To analyze the reality of social factors immersed in the research theme on Indigenous 

entrepreneurs, and the lack of previous works in this specific field, a qualitative method-
ology was chosen, according to the following research questions. 

What motivated Indigenous entrepreneurs to create a company? 
According to the question posed, an attempt is made to “understand culture and so-

ciety” as Danna and Smirniof [4] (2013, p. 595) exposed, retaking to Crozier and Friedber 
[58]. For this reason, they propose a qualitative research strategy in this type of inquiry, 
arguing that an interpretative–inductive approach is correct. Foley and O’Connor [36] (p. 
281) expound that the phenomena (little treated from the field of academic production) 
must be inductive. Finally, Hindle [59] (p. 578) presents qualitative methods for entrepre-
neurial research and contribution to this field: 

“A well-structured approach to the problem of matching the research technique to 
the research question will specify which techniques of investigation (the choice-of-meth-
ods problem) are appropriate to what key questions in the field (ontological problem) and 
give  reasons why (the axiological and epistemological problems)”.  

With the above, we understand that Indigenous groups have their own characteris-
tics and, in turn, very different experiences than other entrepreneurs. Thus, identifying 
Indigenous entrepreneurs is rare; therefore, in agreement with Hindle [59], a qualitative 
methodology approach to study Indigenous entrepreneurship in Mexico is correct. 

According to the authors, the chosen methodology has been qualitative, through 
multiple or comparative cases [60,61]. From this methodological position, Bygrave [62] (p. 
17) notes that, in the history of science, emerging paradigms rarely follow a sequence of 
the classical thesis. In our case, Indigenous entrepreneurship is a theory in development 
to which it is intended to contribute. 

According to Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton [63] (p. 16): “Studying social construction 
processes implies that we focus more on how organization members go about construct-
ing and understanding their experience and less on the number or frequency of measura-
ble occurrences”. Accordingly, with the aforementioned, and due to the particular study 
problem that is being analyzed, it is important to highlight case studies within the quali-
tative methodology, which allow obtaining deep knowledge of the subject matter by con-
textualizing it in its reality [61,64]. The heterogeneity that may exist in Indigenous com-
munities [2], demonstrated by Foley and O´Connor [41] in their research on social capital 
and networks of Indigenous entrepreneurs, is a great reason to support the methodology 
presented. Precisely, the ultimate purpose of this is the analysis of the reality of cases con-
cerning the characteristics of entrepreneurship in Indigenous communities. Therefore, in 
accordance with the research design, the technique for obtaining information has been in-
depth interviews. 

For the selection of cases, three sources were used, Comisión Nacional de los Pueblos 
Indígenas (CDI), Red Indígena de Turismo de México A.C., and the international non-
governmental organization Echoway. These organizations have databases of Indigenous 
ecotourism companies in Mexico. The information has been obtained through the web 
pages of these organizations. 

Subsequently, a snowball-type sampling of the cases was made, with five cases to 
study. In the absence of official statistics, the five selected cases (chosen by the snowball 
sampling technique) are representative of the group of Mexican Indigenous entrepreneurs 
of ecotourism based on the Indigenous group and their legal status. 

Indigenous entrepreneurs of these cases were contacted by telephone (to make ap-
pointments with them) and then in-person interviews were conducted. The interviews 
were conducted with a guide, using semi-structured questions. In order for the informants 
to provide all of the data that they wanted, the objective was to obtain as much infor-
mation as necessary regarding the topic being investigated. Moreover, the interviews 
were recorded and transcribed word-for-word. 
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Transcripts were processed using the Atlas TI v7 software (software for qualitative 
analysis attended by CAQDAS computer), to facilitate data analysis. 

Each case study was contextualized to Indigenous groups belonging to the compa-
nies that were studied, located in rural environments in Indigenous communities in Mex-
ico. Given the characteristics of this social entrepreneurial phenomenon itself, the individ-
ual characteristics of an entrepreneur are systematically related to firm-level behavior and 
outcomes. Thus, we used multiple levels of analysis: individual and firm. For the analysis 
of the data, it was decided to utilize a cross-data analysis to know the general characteris-
tics of entrepreneurship in Indigenous communities, with categorical analysis, using Atlas 
TI v7. Based on the methodology of the grounded theory [65], and to cover the scientific 
methodological rigor of the qualitative analysis, open coding and categorization were uti-
lized to finish the content analysis. Table 1 summarizes the above. 

