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ABSTRACT

Western economic ideologies remain dominant in Business Schools. This paper presents a case
study of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) inclusion in a Business School curricula and
research program. The case focuses on the Women TEK Climate Resilience Project, based in
the School of Business and Management (SBM), at the University of the South Pacific in Fiji.
The project team is made up of social science researchers from SBM who challenge this
hegemony of Western epistemology by demonstrating the inclusion of TEK into the School’s
research and pedagogy. The project is designed primarily to understand how indigenous
women utilize TEK in building their resilience against the impacts of climate change, and how
this informs business practice and management education. Drawing insights from this project,
its methodology, design and implications, we argue for a hybrid knowledge model that disrupts
the hegemony of Western epistemologies and opens pathways for pluralist, culturally grounded
management education. Our findings contribute to decolonizing management scholarship by
demonstrating how Indigenous Knowledge can co-exist with, resist, or reshape dominant
academic paradigms. The paper also identifies institutional and structural barriers that may
undermine the transformative potential of combining TEK with Western academic knowledge.

Keywords: Traditional Ecological Knowledge, Hybrid Knowledge Models, Epistemic
Pluralism, Business Schools, Decolonizing Business and Management Education



INTRODUCTION

Globally, Business Schools have been instrumental and responsible for diffusing Western
economic models and knowledge systems (Abreu-Pederzini & Suarez-Barraza, 2020; Starkey
& Tempest, 2025). Consequently, alternative knowledge systems such as Traditional
Ecological Knowledge (TEK) are often sidelined and relatively inferior to the dominant
western forms of knowing (Moloise et al., 2025). TEK is defined as “a cumulative body of
knowledge, practices and beliefs, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through
generations by cultural transmission, about the relationships of living beings (including
humans) with one another and with their environment” (Berkes, 1993). Around the world,
Indigenous Peoples and Communities continue to practice and sustain this knowledge. This
source of knowledge represents a distinct place-based knowledge system owned, practiced, and
sustained within these communities for generations (Wyllie de Echeverria & Thornton, 2019).
It includes a detailed understanding of the local environment, ecosystems, species interactions,
sustainable resource management practices, spiritual and cultural relationships between
humans and nature. For example, Indigenous Fijians have knowledge of their own traditional
seasonal calendars which help them to predict weather changes and climate events. Traditional
agricultural practices such as rotational crop plantation, fermentation are used for farming, food
preservation, and the practice of Taboo (for e.g., fishing ban) is used for conserving natural
resources and protecting the environment. TEK promotes culturally grounded and
environmentally sustainable practices in communities. However, TEK remains undervalued,
excluded and misrepresented within dominant academic and policy frameworks. Although
Business Schools such as those in New Zealand, Australia, and Canada attempted to integrate
indigenous-focused curricula and pedagogies (Woods et al., 2022), their efforts remain
incomplete and often peripheral, limited by institutional contradictions, epistemic resistance,
and resource constraints. Abdallah (2025) further observed that the Business School can be
viewed as a “post colony,” a realm of extended epistemic domination rooted in its colonial
legacy. The School’s curricula and research portfolio continue to be shaped by the hegemony
of Western scientific knowledge systems, Eurocentric worldviews and capitalist economic
models which have been normalized and accepted as universal truths. Santos (2016) indicated
that this knowledge hegemony is responsible for producing epistemic injustice against TEK.
Knowledge hegemony is an unspoken and taken-for-granted issue that warrants the attention
of scholars. It persists because institutions of learning and research are largely built on the
foundations of dominant epistemologies (Santos, 2024) . Scholars, as knowledge actors, are
deeply embedded in these systems and thus often moulded to prioritize a particular form of
knowing over the other. This paper seeks to challenge these hegemonies by problematizing the
institutional and epistemological conditions and processes that continue to marginalize
alternative ways of knowing. As Woods et al. (2022, p. p.82) stated, “if we are to take
decolonizing seriously, we must create space for Indigenous Peoples to reconnect and engage
with their own knowledge systems and ways of knowing.” Hence, we pose a question, “How
can researchers in Business Schools engaged effectively and ethically with TEK and
hybrid knowledge models, while ensuring Indigenous sovereignty?”

