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Introduction
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander staff have unique skills, knowledge and experiences to
bring to the workforce. They can also play a vital role in promoting an environment for other
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people 1 to feel culturally safe and draw strength in their
identity, culture and community. However, many factors continue to impact on the recruitment
and retention of Aboriginal people within mainstream organisations. These include; strong ties
to community, family obligations, lower levels of education and past experiences of disrespect,
racism and discrimination in the workplace. A recent report by Reconciliation Australia found
that a third of Aboriginal people had experienced racism in their workplace in the past year
(Reconciliation Australia, 2017).
Workplaces have a responsibility to redress some of these barriers and inequities by being
culturally responsive and inclusive, and promoting respect, equity and honour for Aboriginal
people and culture (VicHealth, 2015). Women’s Health West is committed to contributing to a
future in which Aboriginal women and children experience health, safety and wellbeing in our
community. We are also committed to operating within a workplace culture where individuals
feel valued, respected and culturally safe. A key action within our Reconciliation Action Plan
2016-2018 is to increase the number and retention of Aboriginal women employed at our
organisation, to demonstrate our commitment to systemic meaningful change to redress
inequities and support cultural safety in the workplace.
This work will be guided by the concept of cultural safety and the cultural knowledge and
expertise of our Aboriginal staff, partners and communities in Melbourne’s west. To deepen our
understanding of cultural safety for Aboriginal staff in the workplace we have administered a
survey. The survey was developed in partnership with our Aboriginal staff and Aboriginal
Women’s Advisory Committee to explore what makes a mainstream workplace and
organisational culture, culturally safe for Aboriginal staff. This report summarises these findings
and will inform Women’s Health West’s Aboriginal employment strategy.

Definitions of cultural safety
The concept of cultural safety is drawn from the work of Maori nurses in New Zealand and can
be defined as:

‘an environment that is spiritually, socially and emotionally safe, as well as physically
safe for people; where there is no assault, challenge or denial of their identity, of who
they are and what they need. It is about shared respect, shared meaning, shared
knowledge and experience of learning together’ (Williams, 1999).
For Aboriginal people a culturally safe environment is one where they feel safe and secure in
their identity, culture and community. The Centre for Remote Health describes cultural safety
as:

‘a philosophy and way of operating that ensures all individuals and groups are treated
with regard to their unique cultural needs and differences. It assumes the right to
From this point forward Aboriginal will be used to refer to Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
people.
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difference and calls for interactions that do not diminish, demean or disempower
individuals on the basis of any perceived or actual difference’ (2018).
According to the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA) who have done consider
research in this area, the concept of cultural safety:

‘[I]s used in the context of promoting mainstream environments which are culturally
competent. But there is also a need to ensure that Aboriginal community environments
are also culturally safe and promote the strengthening of culture’ (2016).
VACCA also describes cultural safety as:

‘re-claiming cultural norms and creating environments where Aboriginal people
transition; first from victimhood to survivors of oppression, through to seeing
themselves and their communities as achievers and contributors. Through this transition
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples can reclaim their culture’ (2011).
Cultural safety recognises and promotes that everybody has the right to feel that their sense of
self and identity is valued. It is also an engagement between all cultures and people, and must
be grounded in mutual respect, equity and honour (Frankland et al., 2011).
Importantly ‘a culturally secure environment cannot exist where external forces define and
control cultural identities’ (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2011). The role for
workplaces in creating cultural safety is to ‘ensure that … [Aboriginal] voices are heard and
respected in relation to our community challenges, aspirations and identities’ (Dodson, 1994;
Australian Human Rights Commission, 2011). In this way, cultural safety and security is about
mainstream organisations working with Aboriginal people to create an environment for
Aboriginal people to ‘exert ownership of themselves’ and ‘through this ownership … [Aboriginal
people] are empowered’ (Dodson, 1994).

Survey findings
Demographics of participants
Twenty-one people completed our online survey, of whom eighty-one per cent (n=17) were
female. The majority of participants were aged between 35 and 54 years at 61 per cent (n=13).
Fifty-seven per cent (n=12) of participants had completed tertiary education; 38 per cent (n=8)
had completed postgraduate studies.