Table 1. Technical datasheet of the study. 

Target population of study (universe) Indigenous ecotourism companies 
Geographic scope Mexican national territory 
Analysis units Multiple levels: entrepreneur and business 
Number of Cases Five 
Method Qualitative analysis 
Information collection strategy Interview 
Information analysis technique Content analysis categorization 
Information analysis tool Atlas TI v7 

Interviewed Founding partner of Indigenous ecotourism 
companies 

Source: own elaboration. 

4. The Case Studies 
The case studies of this research enhance particular characteristics of Mexican Indig-

enous communities, such as lack of employment or opportunities; and the differential 
problems, similar to other countries, such as Australia [66] or Canada [67]. The interview 
was the principal tool that provided information. The interviewees were founding part-
ners of five companies dedicated to ecotourism and/or cultural tourism. 

As Croce [3] affirms, there are characteristics (in the Indigenous context) that differ 
according to the continent and nation in which one belongs; this means, in terms of cul-
ture, there are elements that do not allow for generalization. That is why we are contextu-
alizing the case studies in this document. 

In Mexico's case, one’s Indigenous ethnic language is just one of the characteristics of 
the people to which one belongs; however, maintaining it is not an essential key factor for 
ethnic continuity. Indigenous groups are governed by their own authorities and local cus-
toms, their justice systems allow them to resolve their trouble in the community bosom, 
looking for a balance with the cosmos [68]. 

It is important to highlight that, in Mexico, there are 68 Indigenous languages, of 
which, 12 have the largest number of speakers): Náhuatl, Maya, Tseltal, Mixteco, Tsotsil, 
Zapoteco, Otomí, Totonaco, Chol, Mazateco, Huasteco y Mazahua [68] (p. 3). 

The present study considered the importance of this community in Mexico, Latin 
America, and around the world, as well as indicators, such as percentage of illiteracy 
(23%), population without access to health (15.9%), population without drinking water 
(12.8%), and lack of income (or less than €2.93, per day, 28.7%) [69]. 

In the case of the sample selection, two fundamental aspects were taken into account: 
(1) that the entrepreneurs created ecotourism companies characterized by the specific as-
pects of the activity; (2) were Indigenous, meaning that they joined one of the 68 Indige-
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nous ethnic groups registered in Mexico (CDI) and maintained their language and Indig-
enous cultural guides [70]. Table 2 shows the case studies presented and Figure 1 can be 
located geographically in Mexico. 

Table 2. Characteristics of the entrepreneur and geographic location. 

Dimension Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 

Interviewed 
Founding 
Partners 

Founding 
Partner 

Founding 
Partner 

Founding 
Partner 

Founding 
Partner 

The age range of the 
Indigenous entrepre-

neur 
30–60 years 50–60 years 30 years 20–30 years 20–30 years 

Sex Male Male Male Male Male 
Language Nahuatl Otomí Nahuatl Maya Maya 

Geographic location Veracruz Hidalgo Morelos Campeche 
Quintana 

Roo 

Legal form/Organiza-
tion form 

Civil associ-
ation 

Limited Lia-
bility Rural 
Production 
Company 

None Cooperative Cooperative 

Source: own elaboration. 

 
Figure 1. States of the Mexican Republic: case studies. 



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2117 9 of 19 
 

4.1. Case 1 
Case 1 is a company located in an ejido in the state of Veracruz; the Indigenous lan-

guage spoken in the area is Nahuatl. The initiative arises as a means to offer ecotourism 
services, assuming (and benefiting) from the conservation and defense of the region’s nat-
ural resources, culture, and tradition. This, as manifested by its founders, reflects the love 
the Ejido people have for their roots and place of origin. Comuneros and ejidatarios are the 
owners of Ejido, which is a legal figure of association. Agrarian Law—Art. 99–100. “The 
law will protect the integrity of the lands of Indigenous groups. The law considering the 
respect and strengthening of the community life of the ejidos and communities, will pro-
tect the land for human settlement and regulate the exploitation of lands, forests and wa-
ters of common use and the provision of necessary actions to raise the level of life of its 
inhabitants”. 