This paper presents a case study of TEK inclusion in a Business School. It demonstrates how
a team of indigenous and local social science researchers, based in the School of Business and
Management (SBM) at the University of the South Pacific, learned how to engage effectively
with TEK through an indigenous community-based research project. The project involves
understanding indigenous Pacific women utilized TEK to build their resilience against the
climate crisis. We argue for hybrid knowledge models that bridge the gap between TEK and



conventional academic approaches. Embedding these models into the Business School’s
research and curricula offers a pathway toward more responsible, contextually relevant, and
ethically grounded management education. It will also position the School as a leader in
sustainability, cultural revitalization, and inclusive pedagogy. These actions are aligned with
the Principles of Responsible Management Education (PRME)!. Although the inclusion of
TEK holds transformative potential for teaching and research, this paper also acknowledges
the tensions, institutional barriers that challenge TEK inclusion. These challenges include
resource constraints, disciplinary silos, slow progress at the operational level to execute the
required transformation. We suggest that if Business Schools wish to serve as genuine agents
of meaningful social transformation, it is important to create a supportive ecosystem for testing
hybrid knowledge models, combining TEK and Western Knowledge. This may require these
Schools to embrace the messiness and complexity of the TEK inclusion and subsequent
integration exercise.

BACKGROUND TO CONTEXT AND PROBLEM

Business and management scholars increasingly demonstrated greater interest in addressing
epistemic injustices and the challenges of decolonizing the coloniality of knowledge embedded
in Business Schools (Abdallah, 2025; Banerjee, 2022; Woods et al., 2022). Business Schools
are typically viewed as post-colonial sites because they emerged from and were rooted in
Western and European contexts (Banerjee, 2022), with the first schools established in the 18™
and 19'" centuries in Europe before spreading to the United States and beyond. The following
literature review focuses on the historical origins of Business School models and establishes
the rationale for critically analyzing their Western-origin institutional composition and
positioning. This section also reviews the approaches used in blending TEK with other
knowledge systems, and further highlight gaps in the efforts and progress of Business Schools
in the Pacific to decolonize knowledge production, promote TEK inclusion and epistemic
pluralism in the region.

History of Business Schools

The origin of Business Schools was traced to industrial development and neoliberal traditions
in Europe and the United States (Kaplan, 2017). These traditions combined theory, practice
and management science. The first Business School, ESCP, was established in France in 1819,
which marked the commencement of formal management and business education program in
Europe. By the early 20" century, the program grew and expanded to include disciplines such
as economics, foreign languages and technology, with the support of European institutions. For
example, the Chamber of Commerce in France. In the United States, Joseph Wharton
established the first Business School in 1881, and this was followed by the Harvard Business
School in 1908 (Conn, 2019). The latter pioneered the case method teaching in business
education. The focus of the U.S Business Schools was initially on national industrial
development needs, however their models gained influence globally through their AACSB?

! The Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) is a United Nations-supported initiative founded
in 2007 that aims to raise the profile of sustainability in business and management education through Seven
Principles focused on serving society and safeguarding our planet.

2 AACSB stands for Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business. This is an American accreditation
and prestigious benchmark for quality in business education, ensuring schools meet rigorous standards for
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accreditation system (founded in 1916). This system offers a standardized curricula and quality
benchmarks for Business Schools primarily in the U.S but later it was adopted by Business
Schools around the world (Zhao & Ferran, 2016). The U.S Business model became even more
dominant after World War II as it was used to support rebuilding the European education
systems. U.S. based organizations such as the Ford Foundation were instrumental in helping to
establish Business Schools in European countries (Kaplan, 2017). INSEAD was established in
France, London Business School and IESE in Spain, and these Schools adopted American case-
based and scientific management approaches. However, the German management education
system was also influential later in other European countries (Kaplan, 2017). By the late 20"
century, the EQUIS® (1997) and AMBA* were established as accreditation and quality
benchmarking systems for European-based and UK-based Business Schools (Lagrosen, 2017;
Wojtysiak-Kotlarski, 2021). The intention was to relax the dominance of the U.S Business
School model and allow Business Schools in Europe to contextualize benchmarks. In addition,
global ranking systems such as the Financial Times (FT) and Eduniversal (Schlegelmilch &
Iliev, 2023) were also used to rank Business Schools worldwide, allowing them to measure
their research output, diversity, and alumni success.

In Asia, Business Schools emerged after World War II through partnerships with U.S. and
European Universities (Schlegelmilch, 2020). The region’s first Business School, Xavier
Labour Relations Institute was established in India in 1949. Business Schools expanded later
to Pakistan, Singapore, Indonesia and the Philippines through the support of U.S based
organizations such as the Ford and Rockfeller Foundation and educational institutions such as
Harvard and MIT. Consequently, many Asian Business Schools compared themselves
relatively to U.S Business School standards but focused more on scientific management
approach and economic modernization (Hawawini, 2016). The National University of
Singapore and Hong Kong University of Science and Technology established influential top
Business Schools in the region (Soh & Ho, 2014). Asia has grown into a major economic power
on a global stage, and Asian Business Schools started entering the global rankings.