Employment characteristics
The largest proportion of participants described the type of organisation they work in as
community/not-for-profit at 33 per cent (n=7), followed by education at 29 per cent (n=6) and
government at 19 per cent (n=4).
Eighty-six per cent (n=18) of participants stated that they were currently in an Aboriginal
designated position within their workplace. All participants stated that their employers were
aware of their Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander status. Twenty-nine per cent (n=6) of
participants have been in their current role for 6 to 12 months and twenty-four per cent (n=4)
have been in their current role for 3 to 5 years.
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The majority of workplaces where participants worked (eighty-one percent; n=17) had a
Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) or an equivalent strategy. Other equivalent strategies included;
a Statement of Commitment, cultural audits, an Equity and Inclusion Policy and an Aboriginal
Health Road Map.

Cultural safety in the workplace
Participants shared a range of views about what they think makes a workplace culturally safe
(Text Box 1). Many participants reflected that it is fundamentally about being treated with
respect and dignity. It is about cultural respect and ‘a place where you can be proud of your
culture and speak freely without the threat of racism’. Participants also thought that sensitivity
towards and awareness of Aboriginality by colleagues and senior staff was important. Some
participants also stated that to ensure cultural safety in the workplace, leadership must take
racism seriously and hold disrespectful behaviour to account. A visually welcoming
environment with Aboriginal symbols and artwork displayed was also noted as important by a
couple of participants to help clients, partners and community members feel at ease and
culturally safe.
Text Box 1: Exploring the meaning of cultural safety in the workplace
Participants were asked, when you think about a culturally safe workplace, what comes to
mind?

Being treated with respect and dignity, being listened to, being understood
Freedom to express one’s cultural identity without being challenged or receiving negative,
racist and ignorant responses; inclusion and representation in all that the organisation does
One where I am not othered
When I don’t have to be on guard all the time
You can be proud of your culture and speak freely without the threat of racism
A workplace that is aware and supportive of Aboriginal connections. The importance of
supporting clientele with proper support that is sensitive to the Aboriginal community.
Providing a safe environment that the client feels connected to and comfortable in
People who display racist behaviour should be held to account. Senior executives to walk
the walk
Aboriginal symbolism present

Qualities of a culturally unsafe workplace
There were two main themes that emerged among participants about the qualities of a
culturally unsafe workplace (Text Box 2). Many participants stated a lack of knowledge by
colleagues and senior staff about Aboriginal history, culture and the impact of past policies and
practices on Aboriginal culture can lead to culturally unsafe environments. One participant also
explicitly stated that an ‘omission of Aboriginal people and their achievements through history’
threatens their cultural safety, and furthermore ‘staff being dismissive of “Aboriginal ways” and
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language as it means nothing to them’. Some participants identified unspoken white
mainstream culture and unconscious bias towards the mainstream as harmful to Aboriginal
people and their cultural safety. One participant also stated that disregarding cultural advice
and expertise given by Aboriginal staff employed to provide this advice was also an example of
a culturally unsafe practice.

Experiences of racism in the workplace
Text Box 2: Exploring the qualities of a culturally unsafe workplace
Participants were asked, what makes your workplace very unsafe, sometimes safe or very

safe?
Lack of knowledge by staff, racist remarks. Unfortunately a few staff members taint the
overall safety of the workplace
Staff being dismissive of "Aboriginal ways" and language because it means nothing to
them. Omission of Aboriginal people and their achievements which present an inaccurate
version of events
Lots of 'whiteness' and hidden racism that is an undercurrent of the workplace. The
strategies are there to combat it, but not implemented
Tokenism, unconscious bias, posturing to look ethical but not practicing the principals
consistently, racist comments being tolerated, a lack of leadership, white hierarchy and
dominance
Being employed in a position to provide advice and expertise on Aboriginal culture and
issues; and having that advice and expertise ignored
Fifty-seven per cent (n=12) of participants stated they had experienced racism in their current
workplace.
Participants reflected on different experiences of racism (Text Box 3) with many referring to
times when their Aboriginality was called into question. Some participants also explored
examples of race-based discrimination and being looked down upon by senior staff, or staff
making assumptions about their ability, because of their Aboriginality. Use of derogatory
words referring to Aboriginality; ‘Aboriginal jokes, calling people names relating to their race’
were also noted by participants. One participant stated a failure to acknowledge Aboriginal
histories and experiences as a form of racism that they had experienced in their workplace.
Another participant described a time when they were distressed by the poor placement of the
Australian flag between the Aboriginal flag and the Torres Strait Islander flag in their workplace;
while this participant thought this could have been an innocent mistake, it was the disregard
for cultural advice given by Aboriginal staff to this staff member that was particularly
disrespectful.
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Text Box 3: Experiences of racism in the workplace
Participants were asked, have you experienced racism at work? If so, please elaborate.