The decision of business was born in the midst of informal meetings between resi-
dents of the Ejido community. One day the idea arose to “create a form” and expose their 
culture and natural resources. Case 1. is constituted as a civil association. By means of this 
association, the environment has been preserved and influenced in the community in a 
positive way, to appreciate the value and reaffirm their identity within Ejido. 

“… Informally, [they met…] consent of the Ejido Assembly had to de obtained to 
establish this organization… [Case 2 particularly] it borns from the love I have for 
the ravine’s ground that gives quality coffee and due to fall in coffee prices we aban-
doned them, but now it gives us another way, through people who are interested in 
what there is [in the Ejido]in a natural way […] exist people [in the Ejido with ]mixed 
points of view or suspicion because what is being done isn’t understood, [they don’t 
understand] this type of projects will give them employment, assurance that things 
will be preserved naturally…” 
The association was formed with 21 associates, but formally, it was 20 people, and 

they had the support of the ejido as well as the people.  
Initiating the organization was not as difficult as expected. The fact that the commu-

nity was “united” was a valuable resource, manifested initially with the initiative to form 
the organization, and later, by seeking the support of the Ejidal Assembly, as well as sup-
port from non-members of Case 1. For this reason, and in order to retain unity (and respect 
authority), they decided to ask for, what they call, the support of the ejido. Nevertheless, 
the obstacle that was presented to them was in convincing the community that an inno-
vative project could work, as well as making it clear that they would not misuse the re-
gion’s natural resources or appropriate the ejido for other purposes. 

4.2. Case 2 
Case 2 is a rural production society of limited liability and it is located in the state of 

Hidalgo. In the area, the principal Indigenous ethnic is Otomi, who call themselves “Hña 
hñus” (otomíes). The location of Case 2 is on a mountain, apparently, but inside of it are 
grottos that were formed by the collapse of “the roof”; it is divided into two caves, one 90 
meters deep and the other one 120 m deep. 

Case 2 were created six years ago by an initiative of the municipal president. The 
suggested project was to create an ecotourism center in the ejido lands as a way to obtain 
a benefit, mainly economic, and at the same time use the natural resources. When the 
proposal arose, the land was abandoned. When the project began, the first thing the 
founding partners had to do was clean it of trash and grass. 

“The company was created and […] thanks to a former municipal president who had the idea 
of doing as an ecotourism center, this was abandoned, there was garbage inside, some tunnels 
still have garbage that’s the reason they continue to be cleaned, they continue to be cleaned 
and then thank to him the ejidatarios was convened because this is a Ejido, ejidatarios was 
convened and he told them the idea of making it an ecotourism center and taking advantage 
of it, no?...”. 
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Thus, the municipal president convened ejidatarios and proposed the project to them. 
Work began—initially by means of financing provided by the local government, putting 
up fences, and later, the construction of the restaurant was complete. 

After obtaining the first financial resources, the Ejidal Commissariat took over the 
project and work began. Unfortunately, at that time, the project did not work as expected, 
mainly because they had no knowledge of business administration or social enterprises. 
Due to the lack of knowledge in this sector, they did not know their competitive advantage 
and how to exploit it—a necessity for new companies as they must survive in competitive 
situations. Due to the above-mentioned, the commissary decided to create a special com-
mittee that would be in charge of the entrepreneurial project. With the decision to create 
this committee, in 2002, greater results were seen—the impact was visualized in the num-
ber of visitors to the center. For this reason, in 2004, a second committee was formed by 
ejidatarios. The above was the reason for the trust between the partners, and they chose to 
form a society to appropriately explore the ejidatarios resources. However, not all ejidata-
rios were in favor of the decision, but the majority supported the project (there are cur-
rently 46 partners). It is important to mention that, due to the governing characteristics of 
the Indigenous community, the decision makers are, for the most part, older adults (a 
characteristic that is reflected in the same society), and teamwork, as narrated by the 
founding partner:  

“… The important step was the one taken by the adults [older…] who make up soci-
ety, the youngest are we, those in their 50’s. We have adults in their 80’s, who are 
ejidatarios and are part of the society now. They took a big step. It has been possible 
to build a good team, working together has been the key to success”. 