Business education in Australia and New Zealand also gained traction as the two countries
underwent national economic and institutional growth (Hogan, 2021). The countries were
popular destination for international students from Asia and other regions wishing to pursue
management and business education. The first Business degrees were offered through the
University of Adelaide in 1902, with MBA programs emerging in the 1950s. For example,
Melbourne Business School. By early 2000, some of the Business Schools in Australia such as
the University of New South Wales (UNSW) Business School achieved global recognition and
accreditations (AACSB, EQUIS). In New Zealand, business education was developed
throughout the 1960s. Some of the Business Schools include Waikato Management School
(1964), Otago Business School (1976) and Victoria University of Wellington’s Business
School, which now hold Triple Crown accreditation. Many New Zealand business and

engagement, innovation, and impact. Only a small percentage of Business Schools worldwide hold this
accreditation.

3 EQUIS stands for EFMD Quality Improvement Systems. This is an international accreditation for business
schools awarded by the European Foundation for Management Development (EFMD). It is a globally recognized
certification that assesses and improves the quality of management education based on criteria such as governance,
programs, faculty, research, internationalization, and ethics.

4 AMBA stands for Association of MBAs. It is an international membership and quality assurance organization
that accredits postgraduate management programs, including MBA, DBA, and Master’s degrees from Business

Schools around the world.



management education programs integrated agribusiness and industry-linked learning which
reflect the country’s agricultural industrial development landscape (Woodford, 2008). More
recently, these programs are also positioned to cater for the perception of indigenous Maori
people in New Zealand (O'Sullivan & Mika, 2012).

Diffusion of Business Schools to the Pacific region

The development of Business Schools in the Pacific region began in the late 1960s (Groves,
2020). This coincided with the movement toward self-determination and Independence of
Pacific Island nations from Western and European colonialism; most of these nations were
under colonial rule for almost a century. In 1965, the University of Papua New Guinea and the
PNG University of Technology were established around the same time to meet the needs of its
citizens to attend post-secondary education. These institutions, along with others, provide the
foundation for accounting and management education programs in the country (Pok, 1994).
This happened a decade before the country gained Independence in 1975. In 1968, the
University of the South Pacific (USP) was established in Fiji as a regional university owned by
12 Pacific Island member countries (Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue,
Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu). Most of these countries are
in the South Pacific region. The institution offers students from the Pacific Islands the
opportunity to pursue post-secondary education within the region (Thonden, 2020). In 1969,
the USP’s School of Social and Economic Development began offering interdisciplinary
courses, laying the foundation for what would become the Faculty of Business and Economics.
In 1975, the Commonwealth Secretariat provided financial support for the development of the
accounting program at USP, marking the beginning of formal business education. Throughout
the early 1970s, the need for professionals in newly independent Pacific Island Countries,
combined with a period of tertiary education expansion in the region and worldwide, created
the impetus for developing education in business and economics. This led to the establishment
of the Faculty of Business and Economics at USP in 1996. Later, the 2021 restructuring resulted
in the removal of the faculty and the establishment of two separate Schools: the School of
Business and Management and the School of Accounting, Finance, and Economics. By creating
two separate Schools, USP could offer deeper specialization in business and economics
teaching and research, improved quality, and further dedicated resources and expertise in
respective disciplines (see USP Annual Report 2022). In general, the strategic reorganization
was a response to the unique and complex needs of Pacific regional economies and to
strengthen the School’s position more effectively as a regional leader in business and
economics education. USP’s competitor is the Fiji National University, which established the
College of Business, Hospitality and Tourism Studies in 2010 to deliver its business education
degree programs. More Business Schools were formally established by other Universities late,
for example, the University of Fiji’s School of Business and Economics, and the Fulton
Adventist University College, which started in 2009 and 2014, respectively. The Faculty of
Business and Entrepreneurship was established by Samoa National University in 1984. The
Solomon Islands National University was established in 2013 and formed the School of
Business and Management under its Faculty of Business and Tourism Studies. None of the
Business Schools in the Pacific region has achieved the Triple Crown accreditation. USP’s
School of Business and Management (through its Graduate School of Business’s MBA
programme) is likely to be the only Business School in the region to have achieved and continue
to maintain its AMBA accreditation as well as Eduniversal global rankings.



Moreover, six Pacific territories are still governed by former colonizing powers: the US, the
UK, New Zealand, and France. They are listed as self-governing territories, including French
Polynesia (Tahiti), New Caledonia, Guam (U.S), American Samoa, the Pitcairn Islands (UK),
and Tokelau (New Zealand). Universities in Pacific French territories (New Caledonia, French
Polynesia) were established with the support of the French government in the late 1980s,
offering business and entrepreneurship education programs. The University of Guam was
founded in 1952 as a US land-grant institution®, and its School of Business has evolved over
time to meet the region’s needs, particularly those of island nations in the North Pacific region
(e.g., the Federated States of Micronesia, Palau, and Pohnpei). Hawaii, ethnologically a part of
Polynesia in the Pacific, became the 50 state of the United States in 1959. The University of
Hawai‘i was established as a US land-grant institution for agriculture and mechanical arts in
1907 and was renamed the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa in 1972. In 1949, the University of
Hawaii established the Shidler College of Business to teach accounting, economics, and
industrial relations. Additionally, the Mormon church-affiliated Brigham Young University-
Hawaii was founded in 1955 as a satellite campus of the US-based parent University and later
operated independently in 2004. BYU-Hawaii offered undergraduate business and
management education through its Faculty of Business and Government.

