
Nicole McLaren is a multi-award-
winning Indigenous entrepreneur. 
Her extensive knowledge of 
economic development and 
passion for supporting Indigenous 
authors and artists allowed her 
to transform a small book club 
into Raven Reads, a thriving 
quarterly subscription box 
service. Each box is personally 
curated, featuring literature and 
other goods made by Indigenous 
entrepreneurs across North 
America. Through her hard 
work and ambition, Raven Reads 
has grown exponentially, with 
thousands of subscribers across 
Canada, the U.S., and Europe. 
Once a sole proprietor, curating 
and packaging boxes in her 
garage, McLaren now manages an 
elite team and fulfillment centre.
Visit www.ravenreads.org.

Sometimes a simple move turns out to be a passionate 
journey. Nicole McLaren, CEO and founder of Raven 
Reads, is a testament to how we can find our path in the 
midst of change. When McLaren moved to Saskatchewan 
from B.C. years ago to attend university, her eyes and heart 
were opened to possibilities she never imagined. It was in 
Saskatchewan that she met her husband, started her family, 
and launched a successful career – three life changing 
events on their own. While in Saskatchewan, McLaren 
also connected with her Métis heritage, gaining a deeper 
understanding of her family’s roots and how community 
and reliance on and stewardship of natural resources are 
core values. As her future unfolded, McLaren drew from 
her cultural and family ancestry to create her brand - Raven 
Reads.

Raven Reads is a quarterly subscription box that contains 
Indigenous fictional literature and giftware, and was 
founded in 2017, fueled by McLaren’s passion to create a 
brand with curated content that consumers could have 
confidence in. Raven Reads boxes are currently sent out 
four times a year to 2,000+ subscribers and features boxes 
for adults and children.  

Underlying her passion was  also a hope that her customers 
would come to new understandings about a history we 

all share - and how this history has shaped the challenges 
that exist to this day. Raven Reads grew out of McLaren’s 
workplace book club after the release of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission’s report in 2015. The book 
club focused on books written by Indigenous authors and 
opened a way to hold powerful conversations about the 
collective histories of Canadians and the current social 
challenges Indigenous peoples face. As McLaren witnessed 
the impact Indigenous literature was having on her co-
workers, she saw an opportunity to improve relationships 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. 

McLaren reflects on how her career has evolved: “My career 
began as a geologist working in remote bush camps of 
northern Saskatchewan, followed by over a decade working 
in large, corporate environments. At no point did I believe 
that I would be working in wholesale and distribution of 
books and giftware, let alone learning how to export. It is 
only now that I am three-and-a-half years in,  have I begun 
to reflect on how much my skills and knowledge base has 
pivoted out of necessity, rather than interest.”

Skills are something we can learn, it is our passion and 
vision coupled with a desire to make a difference that often 
precedes the entrepreneurial journey. McLaren’s focus on 
being part of a solution has led her into unknown territory
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where she meets the daily challenges of this learning path 
she is on.   

McLaren has returned to B.C. and now lives with her 
family in a small rural community outside of Kamloops. 
She appreciates the connection of the community around 
her and how much it sustains her. As a wife and mother 
to two daughters aged nine and one, McLaren has a lot on 
her plate. She is an avid community volunteer and hockey 
association registrar for the local minor hockey association. 
Driving her daughter to hockey twice a week and dance 
classes twice a week means McLaren is on the road a lot. 
Maintaining her busy schedule means staying focused on 
the projects and priorities that shape her life. 

To aid her own health and wellness, McLaren set an intention 
this year to create time for exercise and being ‘unplugged’ 
more often. She hopes to normalize these activities into 
her daily life so they become as commonplace as brushing 
her teeth. McLaren is in the company of many enterprising 
rural women as she strives to move with ease between the 
demands, challenges, and shifting priorities of her busy life 
and evolving business. 

Two of McLaren’s biggest challenges are internet 

connectivity and shipping her subscription boxes. As 
an e-commerce business all her company’s transactions 
are online and having a consistent internet connection is 
critical. Add to this having to navigate freight systems and 
pallets of products being delivered or picked-up from her 
residence, and it has been a nightmare at times. Imagine a 
large semi-trailer pulling into a small residential street or a 
delivery truck navigating a sloped, gravel driveway with a 
pallet jack.  This definitely adds another layer of logistics to 
this rising business. 

Looking to the future, McLaren hopes to quickly scale Raven 
Reads to 20,000 active subscribers and hopes in the process 
to become a globally recognized brand with a large presence 
in the U.S. and Europe. Her current objectives are to offer a 
box option for young adults, offer more educational digital 
and print content and have more options for customizing 
boxes. McLaren is currently raising funds through equity 
investors and is focused on putting together a streamlined 
marketing budget to help her achieve her goals for scaling 
her business. 