4.3. Case 3 
The Indigenous entrepreneurship of this case is located in the state of Morelos. In this 

community, the Nahuatl language is spoken, so the natives are called nahuas. The initia-
tive to create to Case 3. was a concept given in order to offer ecotourism products, bene-
fiting from conservation and protecting natural resources, preservation of culture, and the 
tradition of Indigenous groups, mainly from the community of San Juan. This initiative 
was developed within the community, who saw the uncontrollable number of tourists 
visiting the community without control, and saw the negative impact that it had (and has) 
on green areas and in their community. Their ancestors also cared since nature gave them 
all of the resources necessary to live on.  Founder Partner exposed that the main cause 
was environmental preservation—the main reason as to why the Case 3 group was cre-
ated: 

“Our motive born from we decided to preserve our environment […] our commu-
nity; we see that more people come, to walk, but there is not control so that was an-
other cause, therefore we want controlled tourism, in addition to the fact that we have 
also noticed who arrive take things and loot, that take away the little plant, that the 
stone […] in this way our resources are being extracted and we must have a control, 
consequently the situation was exposed in the assembly”. 
They organized through the community assembly, and the communal members sup-

ported the organization since 2009. They were aware of the necessity of training: “the rea-
son for creating a company is not enough for it to be successful, they must have 
knowledge, aptitudes or abilities”. 

Since the beginning, they were aware of the above, because the principal obstacle 
they had to face was misinformation, but when it was explained, the community assembly 
accepted and passed the barrier. They accepted that the main obstacle was misinfor-
mation, but when they explained the project and objectives to the community assembly, 
the community accepted the project. 

“The fact to give the information has opened the doors for us […] everything was 
done from a community assembly to explain the project and the communal members 
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said there is no problem, we can organize, so we had the interest and we started in 
some way form [encourage] the project, but we knew that we needed training and 
for that was arranged the first [financing]”. 
Initially, according to the informant, the community and families did not believe in 

the project; they thought it would not prosper, but within the same community, there 
were entire families that supported the founding partners in order to make the project 
work.  

Time had passed since the idea was thought of, and they managed to be environmen-
tal interpreters, but they could not develop it, because they could not get together. How-
ever, training was the key—the information. Case 3 started with four partners, now there 
are 23 members. 

As they say, it is a long way to achieve consolidation—but they persisted. Conse-
quently, the great advantage was that their project came from, what they called, “social 
bases”. Moreover, the project was gestated internally, so they knew “for what” and “why” 
they were doing it. 

4.4. Case 4 
This organization is located in Campeche. This center is attended by eight young en-

trepreneurs of Maya heritage; all of them originated from Ejido. The idea came in 2005, 
approximately, with the dream of offering ecotourism services in the Maya community. 
The reasons to create the organization were various; among the most important included 
self-employment, the local natural resources of the Maya community, the entrepreneur-
ship of Indigenous youth, using land as a resource to be worked, as well as using raw 
material or essential supplies for hostelry and restoration. 

Initially, the founders were dedicated to fishing as a primary activity. The commu-
nity had always lived off fishing; they were innovative in having ecotourism as an emerg-
ing economic activity, which offered enough income for members of the organization to 
live well.  

One of the founding partners describes how the project idea was conceived. He tells 
the story of the ecotourism center creation. At the end of their studies, the entrepreneurs 
came back to Isla, with the firm conviction of dedicating themselves to the traditional eco-
nomic activities of the community—an activity that their ancestors practiced: fishing. As 
was previously mentioned, because of the environmental issues, the government did not 
issue permits for exploitation of local marine species, so, as visionaries, they took note of 
the different natural attractions that the locality had and took advantage of them as 
sources of income, while protecting the area and respecting its customs. 