Business Schools offer educational pathways for Pacific citizens needed to lead their nations
towards self-determination and self-governance. Pacific scholars and activists also began to
call for decolonizing the minds of Pacific Islanders, challenging Western dominance in
education, knowledge and governance (Woods et al., 2022). In 1993, Epeli Hauo’fa published
his influential essay, Our Sea of Islands, and advocated for Pacific self-perception and pride
(Hau'Ofa, 2017). Other scholars include Linda Tuiwahi Smith who published her book,
Decolonizing Methodologies which became useful in indigenous and decolonial research
globally (Smith, 1999). The Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (PIFS) was founded in 1971
(previous name is South Pacific Forum) by member countries in the Pacific region. One of the
objectives of establishing this forum was to promote Pacific regionalism, unity, self-reliance
and Pacific cultural pride. Pacific citizens expressed nationalism and ensured their interest is
protected, particularly their cultural heritage, traditions and TEK. The need for decolonizing
Western ways of knowing became more critical as the intertwined effects of globalization,
westernization, modernity and climate change are transforming Indigenous communities and
influencing their way of life.

Barriers to TEK inclusion in Business Schools

In most Business Schools, the inclusion of TEK into the curricula and research portfolio is a
complex, messy and ongoing project. Researchers identified that Business Schools cannot
smoothly incorporate TEK because the epistemological dominance of Western rationalism
continues to marginalize Indigenous ways of knowing (Woods et al., 2022). Business Schools
operate largely from Western theories of management economies. For example, the work of
Adam Smith on capitalism, Frederick Taylor on Scientific Management, and the neoliberal
economic ideology which privilege profit maximization, rationality, competition,
individualism and market over sufficiency, social welfare, relationships, emotions, and a sense
of belonging to a community. Most of the Business Schools used the universal standards for

> A higher education institution in the United States established under the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 or
the Equity in Educational Land-Grant Status Act of 1994, receiving federal benefits. These institutions offer
affordable, practical education in agriculture, military science, and mechanical arts, with the goal of serving the
public through research and extension programs.
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https://www.google.com/search?q=Equity+in+Educational+Land-Grant+Status+Act+of+1994&sca_esv=4c1a28b6bf27f228&rlz=1C1GCEA_enFJ1066FJ1066&sxsrf=AE3TifNXfxBEs-yXaLB5SruRjoykD4PcNA%3A1759228630059&ei=1rLbaJyuA8Xh0-kPj_K_6Ag&ved=2ahUKEwj0jO6v-oGQAxVPRmcHHcqIITYQgK4QegQIARAD&uact=5&oq=land-grant+institution&gs_lp=Egxnd3Mtd2l6LXNlcnAaAhgCIhZsYW5kLWdyYW50IGluc3RpdHV0aW9uMgsQABiABBiRAhiKBTIFEAAYgAQyBRAAGIAEMgYQABgWGB4yBhAAGBYYHjIGEAAYFhgeMgYQABgWGB4yBhAAGBYYHjIGEAAYFhgeMgYQABgWGB5I-_xAGyBwowLjMuMTUuMy4xuAeGKcIHBjItMTkuNMgHjwE&sclient=gws-wiz-serp&mstk=AUtExfBYtpbYns4wHN-1t28IipMERTlhkPWVgpUgWSefHow3LgV0Y1-zBOjK_vbx8EKyVoxmWCilPkoTOk4OMCi4Xb5lR7gwUlv3iB4He9XbWhA1BPOWX_c0iRe_Moi5lqYIdqW4ce0SGvm-0gOmo1r8ClQBkyvsHRp5f4CvVm5OrzqMqPY&csui=3

accreditation such as AACSB, AMBA in their MBA program designs and emphasize
conventional business competences such as finance, strategy, and marketing which reinforce
Western norms. This arrangement leaves little room for Indigenous ways of knowing. In
addition, many of the Business and Management academics are trained in Western paradigms.
However, there are few indigenous scholars in Business Schools, and this makes it difficult to
have competent Business and Management academics who can confidently teach Indigenous
Knowledge meaningfully.