I have been accused of claiming to be Aboriginal when I'm mostly white. I have made two
official complaints and none of the people involved were ever held to account over their
actions
In the last month at work alone I've had the following "What percentage Aborigine are you"
"Your one of those washed out ones" "You’re not Black" "Part Aborigine" "You're an ATSI"
Being labelled 'you people.' Asked continually about my Aboriginality.
Looked down on; preconceived views on ability
I get treated like an uneducated black fella
The exclusion of Aboriginal experiences
Inserting of Australian flag between ATSI flags when certain staff member was advised not
to. On-going for several months. Though not a direct form, but more subtle

Value and respect
Many participants stated that they felt most valued and respected when they were sought for
their cultural knowledge and expertise in relation to a Reconciliation Action Plan, or more
broadly about Aboriginal culture, language, history and experiences (Text Box 4). Some
participants also felt actions, and not just words, were incredibly important for Aboriginal staff to
feel valued and respected. Many participants also strongly valued workplaces that celebrate
significant cultural events annually, and those that are important to Aboriginal people. In
addition, some participants reflected it is important for everyone to pitch in, and to not rely
solely on Aboriginal staff members to undertake and lead cultural competency work; ‘it’s
everyone’s business’.
One participant reflected that value and respect is about feeling that ‘I don’t have to explain
myself or justify my own humanity’, and another participant reflected that it is ‘when we can
share and be supported to the best of our potential’. Some participants stated that Aboriginal
staff want to be recognised for the work that they do, and to be acknowledged for this. Work
can often be more difficult and complex when trying to reach Aboriginal communities due to
the continued legacy of discrimination and entrenched disadvantage.
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Text Box 4: When Aboriginal staff feel most valued and respected
Participants were asked, when do you as an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
employee feel most valued and respected?

When I am sought for my cultural knowledge and expertise
In the RAP process and when others come to seek help regarding ATSI issues
When words and actions are the same thing trust is made. As soon as whitefullas start
covering up and lying to save themselves its often at our expense
When the service acknowledges national events that are important to Aboriginal people and
we work as a team not everything Aboriginal goes to the Aboriginal worker
Once my work colleagues understand Aboriginal history and what impact it had on
Aboriginal people
I don't have to explain myself or justify my own humanity
When we can share and be supported to the best of our potential
When I'm recognised for the work I do as it is often a lot more difficult to reach out to our
people

What colleagues and senior staff can do differently to help Aboriginal staff
feel valued and respected
Many participants stated that colleagues and senior staff need to be open minded and keen to
learn more about Aboriginal history and culture (Text Box 5). Colleagues and senior staff
must also stand up for Aboriginal staff and against racism, call people out on poor behaviour
and not make a joke of it; ‘stomp out racism’. Staff, and particularly senior staff, need to
provide Aboriginal staff with positive feedback and recognition of their cultural expertise and
knowledge. This will help staff grow in confidence. One participant requested listening and
actioning suggestions made by Aboriginal staff where possible, recognising that Aboriginal
people are a unique group due to history and therefore have unique social determinants of
health, and ‘sometimes rules need to be adjusted or modified’.
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Text Box 5: How staff can help Aboriginal staff feel more valued and respected
Participants were asked, what can colleagues and/or senior staff do differently that would
help you feel more valued and respected?

Learn more about the land they both live and work on, attend Aboriginal events, support
Aboriginal campaigns
Stand up for me
Be opened minded, stomp out racism and not make a joke of it. Discipline staff
Positive feedback. Acknowledgement of my knowledge
Listen and action suggestions where possible to sustain the best outcomes for our clients or
our people. The lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are very different due to
the social determinants and history. Sometimes rules need to be adjusted or modified