It all started as a result of their return to the locality; the young people who returned 
looked at exploiting fish as a way of life, because it was a traditional activity. However, 
since there were regulations for the protection of natural resources, and due to overex-
ploitation in the region, permits were necessary in order to fish in the bank. This was the 
first reason to create the company. The second reason was to obtain an income in order to 
make a living (for themselves and their families). 

“first of all we came back to the school, we couldn’t fish, saw the natural attractions 
that we had. We asked help with a donation of land and it was donated to us, right? 
We have the facility to access the community spaces because we are people who have 
always lived in Isla. That is why the idea arose, we saw that we couldn’t practice an 
activity that at the time we wanted to do; the true I think was the best because now-
adays is a declining activity because the closures, that species, it’s difficult fish, it’s 
overexploited and we saw the ecotourism as a good alternative.”  
The founding partner explains that, after having the idea, this group of young people 

organized and began investing; it was an enriching experience because they could create 
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the organization. After that, the adventure began, because they had to look for organiza-
tions that supported them and believed in them. Above all, they needed financial re-
sources because they “lived daily” and they had no money (only what was necessary). 

4.5. Case 5 
Case 5 refers to an initiative located in the state of Quintana Roo, where the ethnic 

group is Maya. Quintana Roo is located in the south east of the Mexican Republic. The 
entrepreneurship is contextualized in an Indigenous Maya community. The Indigenous 
Mayan people's identity is maintained in force by the concurrence of at least three associ-
ated factors: “the daily use of Mayan language, the permanence of rituals and religious 
customs and the autonomous social organization of communities” [71] (p. 25).  

According to the founding member, in 2002, Case 5 did not yet exist as a cooperative. 
Initially, a group of young people who worked in the blue lagoon began to develop the 
project when a biologist proposed to the ejidatarios of the area to participate in training 
courses. At that time, the members of Case 5 presented themselves and began to visualize 
a possible business that could give them alternative incomes and, at the same time, be 
sustainable. Thus, they begin by offering their services, such as interpretive hiking, visit-
ing the cenote, swimming in the blue lagoon, camping, and kayak. After two years, the 
idea of diversifying the business arose, adding rural tourism, so they created the cultural 
route, where members of the community were invited to show their festivities, customs, 
and values, such as traditional food, dance, medicine, observation of meliponas bees, and 
storytelling. 

Founder partnership said “After two years when realized that we could offer more 
potential and we had more potential in the community, such as [our] cultures; so I 
sat down and began to think about what could we do, something like tell stories, 
make typical food, dance, traditional medicine [make known] meliponas bees. [So] 
one says, my grandfather tells stories, hey! Invite him for this. So we were diagnos-
ing, doing an analysis of everything we have in the community, then we saw that 
there was that”. 
To achieve the “cultural tour”, a convincing work was carried out with community 

members, as they did not understand how tourists could be interested in their customs. 
However, it was possible to gather a group of people who offered the services of tradi-
tional Mayan food and dancers, among other activities.  

When the project started, there were 10 people, but in the end, when the legal entity 
was established, there were eight people. From gestation to the start of operation, a year 
had passed. Subsequently, they saw the necessity of a legal entity to obtain financing. Af-
ter establishing the cooperative, they looked for support, which came from the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP), who supported it financially. With this resource, 
it was possible to build offices and bathrooms, and purchase bicycles and computers. The 
UNDP “remove[d] barriers” and was a motivation to continue with the project. As a co-
operative, more tourist visits was obtained due to the formality and organization of the 
group. 

Moreover, at Case 5, two tours are offered: the cultural and the ecotourism. In the 
cultural tour, they offer traditional medicine workshops, observations of meliponas, story-
telling, and rope making with henequen. In regards to the second tour, an interpretive 
trail is offered, a visit to the cenote, swimming in the lagoon, visiting the observation 
tower where one can see birds, kayaking, and camping. The environmental workshops 
are a way for the community and tourists to understand the impact that humanity has on 
the environment and why it should be taken care of. Moreover, they identified the target 
audience for the environmental education workshop: children. The way to reach them 
was through schools that participated in the project, intending to preserve and value their 
traditions, culture, and environment.  
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After a lot of work, the support of ejido was obtained. The cooperative members are 
sons of ejidatarios, not ejidatarios, so they do not have the same rights; therefore, they need 
the consent of the ejido to develop their activities. Consequently, in the ecotourism tour, 
they are only guides; on the culture tour, as there is no exploitation of the ejido, the au-
thorization of the Commissariat is not necessary. 