Western education models recognize forms of knowledge that can be scientifically and
empirically tested using quantitative and qualitative research methods (Akena, 2012). TEK is
holistic, spiritual, and experiential in nature and it is often learned via observation and
storytelling. Quantitative research (such as survey methodology, experimental studies) focused
on testing hypotheses, while qualitative research methods (such as phenomenology, ground
theory and ethnography) focused on interpretating human experiences, meaning and context.
However, these methods are not sufficient to truly capture the relational and spiritual
dimensions of TEK. Business Schools need to be more open to Indigenous ways of knowing
and decolonized research methodologies so that Business and management researchers can
engage effectively with TEK. For example, in Fiji, instead of the standard semi-structured
interview process, researchers use 7alanoa as a culturally acceptable and appropriate way to
engage in deep meaningful conversations with Indigenous People and communities.
Researchers also followed the cultural protocol, such as asking permission from the turaga ni
koro and village chief before visiting the village. The presentation of sevusevu (kava root) is
not only a token of respect to the indigenous community but it also means that the researchers
will be protected and safe throughout their stay or fieldwork in the village.

TEK and Western Knowledge draw from very different logics and value systems. TEK holds
a holistic, relational view of humans and nature, and prioritizes community, ecological balance,
stewardship, care, collective wisdom, and long-term sustainability (Berkes, 1993) . By contrast,
Western Knowledge holds an anthropocentric and market-driven view, emphasizing growth,
efficiency, innovation and short-term financial performance (Aikenhead & Ogawa, 2007).
Hence, the incorporation of TEK requires a fundamental philosophical shift in Business
Schools; however, many Schools are not prepared for this shift yet (Woods et al., 2022).
Furthermore, TEK cannot be ethically owned and monetized because the ownership of this
knowledge is kept by its Indigenous Knowledge holders who are usually Elders. It is also
protected, and some aspects are sacred and kept secretly within family circles (Berkes, 2017).
TEK is handed down by elders to the next generations within a specific community or among
members of the clan and family. For example, traditional weaving skills have been passed
down from a grandmother to her grandchildren. This is compared to Western Knowledge which
can be produced through research and even patented and commercialized as an innovation.
There have been issues related to commodifying TEK without obtaining the full consent of
Indigenous People. For example, the Walt Disney’s movie, ‘Moana’ was criticized by Pacific
scholars for misrepresenting the Pacific culture. Hence, engaging with TEK would require an
ethical approach, and this usually means seeking community consent, agreement that is based
on trust and reciprocal relationships and having good contextual understandings. TEK is a
place-based knowledge so it is very specific, and it cannot be easily generalized to universal
models or forms of knowing in any context.



Towards Epistemic Pluralism

Scholars established that TEK is not solely sufficient to interpret and understand a problem or
solution, and therefore epistemic pluralism is recommended instead. Epistemic pluralism
recognizes that there are multiple, distinct ways of knowing and each is unique, valid and
necessary (Miller et al., 2008). Rather than relying on a single, universal approach to
knowledge, it is important to embrace many forms of knowledge. Due to the dominance of
Western Knowledge, scholars also support epistemic justice. They proposed hybrid knowledge
models, which combined TEK and Western Knowledge, and thus seeing the two forms of
knowing as complementing each other. It is important to understand the theoretical framework
or set of theories underpinning these hybrid knowledge systems. These theories emphasize the
value of TEK or Indigenous Knowledge systems, the co-production of knowledge, and the
importance of respecting cultural perspectives in ecological understanding.

Based on the work of decolonial scholars such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith, the decolonizing
methodology perspective calls for research and policy approaches that respect Indigenous
worldviews, prioritize community benefit, and challenge colonial structures in knowledge
systems (Palakiko et al., 2024; Sikes, 2006). It is important to ensure that the inclusion of TEK
occurs in an equitable, ethical and culturally grounded way rather than through appropriation.
Researchers must conduct a study using indigenous research methods, which are respectful,
ethical and culturally appropriate from an indigenous perspective. Other approaches are more
specific. The Two-Eyed Seeing theory is developed by Albert Marshall, a respected Mi’kmaq
Elder in Canada. In his words, “"Two-Eyed Seeing refers to learning to see from one eye with
the strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing and from the other eye with the strengths of
Western ways of knowing and to using both eyes together” (Bartlett et al., 2012, p. p.335). This
concept recognizes the strength of Indigenous ways of knowing and Western ways of knowing
and using both competencies together to understand the world. It encourages balanced use of
both systems. The Two-Eyed Seeing approach requires people to appreciate learning together,
mutually respecting each other and embracing the idea of blending perspectives to create a
more complete, holistic and sustainable solution to a problem. Moreover, the Social-Ecological
Systems Theory is adopted from the work of scholars like Elinor Ostrom and Fikret Berkes on
the resilience of social-ecological systems (Berkes et al., 2008; Ostrom, 2007). Scholars
recognized that humans and ecosystems are interconnected systems that influence each other
through feedback loops. This relationship is important for long-term, local ecological
sustainability. In addition to Western Knowledge, TEK also provides long-term place-based
knowledge which is crucial for understanding local system dynamics, resilience and
sustainability. These elements are central to the social-ecological systems theory.