Improving cultural safety in the workplace
Participants made a number of suggestion about how to improve cultural safety in the
workplace (Text Box 6). Many participants supported annual cultural training as a means to
increase understanding and awareness of past policies and how history has impacted
Aboriginal people and their culture. Some participants supported all levels of the organisation
attending this training. Connections with Aboriginal community organisations and individuals
was recognised by many participants as a crucial way to strengthen cultural safety, empower
Aboriginal communities and ensure organisations are walking the talk by implementing ideas
that work and have been identified by Aboriginal people.
Ensuring Aboriginal people are consulted and involved in key roles within the workplace was
also identified, especially in relation to human resources, and the recruitment of staff to ensure
processes are accessible, inclusive and mindful of Aboriginality. Participants also encouraged
workplaces to have Aboriginal staff at all levels of the organisation, to provide a cultural lens
to all operations.
Another perspective which some participants raised was the importance of understanding that
‘we know what is best when working with Aboriginal people’ and therefore to listen and
action proposed ideas where possible; to disregard ideas without proper consultation can be
perceived as disrespectful.
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Text Box 6: Improving cultural safety in the workplace
Participants were asked, what can be done to make your workplace culturally safe?

All cultural awareness safety and responsiveness training should be mandatory; including
the Board; and Aboriginal Action Plan or Cultural Responsiveness Plan; and/or RAP
implementation
Understanding we are there for community and also we know what's best when working
with Aboriginal people
Being more connected with Aboriginal organisations where relationships can be built
upon. Thus creating a safer culturally appropriate space where clients can meet workers
Art and policies around protocols such as funerals etc understanding we are there for
community and also we know what's best when working with Aboriginal people

Challenges of working with Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
community
Many participants referred to building trust with the community as a challenge, particularly
when working for a mainstream organisation, due to the legacy of past policies and
institutionalised racism experienced by many Aboriginal people; people ‘sometimes have no
faith in mainstream services’ (Text Box 7). Another participant said, ‘not trusting the service but
when they know of Aboriginal workers there they begin to relax’. Many participants also
reflected that working with Aboriginal communities takes time and often relies on work outside
of office hours as ‘you always working around the clock to assist my community in the best
possible way’. One participant said it is important to remember Aboriginal people are not one
homogenous group, and that people have different experiences and points of view and may
not always agree. Knowing the communities you are working with and sometimes working
with family members can also be challenging for Aboriginal staff.
Text Box 7: Challenges of working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
community
Participants were asked, what are some of the challenges you face working with
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander clients, patients and/or communities?

Trust is a big thing, trying to build the clients trust coming from a mainstream organisation
Indigeneity is not homogenous, people have different experiences and points of view and
sometimes they just aren't interested
The knock off time isn't at 5pm as you always working around the clock trying to assist
my community in the best possible way
Knowing community members and at times having to work with family
Lateral violence. Not enough funds. Not enough time allocated
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Attracting Aboriginal staff to mainstream workplaces
Building strong relationships with Aboriginal individuals and communities was recognised by
many participants as important when wanting to attract more Aboriginal staff (see Text Box 8).
In addition, a welcoming physical environment was again noted as important, and displaying
Aboriginal symbols which demonstrate an awareness and commitment to cultural safety and
supporting Aboriginal clients and community members. Some participants thought that
sufficient funding was important to ensure a sustainable ongoing well paid Aboriginal
workforce, as well as to support Aboriginal traineeships and student work placements.
Encouraging Aboriginal people to apply for all positions advertised within the organisation
was also strongly encouraged.
One participant thought it was important for the whole organisation to ‘imagine it is 100 per
cent Indigenous’ as a way to reflect and challenge engrained white mainstream culture and
practices, and consider the changes that need to take place to create greater equity; ‘the most
advantaged must not expect the least advantaged to continue to make the greatest change
rather they need to make some change’. They also stated it is important to have Aboriginal
Text Box 8: Attracting Aboriginal staff
Participants were asked, from your perspective, what are some things mainstream
organisations can do to attract Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander staff?