“… we are ejido so ejidatarios decide, we have problems despite being ejidatarios’ 
sons, for instance, we have some lagoons, cenotes, beautiful as you can not imagine, 
but nobody works it or let you work it, then the problems start. That´s why we cre-
ated the cultural part and the maintenance part of Laguna Azul corresponds to the 
ejido, we are only guides, of course, they and many people are benefited. In the com-
munity tourism, we are direct [of Case 5] because we manage the people of the com-
munity”. 

5. Discussion 
For the qualitative study, since the same type of generalization is not possible as it 

would be for a quantitative study, Halkier [72] establishes a specific generalization—an 
analytical generalization—without universalizing it (due to the context of the research). 
Following this author, in this work, a first review of the interviews was carried out, iden-
tifying central themes, thereby identifying the categories of analysis. On this basis, the 
findings were compared with the previous literature and an analytical generalization was 
obtained. 

To analyze the cases, first, a summary of the topics studied was elaborated, such as 
the main differences or similarities between the investigated Indigenous entrepreneurs, 
according to the characteristics of the entrepreneur (language, age range, and sex), geo-
graphic location, and motive or creation element of the value of entrepreneurship. Open 
coding was elaborated; the categories of analysis were identified according to the infor-
mation provided by the informants, and concerning the theoretical framework developed 
to finish with the comparison of the data in the case studies. 

5.1. Worldview, Embeddedness, and Identity 
Table 3 is a summary of the conception of entrepreneurs about worldview, embed-

dedness, identity (including communality), and the new company. Firstly, the decisions 
were always made in the community and/or Ejidal, respecting the organization, the uses, 
and customs of the community. The assembly is the organ of governance and authority 
within these communities. In the same way, embeddedness is visualized, showing that an 
eco-touristic center not only benefits entrepreneurs, but also the entire community, as they 
seek common benefits, knowing that there will be economic benefits for entrepreneurs. 
Moreover, in terms of improving an area, this is manifested by the informant of case 3, 
who mentions that the project was born from the social bases. This can be observed in 
Table 3, which presents short excerpts from the transcribed interviews of the cases stud-
ied, and the data provided by the informants. In this case, we see the importance of the 
characteristics of Indigenous groups, such as embeddedness and identity, manifesting at 
the time of starting an enterprise. 

Table 4 shows the importance of the words revealed by the informants in the inter-
view, in which the worldview–embeddedness–identity category is observed, which is 
made up of folk, support, community, families, oneself, and people. This shows the im-
portance of this category in the entrepreneur’s mind.  
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Table 3. Category worldview-embeddedness-identity. 

Case Answers 

Case 1 

“…well, because we initially associate informally with adults, ejida-
tarios and non-ejidatarios, young people, children who always get 
excited when something comes naturally; … from there we arrived 

with the great support of everyone to look for something formal, 
more representative and that could serve us for the purposes that 
currently exist, we had to get the consent of the Ejido Assembly”. 

Case 2 

“I always say that the older adults took a great step because they re-
ally are not going to see the splendor of this, this will be seen by 

their children and grandchildren and we have told them don’t do it 
right now for you, do it for your children, think that when the ejido 

those who fought him did not fight for them. At that time they 
fought for us and now we have to work for those who come back, so 
they have seen it and a good team has been made with all of them, I 

think this is the key”. 

Case 3 

“… that was another, from an assembly to explain in a way to ex-
press what we have to say […] comuneros said no problem if you 
want we can organize. So, when we saw the interest, we could 

somehow start making this organization. I see it as an advantage, 
what is being created is on its own initiative […] of the social bases is 

being created, from there is ay is now”. 