Another theory is the co-production of knowledge framework (Latulippe & Klenk, 2020),
which recognizes that TEK is an equally valid epistemology or way of knowing. This
framework positions TEK as equal to Western science-based Knowledge. TEK holders such
as Indigenous People, or Elders are included in the planning and decision-making process, and
jointly collaborating with policy makers, scientists, social science researchers and practitioners
(Heaton et al., 2015). These partnerships allow researchers to generate empirical, experiential
and spiritual insights, which will enrich their understanding. By contrast, the Feminist Political
Ecology perspective (Sundberg, 2017) recognized the historical marginalization of TEK, which
explains why it is often sidelined. It examines the power relations that shape knowledge
recognition, resource access and environmental management. This framework calls for the
need to address colonial and systemic inequities that have historically marginalized TEK and
Indigenous People’s rights in environmental decision-making.
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The Resilience Theory (Ford et al., 2020) focuses on building the capacity of ecosystems and
societies to cope and adapt to environmental pressures and changes and yet remain functional.
It is concerned with system adaptability and sustainability. Indigenous communities
experienced changes in their local environment, and climate conditions that affect their
livelihood. For example, climate change contributed to increased global temperatures which
led to sea level rising. Some parts of the world, especially Indigenous communities live along
the coast are highly vulnerable to sea level rising and soil erosion. Indigenous communities
used TEK to survive the storms, disasters, and therefore develop resilience against these
climate vulnerabilities. TEK includes indigenous adaptive practices learned and developed
throughout generations. These practices further inform resilience-based management
strategies.

Not all Business Schools are prepared to incorporate TEK into their curricula and research
programs. Efforts and progress to decolonize knowledge production in Business Schools is
slow and it has been carried out only at the margins. In the Pacific, the story and context are
different. The current decolonization movement in the region mirrors the need to encourage
Business Schools as institutions of knowledge production to embrace TEK, however it is
important to acknowledge the barriers and what may or may not work for a particular School.
By embracing TEK, Schools can demonstrate inclusive pedagogy and open for more
opportunities to develop a culturally grounded and sustainability-focused curricula and
research program. Informed by epistemic pluralism and hybrid knowledge frameworks, we
explore how researchers from the Business School in the Pacific region initiate and support a
community-based research project which integrates indigenous perspectives into existing
dominant knowledge systems. This initiative ultimately creates a more inclusive knowledge
base that further inform teaching and practice.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS

Case Study: TEK inclusion in the Business School

This section analyzes the case study of TEK inclusion in the Business School. The Women
TEK Climate Resilience project is funded by the SBM, based at the University of the South
Pacific in Fiji. It involves working with indigenous women in Fiji, Solomon Islands and
Kiribati to understand how they utilize TEK to enhance resilience to climate change in their
vulnerable communities. The case study reveals the experiences and reflections of the research
team members in relation to the development and evolution of the project. During the fieldwork
and training workshops conducted in Fiji, Solomon Islands and Kiribati, the researchers
witnessed and observed the process of knowledge-sharing within indigenous communities and
the application and inclusion of TEK with other knowledge systems to support livelithoods. The
training workshops were conducted as part of this research project to give back and empower
indigenous women with entrepreneurship and marketing knowledge and skills that support
their livelihood. Indigenous research methods such as Talanoa (Fiji), Te Maroro (Kiribati) and
Tok Stori (Solomon Islands) were used to gather primary data (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-
Aiolupotea, 2014; Vaioleti, 2006). These methods allowed the research team to engage with
indigenous community members through open storytelling and respectful knowledge sharing.
We used these approaches to talk to indigenous women, selected purposively based on their
community membership (e.g., related to clan by blood or marriage), age (e.g., young, old), and
livelihood practices (e.g., farming, fishing, running a business). In addition, surveys were also



disseminated. Document analysis for relevant published secondary data from program and
project reports, curriculum documents (for example, SBM newsletter, Course Handbook,
website, annual reports, USP’s Strategic Plan) is also conducted. This is important in assessing
the extent of TEK inclusion into the curricula and research portfolio of the Business School.
The project followed the principles of indigenous community-based participatory research,
respecting cultural and indigenous protocols. This includes ensuring informed consent and
cultural sensitivity throughout the research process. The project emphasized reciprocity and
mutual respect, working closely with elders and community leaders to protect the interests of
Indigenous People.