Build a genuine good relationship with the ATSI community and commit to supporting ATSI
communities
Have Aboriginal flags on the front doors. Aboriginal paintings and art on the walls. Toys with
Aboriginal paintings or symbols on them in the waiting or consulting rooms.
Pay them appropriately, embed professional development into the organisational strategy
that allows for Aboriginal women the opportunity to succeed professionally without
compromising their family or cultural/community obligations in order to do that
Seek the additional funding required to build a sustainable Aboriginal workforce; and
encourage Aboriginal people to apply for any position; building Aboriginal traineeships and
student work experience placements; develop a cultural leave policy that respects Aboriginal
Sorry Business
They need to imagine the whole organisation is 100% Indigenous and ask themselves what
behaviours would need to change in all areas if that were the case? Then they need to begin
to act like it even if only 1% is Indigenous initially they'll grow the volume of Indigenous
engagement quickly. If the practice is right the rest will come. No point putting on 20
blackfullas and keeping a white culture its breaks mob down. The most advantaged must
not expect the least advantaged to continue to make the greatest change rather they need
to make some change. Orgs seem very comfortable with 100% white folks and white culture
why shouldn't the true culture be celebrated in the same way so it’s not so alien to white
folks. I find most non-Indigenous folks fall in love with it once they get it. They can identify
their positions including high level positions, put indigenous people in senior leadership on
interview panels. Also questions about reconciliation should be in all interviews. Easy to
prevent letting a hard line bigot into your work place who will later causes issues
9

people in leadership positions and on interview panels to influence culture and practices. In
addition, they proposed having mandatory questions about reconciliation in all interviews to
ensure all staff are committed to reconciliation and cultural safety prior to joining the
organisation.

Recommendations
Below is a list of recommendations summarised from participant feedback about strategies
mainstream organisations can implement to improve cultural safety and the recruitment and
retention of Aboriginal staff.
Promoting cultural safety in the workplace:
1. Support staff, managers and board members to increase their cultural knowledge and
interest in Aboriginal history and culture through annual cultural awareness training
2. Ensure the physical environment is visually welcoming and culturally safe by displaying
Aboriginal flags on the front door, Aboriginal paintings on the walls and having toys with
Aboriginal paintings or symbols in the waiting and consulting rooms
3. Have an organisational commitment to celebrate significant cultural events annually and
where possible share celebrations with an Aboriginal community-controlled-organisation
4. Have a zero tolerance for racism in the workplace policy and ensure clear processes to
report race-based discrimination
5. Acknowledge Traditional Custodians at the beginning of all meetings and where
appropriate organise a Welcome to Country
6. Seek advice, listen and where appropriate implement suggestions proposed by
Aboriginal staff to improve cultural safety
7. Include a statement about WHW’s commitment to reconciliation in the recruitment of all
new staff to ensure new staff share this commitment
8. Establish an Aboriginal community reference group to consult for cultural guidance and
expertise
Attracting and retaining Aboriginal staff:
1. Build genuine reciprocal relationships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities, individuals, Elders and organisations
2. Ensure recruitment practices for all positions, and not just Aboriginal identified positions
or programs, are inclusive and equitable for Aboriginal people, e.g. advertise positions
through Koori media in plain English, emphasise the value of life experience rather than
formal qualifications and consider informal discussions with applicants rather than
formal interviews
3. Encourage Aboriginal people to apply for all positions advertised within the organisation
4. Provide opportunities for Aboriginal staff to undertake career development opportunities
such as further training and study
5. Support flexible work conditions for Aboriginal staff through the development of a
cultural leave policy that recognises the importance of Sorry Business and other family
and community commitments
6. Seek adequate ongoing funding to build a sustainable Aboriginal workforce and explore
opportunities to support Aboriginal traineeships and student work placements
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Resources
Some useful resources relating to cultural safety and providing support to Aboriginal staff in
mainstream organisations.
1. Chapter 4: Cultural safety and security: Tools to address lateral violence - Social Justice
Report 2011
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/chapter-4-cultural-safety-and-security-toolsaddress-lateral-violence-social-justice#Heading56
2. Cultural safety for Aboriginal children
https://ccyp.vic.gov.au/assets/resources/tipsheet-cultural-safety-aboriginal-children.pdf
3. Expanding our Aboriginal workforce
http://inwpcp.org.au/toolkit-main-page/expanding-our-aboriginal-workforce/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XaodFIbREc&feature=youtu.be&list=UUW5rEPVSnEr
6Rtrt3R-K31g
4. Understanding the importance of cultural supervision and support for Aboriginal
workers
http://fwtdp.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Understanding-the-Importance-ofCultural-Supervision-and-Support-for-Aboriginal-Workers-AWLP-Discussion-Paper-V2.pdf
5. Working with Aboriginal people and communities: a practice resource
http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/321308/working_with_abo
riginal.pdf
6. Karreeta yirramboi: an employer toolkit to grow Aboriginal employment in your
organisation
https://vpsc.vic.gov.au/resources/karreeta-yirramboi-toolkit/
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