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working environments for 
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About This Booklet 

exploring workforce 
experiences

Over 100 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander workers in health and human 
services participated in the research. 
The research was conducted in regional, 
remote and metropolitan settings as 
well as across government, not-for-profit 
and Aboriginal community controlled 
organisations.

Workforce yarned about challenges they 
experience in their workplaces and the 
ways in which they stay strong. Findings 
were shared with a large group of 
experts (leaders, managers, workforce) 
who then identified strategies to promote 
supportive and respectful workplaces.

Is this GUIDE for you?

This guide is for managers and team 
leaders, to assist them to reflect on 
workplace practices and ways in which 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff 
can be supported. Every organisation 
and manager is different. 

This resource has been informed by an Aboriginal-led research 
project which gathered the views and experiences of the national 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and human services 
workforce.

Together with your staff, you can tailor the 
strategies in this booklet according to your 
organisation’s needs.

how to use this guide 

This guide is a starting point to prompt 
you to think creatively about how you 
support and value your workforce. It shares 
the learnings from the perspective of 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
workforce, and if implemented, will positively 
influence your whole organisation. You may 
like to reflect on the strategies put forward 
here during senior management meetings, 
when creating a workforce strategy, at 
performance appraisals (your own and your 
staff) and at team meetings. 

A companion GUIDE

Sharing our Ways of Staying Strong – 
Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander 
Workforce, is a companion document to this 
resource. That booklet is a guide which can 
be shared and distributed amongst staff in 
your organisation.
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Who are the Aboriginal & Torres 
Strait Islander workforce? 

We come from all over the country and 
carry valuable local knowledge about 
being, doing, thinking and connecting to 
community – Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander ways. 

Community and culture matters 

In health and human services roles, we 
bring our unique lived experiences and 
knowledge about culture and community. 
This enables us to provide appropriate 
and respectful services to our people.  
As Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, working for our community is  
a big deal and for many of us, it’s what 
gets us going every day. 

Our shared history 

It is important to understand that as 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people we are all different and we carry 
different histories. These histories are 
not only ours, they are yours too. The 
shared history of our nation continues to 

We are distinct and unique, representing the diversity 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and 
communities in Australia. 

impact us and our Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities. Being aware 
of these histories and continuing impacts 
is important; we appreciate it when our 
colleagues take the time to learn. 

Despite our traumatic history, we  
maintain our connection to culture, 
language and Country and this is our 
strength. Connecting with our people  
at work to share stories and support  
one another helps us stay strong. 
What is important is feeling valued by  
the workplace for our community and 
cultural knowledge and our cultural  
ways of working.  

Making a difference

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples have always contributed to  
the workforce, both paid and unpaid. 
Having us at the face of service delivery 
is the only way to engage our community, 
build trust, and achieve positive outcomes. 

Our voices are threaded throughout this 
resource. We want to share our stories 
with you to encourage hard conversations 
about the challenges we face and what we 
need to stay strong at work. This resource 
can help to create supportive workplaces 
and working conditions for everyone so 
we can work together to make a real 
difference for our people. 
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COLLECTIVE  
SELF-DETERMINATION 

Self-determination is important to us as Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander workforce, so that we are in control of 
decisions affecting our communities. It means that we can 
make a real difference for our people, ensuring that services 
are provided in a culturally safe way.

We recommend the following:

• Representation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander staff at all 
levels within organisations, including 
growth opportunities to develop the 
necessary leadership skills. 

• Opportunities to create our own 
structures and ways of working 
and to have a voice at the decision-
making table.

• Establish cultural governance 
mechanisms that are formalised, 
adequately resourced and endorsed 
by the executive of the organisation.

1
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CULTURALLY SAFE WORKPLACES

Getting cultural safety right is important 
and requires careful consideration.  
As an organisation, you may reflect  
on the following:

• The terminology and concepts that 
fit your organisation (eg: cultural 
awareness, cultural safety, cultural 
competency, cultural fitness). Which 
concept best suits your organisation 
and the work you do? 

• The actions that individuals and 
teams can take to centre Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander ways of 
working (outcome = cultural safety).

Everyone wants to feel safe at work.  
For us as Aboriginal and Torres Strait  
Islander workforce, this doesn’t just  
mean physical and personal safety, it also  
includes our cultural safety. As an employer,  
you play an important role in providing a  
culturally safe place to work. 

• Understanding what cultural  
harm looks like too (eg: when 
gender roles and responsibilities 
are not respected).

• Whether cultural safety could  
be incorporated as a code  
of conduct. 

What does cultural safety mean in your organisation?

2

Bringing the culture into cultural safety

Engaging with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is 
important. Listen to the community and let them guide you. 
A good way to do this is to establish a paid advisory group to 
guide you on cultural ways of working and cultural protocols 
(eg: best ways to incorporate culture, appropriate language, 
ways of acknowledging Elders, young people).
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How do organisations  
demonstrate cultural SAFETY?