Shift from Epistemically Exclusive to an Epistemic Pluralist Approach

The project was initially designed to apply mixed methods to understand how indigenous
Pacific women build their resilience against the climate crisis. As the project rolled out in June
2024, we realized that the research in fact serves as a model for TEK inclusion in Business
Schools. After conducting the fieldwork in 9 villages in Fiji, 10 villages in Solomon Islands
and 6 villages in Kiribati, our research practice and epistemological stances were transformed.
We have gained greater understanding on climate resilience but also TEK as a unique
indigenous place-based knowledge system that has a place in business and management
education. Our research team formed a strong interest in decolonizing dominant knowledge
systems, preserving TEK as an endangered knowledge system, and starting to experiment with
hybrid knowledge models to inform our teaching and future research engagement. This effort
is also in line with our interest to promote sustainable and responsible management education,
addressing concerns related to climate change, gender inequality and sustainability challenges
in the Pacific region. Three of the researchers in the team are also engaged in an external
research project that focuses on domestic violence and discrimination against women in Fiji.
Overall, the researchers experienced a shift from an epistemologically exclusive standpoint to
an epistemic pluralist view (Nader, 1996) which embraces a Two-Eyed Seeing approach
(Barlett et al, 2012). The research team confidently recognizes the strengths of the Western
scientific knowledge and Indigenous Knowledge. They embraced the idea that different forms
of knowing should not only co-exist but also it should inform and enrich one another. The
perspectives of indigenous communities offer more valuable insights when combined with
western-based academic knowledge. This theoretical perspective was instrumental in branding
and positioning the research project, and especially when communicating the research project,
its purpose, and findings to key stakeholders such as policy makers, researchers, funders and
Business School leaders.

Furthermore, we eventually recognized the importance of incorporating indigenous research
methods in ways that respect the cultural context of indigenous communities and allowed
meaningful contributions. The Two-Eyed Seeing approach serves as a grounding perspective
that further informs our research methodology, and pragmatic research paradigm. The
fieldwork was conducted in Fiji, Solomon Islands and Kiribati at different phases, and so this
also allowed our team to improvise on the research methodology. To obtain relevant data from
different study sites (cultural contexts), we employed Talanoa in Fiji, Te Maroro in Kiribati,
and Tok Stori in the Solomon Islands. The research team consists of two Fijians, two Solomon
Islanders, and one I-Kiribati and all speak the local and common dialect of these countries.
Hence, it was convenient to incorporate these indigenous research methods and facilitate
conversations with indigenous participants in a culturally appropriate manner. By blending
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these indigenous research methods with a survey, workshop-based method, participant
observation, photography, semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions and document
analysis, our research then focused on simultaneous cross-data and cross-method triangulation.
This approach ensures findings are robust, reliable and reflect a more holistic understanding.
Although the process of sense-making and data analysis through triangulation is
overwhelming, we managed to meet regularly to interpret, discuss, and reflect on the data and
insights. We engaged in deep reflection and sense-making, first separately as an individual,
and then collectively as a team. Although our team members come from an indigenous
background, we acknowledged our training in Western Business traditions. We are experienced
educators and researchers in the field of Management, Public Administration, Human Resource
Management, Marketing, Entrepreneurship, International Business and Organizational
Behaviour. Consequently, we consider ourselves more as intercultural mediators adopting a
Two-Eyed Seeing perspective. Each of us has a research positionality shaped by our
upbringing, personal and professional background, status and experiences in life. As
researchers it is important for us to understand our social, cultural, political and epistemological
stance in relation to the research process and the communities we study.

Embracing Systems Approach in Co-Producing Knowledge

The project also provided a space whereby academic researchers could collaboratively engage
with indigenous women and community members to address social, economic and
environmental sustainability issues (for example, climate resilience, TEK loss and innovation,
livelihood strategies). The research project demonstrates the importance of social-ecological
systems theory (Berkes et al., 2003), especially in co-creating knowledge with indigenous
communities. The research team gradually learned to appreciate and respect the
interrelationship between human communities and their environment (the land, sky, sea, air,
plants and animals). Businesses and communities as social systems are interconnected and
constantly evolving as ecological systems (such as fisheries, forests, land) also change and
evolve. Indigenous communities are not only influenced by the impacts of climate change but
also subject to the intertwined forces of globalization, modernization, westernization and
migration which promoted western traditions and capitalism and further undermined TEK. The
social-ecological systems theory highlights the importance of systems approach in
understanding the sustainability and resilience of communities and businesses. Before
conducting field visits in Fiji, the research team performed the sevusevu to the village head or
chief. This act acknowledges the interrelationship between indigenous people, and their land.
By participating in cultural protocols and collaborating with indigenous communities in co-
creating knowledge, the research team gained deeper valuable insights into the nature of social-
ecological systems. After analysing data from fieldwork in Fiji, the researchers coded and
generated relevant themes (‘resilience-based attachment’, and ‘cultural detachment’) which
show the complex and dynamic interrelationship between indigenous people and their
attachment to land and cultural obligations. Some members of the research team began to
reflect meaningfully on their own heritage (including their children’s) and explore their present
attachment to land and traditional obligations.