“I am driven by possibilities and overcoming challenges,” 
says McLaren.  “Each day I am driven to see Raven Reads 
continue to move forward with continuous improvements
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“I am driven by possibilities and 

overcoming challenges. Each day 

I am driven to see Raven Reads 

continue to move forward with 

continuous improvements and 

growth projects.”

Nicole

46      trailblaz•her | Summer 2021 trailblazhermagazine.com |  47      



3 things 
I CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT 

1. Caffeine
2. Snacks 
3. My phone
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and growth projects. I want to see Raven Reads become an 
impact driven brand that consumers look to for curated 
content they can trust.”

McLaren’s advice to other enterprising women is this: 
“Juggling so many projects and priorities is not everyone’s 
cup of tea and that is totally fine. Just focus on being you 
and continuously trying to be the better you. Grow, move 
forward, and never stop learning.”

McLaren is grateful for her team who have worked 
tirelessly to support the company mission, and most 
recently was thrilled to have Raven Reads included as a 
Top 5 semi-finalist for the Premier’s People’s Award in the 
2021 Small Business B.C. Awards. In 2020, Raven Reads 
was also awarded “Business of the Year – one-to-two 
person enterprise” from the B.C. Achievement Foundation, 
Indigenous Business Awards (IBA). These milestones 
represent the influence and impact this growing solution-
focused business is having.

McLaren wants to build a legacy her daughters can look 

back upon as a family achievement. She is a woman to 
watch, to learn from and to be inspired by – a Trailblazher 
by any standard!

PHOTOGRAPHER TARYN VANDITMARS OF TARYN 
VANDITMARS PHOTOGRAPHY Based out of Logan Lake, British 
Columbia, Vanditmars is a lifestyle photographer for the unique, the 
wonderful and everything in-between. With a passion for family and pet 
photography, she loves playing with natural light and creating connections 
between family and friends through her images - even the four-legged 
ones. With a playful and fun vibe, this mom of two always has a funny 
story to share. You’ll find her rocking purple hair, a cup of tea in hand, and 
thinking up her next tattoo to decorate her arms. Visit her on IG 
@tarynvanditmarsphotography or go to www.tarynvanditmars.com.

This past year has changed the way consumers shop and 
purchase their goods and services. The stay-at-home 
lifestyle has brought about a huge increase in online 
shopping, on-line business connections and on-line 
consumption of just about anything and everything. 
Shopping habits have shifted and who knows if they will 
return to their former ‘pre-Covid’ days. Research says they 
could be here to stay. 

We know online purchasing has been growing steadily 
over the past few years as evidenced by the huge growth 
and profits of ‘big box’ e-commerce sites, especially since 
March 2020. Large bricks and mortar retail outlets also 
flourished because shoppers bought in bulk and ventured 
out less often. The past fifteen months have shown us 
that consumers directed a majority of their disposable 
income for essentials towards e-commerce sites and large 
warehouse-type stores. However, a shift began to happen 
for those buyers who searched out opportunities to buy 
directly from local sources. Consumers who felt challenged 
by changing rules sought new options which created new 
opportunities for small and medium size rural businesses, 
producers and suppliers who were offering a different 
experience.  

Opportunity shows up in many ways. Now as the general 
public is shifting out of survival mode and looking for 
new ways to feel inspired, to have meaningful experiences, 
to feel connected again… they realize they will not find 
these experiences, connections and feelings of inspiration 
through the mechanized monetary transactions of the ‘big 
box’ retailers. To be appreciated, to find relatability and to 
receive great customer service they will look, as others did, 
towards the independent direct-to-consumer brands and 
businesses.  

Research reveals that consumers want to buy from 
businesses that reflect their values, businesses that can offer 
them more real-life experiences and fulfill their need for a 

sense of discovery. In fact trends indicate that consumers 
want to shop from independently owned businesses for a 
lot of reasons. Here are the top three:

1. They want to support entrepreneurs
2. They want to buy unique products.
3. They want to experience good customer service.

Part of the intention behind new and emerging shopping 
habits is that savvy consumers realise that by spending their 
money with independent businesses they help strengthen 
their local economies, support local job creation and 
are investing in their communities. So what kinds of 
businesses can offer consumers a fresh buying experience? 
Rural businesses! 

Rural businesses have been pivoting and collaborating and 
getting themselves strategically aligned to offer beautiful, 
simple and back-to-basics goods, services, stays and 
experiences both in-person and on-line. Amping up their 
digital platforms has increased their visibility and reach 
whether they are selling home-grown meat and produce, 
flowers, handmade soap, fashionable clothing, leather 
goods, home décor, etc. - the list is endless. 

Agri-tourism and rural stays are also part of the growing 
movement for more authentic, natural and sustainable 
experiences. Rural businesses are uniquely poised to 
provide immersive offerings that will connect urban and 
rural individuals, bringing a sense of togetherness and 
mutual appreciation. This vital connection can bring us 
all a greater feeling of optimism as we determine how we 
will navigate the future and build new relationships and 
shopping habits into our lives. 
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