Case 4 

“We have the facility to access the community spaces because we are 
people who have always lived in Isla Arena. I would like to com-

ment that it is a problem that bears all the responsibility in the com-
munity because I have made awareness campaigns to the people, 
they have participated in events that have been organized by the 
(Comisión Nacional de Áreas Naturales Protegidas) CONANP by Ria, 

because we belong to the Ria reserve and they have organized beach 
cleaning events, and I see that the people are participative”. 

Case 5 

“In the beginning, there were eight members, in the Laguna Azul it 
was almost the entire ejido, about 400 people because the project 

reaches the ejido and everything that was charged was for the ejido 
and gave us 20%. Now with our community project, those who par-

ticipate in the activities, who are 26 people, there are males 23 
women, and 8 partners. 

That´s why we created the cultural part and the maintenance part of 
Laguna Azul corresponds to the ejido, we are only guides, and of 

course, they and many people are benefited. In community tourism, 
we are direct because we manage the people of the community”. 

Source: own elaboration. 

5.2. Motives to Create the Company 
Indigenous entrepreneurship began as a project, seeking common benefits, where 

economic goals were not the main impulse. Even so, they managed to obtain economic 
gains derived from business activities. 

The motives as to why Indigenous entrepreneurs started was because they wanted 
to preserve their environment, traditions, and culture. It is important to mention that, in 
case 5, it was because they saw an opportunity—they had natural resources and cultural 
practices that could be offered as tourist products, and they created value from them. In 
addition, in two cases (4 and 5), they started by only looking for self-employment, but 
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later they realized the potential. As can be seen, entrepreneurship derives from a collec-
tivist culture where entrepreneurs seek common benefits rather than an economic income. 
The Indigenous groups characterized by collective benefits demonstrated this through 
economic activity; they also took embeddedness and identity as the basis for achieving 
their objectives.  

Table 4. Word repetitions in order of frequency. 

Order Repetitions Word 
1 70 Folk 
2 51 Support 
3 50 Part 
4 45 Community 
5 29 Information 
6 28 Tourism 
7 27 Project 
8 26 You 
9 24 Company 

10 23 Family 
11 23 Group 
12 22 People 
13 21 Idea 
14 20 Example 

Source: own elaboration. 

Something momentous happens in case 5. The entrepreneurs begin with the idea to 
create a company as a source of income (self-employment) and take advantage of the com-
munity resources, but in the training process—as they completed the requirements to start 
the company in a formal and legal way—they discovered the importance of taking care of 
the environment. In this sense, they started an “environmental workshop”. This is im-
portant, because through the workshop, they can educate people on their culture and tra-
ditions, as well as protecting and respecting the environment. In the founding partner’s 
words: “…care and rescue to strengthen their cultures, care for the environment and the 
impact it would have on their communities…”.  

All of the above is shown in Table 5. Case 1 started, in the first instance, by invitation 
from the municipal president. Cases 2, 3, and 5 focused on preserving the environment. 
In case 5, they started by preserving tradition and culture, but took advantage of the re-
gion’s resources (similar to cases 3 and 4). Finally, the necessity of self-employment led to 
case 4 creating the ecotourism center. 

Table 5. Characteristics of the entrepreneur and geographic location. 

Motives for Creation 
Value 

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 

Environment X   X  
Traditions X  X  X 

Culture X     
Resource exploitation  X    

Alternate income  X    
Self-employment   X X X 

Invitation X     
Source: own elaboration with Atlas TI. 

5.3. The Governance of Decision-Making 
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At the beginning of the research, a category called “decision-making” was not con-
sidered, but after codification, this category was created, which marks the importance of 
governance in these types of Indigenous organizations (and impacts their creation). In this 
case, decision-making in Indigenous communities is carried out through “community as-
sembly” [21]. To create their companies, Indigenous entrepreneurs had to take their pro-
jects to the decision-making bodies. 

Each informant shows describes the creation process; they had to have authorization 
from the communal or ejido assembly. Although the people are legally governed by these 
figures, it is important to note that none of them overlooked mentioning it. In the five 
cases, they did not take for granted what they should respect the figure of the assembly, 
but openly stated it, which highlights the importance of joint decision-making for the cre-
ation of Indigenous companies—that is, how comunalidad impacts this new category. 