Inclusive Pedagogy, Culturally Grounded and Sustainability-focused Business and
Management Education

The project is situated at an education institution that embraces Pacific values (and thus TEK
inclusion) through its vision and mission. USP’s vision is “To shape Pacific futures by
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empowering students, staff, and alumni to become inspirational agents of positive change
leading to innovative, cohesive, resilient and sustainable communities.” Its mission is “7To
influence Pacific islanders through the pursuit of excellence in knowledge by providing world-
class education and research that improves the lives of individuals and communities.” The
University is guided by Pacific values of inclusive family, participatory and open dialogue.
SBM is made up three disciplines® and one Graduate School of Business for the MBA
programme. The Discipline of Tourism and Hospitality Management offered few courses that
explore the role of tourism in economic, social and cultural sustainability. The Discipline of
Land Management and Development also offered one or two courses that introduced
indigenous land tenure systems in Pacific Island countries. However, most courses are shaped
and built on a Western, neoliberal model, which often views knowledge as something universal
and standardized. This posed challenges for integrating TEK, or indigenous forms of knowing,
as it is inherently place-based, context-specific and often has spiritual and relational dimensions
that cannot be easily quantified. Hence, the idea of TEK inclusion and decolonizing dominant
knowledge systems is strategically in line with the institution’s aspirations, however at the
operational level, efforts to make the right transformation to allow ease of TEK inclusion is
slow, and if not unclear. Our research team members increasingly embrace epistemic justice
and diversity and so they are aware that TEK can complement Western academic knowledge
taught in the Business School. The opportunity to pursue an inclusive pedagogy, culturally
grounded and sustainability-focused business and management education exists, and our
research team has discovered and recognized this opportunity. However, we are merely
beginners in this journey. We would need a supportive ecosystem that allows us and other like-
minded researchers to experiment with hybrid knowledge models, combining TEK and
Western-based science and academic knowledge to solve problems and address pressing
challenges. The question is, who is responsible for creating and implementing this ecosystem
for a hybrid knowledge model to work? Our research team presented their findings in a seminar,
advocating for the role of TEK in innovation and building resilience in indigenous
communities. The seminar topic focuses on reclaiming space for Indigenous Knowledge in the
academy, resisting epistemic hegemony. Now, we will also present this current paper
advocating for the same at the Association of Asian Social Science Research Councils
(AASSREC). Where is next?

CONCLUSION: RECOMMENDATIONS

To foster an inclusive, culturally grounded, and sustainability-focused ecosystem for research
and education in Business Schools, and to support further blending of TEK with Western
scientific knowledge, we recommend the following actions:

e Encouraging institutional leadership that supports the inclusion of TEK into Business
School research and education programs, and further prioritizing decolonization and
sustainable development.

e Facilitating collaboration between TEK and Western scientific knowledge by
establishing (or using existing) interdisciplinary research centers to promote epistemic
pluralism, epistemic justice and hybrid knowledge models.

¢ Discipline of Tourism and Hospitality Management, Discipline of Management and Public Administration and
Discipline of Land Management and Development
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e Creating platforms and incentives for cross-disciplinary collaboration, particularly
between Business Schools, Indigenous Knowledge holders, and other academic fields
like social sciences, humanities and environmental studies.

e Fostering culturally inclusive and sustainability-oriented teaching by revising or
reforming Business School curricula to incorporate Indigenous methodologies and
TEK alongside conventional management theories.

¢ Encouraging funding mechanisms that support research combining TEK with Western
science, particularly focused on sustainability, resilience, and Indigenous Knowledge
systems.

e Ensuring ethical engagement and culturally appropriate methods by institutionalizing
participatory, community-based research that involves indigenous communities in co-
creating knowledge.

e Training faculty members to integrate indigenous perspectives and knowledge systems,
by adopting a sustainability-oriented and culturally inclusive pedagogy framework
across Business Schools

e C(Creating recognition and reward mechanisms for researchers engaging in intercultural
research, particularly those integrating TEK with academic knowledge in business
education.

e Aligning Business Schools’ research and teaching with regional development agendas
and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

e Ensuring sustainable and mutually beneficial knowledge integration by investing in
long-term capacity building for both researchers and Indigenous Knowledge holders.

Considering the recommendations above, we believe execution is key and this is largely a
human and team effort. We call for the appropriate strategic leadership and vision to lead this
transformation for the current and future generation of social science researchers from the
region.
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