6. Conclusions and Limitations 
The main contribution of this work has been to identify the motives as to why Indig-

enous entrepreneurs from Mexico start businesses and analyze how the defining charac-
teristics of these groups influence their motivations. The results show that Indigenous en-
trepreneurship is not derived from the same motivations as western entrepreneurship; it 
is closer to social entrepreneurship due to the social–cultural context where it is developed 
[73]. Embeddedness, identity, comunalidad, and worldview are incorporated into the prac-
tices to undertake, which are subject to the culture and values of the group to which the 
entrepreneurs belong. It is important to highlight that the main purpose (or motive) of 
entrepreneurs is to preserve the environment, take advantage of its natural resources, and 
make known the cultural heritage of the Indigenous community to which they belong. In 
the same way, they make themselves visible and show the world their values, culture, and 
motivation, emphasizing the worldview of their ethnic group (this is in line with work 
done by Peredo and McLean) [38]. 

In each project, the community assembly was always consulted, so decisions were 
made by consensus; thus, it was discovered that Indigenous entrepreneurs respect their 
customs, and incorporate the decision to undertake the concept of comunalidad. Moreover, 
the present investigation managed to reveal how Indigenous entrepreneurship is strongly 
embedded in the territory of the entrepreneur’s ancestors, proving that Indigenous entre-
preneurs seek common benefits, and that entrepreneurship is based on the community. 
The forms of cooperation, collaboration, and reciprocity in the community as a manifes-
tation of the concept known in the literature as social capital. 

In Indigenous groups, being rooted in the Earth and their ethnicities, the community 
can be considered the extension of the family; furthermore, it provides identity (thus, the 
importance of the meaning of comunalidad) [22]. Decision-making (in any area) is subject 
to a community assembly and a council of elders, depending on the case of the organiza-
tion. Unlike the literature on western entrepreneurship, in Indigenous issues, it is im-
portant to highlight the importance of community—its territory of “the creation” as an 
element of its identity, a characteristic sign of collectivist cultures [30]. 

Embeddedness is also a factor to consider, in line with the results obtained by Wang 
and Altinay [74], as well as considering the comunalidad and the ethnic group, as it impacts 
entrepreneurship and its consolidation. This is because, in societies with collectivist or-
ganizations, it is easier to seek common benefits and achieve the main objectives (or the 
creation of value) that entrepreneurship provides [75]. What gives value to Indigenous 
entrepreneurship concerning the community (which is often a motivation to create the 
company) depends on the contributions to the environment, as well as care and preserva-
tion of traditions and culture. 

In this way, it is also verified that Indigenous entrepreneurship, as a form of social en-
trepreneurship, contributes to the achievement of SDGs, by encouraging the economic de-
velopment of these communities [36] once sustainable communities are built [40]. 
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This work has certain limitations. Among them, in the same case of studies, the in-
formants interviewed could have differences with others in Mexico as well as with other 
Indigenous communities of other countries. However, this is the first step toward obtain-
ing greater findings in the future. From the epistemology, the method used in the present 
investigation is valid, but it does not allow generalizing; therefore, this investigation can 
be accomplished with quantitative and qualitative methodology, taking care of the items 
that may be generalizable due to differences in Indigenous communities. 

In regards to future lines of research, investigations should review the barriers to 
entrepreneurship that this type of population faces, and compare it with that of western 
entrepreneurship. It should also focus on Indigenous entrepreneurship and sustainability, 
to create sustainable entrepreneurial models. This research, however, is focused on the 
micro level, but can be extended to macro levels. 

The recommendations from this research mainly focus on subjects dedicated to the 
elaboration of public policies, because they must understand the characteristics and mo-
tivations of Indigenous entrepreneurs for the creation of programs that encourage entre-
preneurship in Indigenous and/or rural areas in Mexico. It is important to know these 
communities in order to maximize the success of the programs implemented, and to un-
derstand where the investment projects or business plans have positive indicators in terms 
of sustainability. 
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