Here are some ideas:

• Organise or attend NAIDOC 
celebrations, Apology day 
lunches, Reconciliation  
Week events. Encourage all  
staff to attend.

• Demonstrate an appreciation 
of and respect for the cultural 
responsibilities and obligations 
experienced by Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
staff (eg: kinship structures, 
cultural obligations, community 
responsibilities, native title 
obligations).

• Determine how breaches of 
cultural safety by staff, clients, 
partner organisations or others will 
be addressed in your organisation.

• Operate in a way that respects 
cultural ways of working and values 
the principles of self-determination 
(our way, our choice).

• Consult and collaborate with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities to ensure the work 
of the organisation is relevant and 
focused on community priorities 
and needs.

• Position Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander staff in leadership and 
decision-making roles.

• Practice cultural protocols 
during events and staff meetings 
(eg: Welcome to Country, 
Acknowledgement of Country 
and smoking ceremonies). 
Consider how all staff are involved, 
contribute or take initiative.

– How do you ensure Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander staff 
are not overburdened with  
these tasks?

– Are non-Indigenous  
staff encouraged to take 
initiative too?
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• What content does the  
training cover? 

• Does it have a specific health or 
human services focus?

• Is the training ongoing or one-off, 
mandatory or optional?

• Is the training online, face-to-face 
or on-Country? 

As a workforce, we think it’s important 
that cultural safety training is mandatory, 
regular and delivered face-to-face for new 
as well as existing staff. Is this possible in 
your workplace?

• To what extent is institutional/
systemic racism addressed in  
the training? 

 Note: this includes exploring 
power, biases and privilege, and 
providing understandings of 
unconscious biases.

• How is the quality of the training 
promoted and measured? 

Cultural safety training

When you are deciding upon facilitators and modes of  
providing cultural safety training, consider the following: 

CULTURALLY SAFE WORKPLACES (cont)2
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CULTURALLY SAFE WORKPLACES (cont) Supportive workplace  
conditions and policies

Here are some of the ways this could 
happen in your organisation:

Incorporate Aboriginal  
and Torres Strait Islander 
Ways of Working 

Consider how your work practices  
are centred around cultural ways of 
doing business and are responsive  
to community needs. Is there support 
from non-Indigenous colleagues  
who are culturally competent and 
understand Aboriginal and Torres  
Strait Islander ways?

3

Workplaces can provide a supportive and enabling 
environment through both conditions and policies. 

Fair Remuneration 

Consider how professional expertise 
as well as cultural knowledge 
and community connections 
are acknowledged through fair 
remuneration within employment 
contracts. Reflect on the wage parity 
that exists between different roles in 
your organisation (eg: Aboriginal Health 
Practitioners and Registered Nurses). 
Also reflect on the employment security 
you are providing Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander staff.

Flexibility for  
Family and Study

Consider how the organisation can 
support staff with family and study 
commitments. This might include study 
leave and flexible work arrangements.

Co-design Job Descriptions 

It may be appropriate to co-design 
Job Descriptions with your staff 
with an agreed set of expectations 
and deliverables that incorporate 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
ways of working.
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Providing Professional 
Supports and Encouraging 
Self-care
• Engage with staff to understand 

what they consider appropriate 
and supportive in relation to formal 
supports (eg: professional cultural 
mentoring services, counselling, 
employee assistance programs). 
It is paramount that these are 
provided in a culturally appropriate 
and genuine manner. 

•  Encourage staff to look after 
themselves with self-care (refer 
to the Workforce companion 
document to understand how  
your staff can do this). 

Harnessing Support  
from Colleagues  
•  Consult with your Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander workforce to 
understand their peer support needs. 

•  Provide opportunities for staff to  
work in supportive and culturally  
safe teams. 

• Provide support to attend forums 
or gatherings with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander colleagues, 
particularly for staff in non-Indigenous 
organisations (such as government 
bodies). 

• Promote peer support through 
debriefing opportunities and 
collaborative working conditions. 

• Remind managers, teams and all 
staff of their duty of care to look  
after each other.

• Consider the possibility of 
establishing a leave exchange system 
where staff can donate leave to 
colleagues in need.

Supportive workplace conditions  
and policies (cont)

3
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Managing Concerns 
• Clearly outline what rights and 

responsibilities staff, management 
and the organisation have in 
relation to reporting and managing 
any concerns. 

• Establish clear policies regarding 
what is and what isn’t appropriate 
that outline formal and informal 
complaint, grievance and 
mediation processes. 

• Ensure your Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander staff are supported 
during these processes, such 
as having a nominated support 
person present. 

• Seek the expertise of an Aboriginal 
or Torres Strait Islander consultant 
to support your HR team to 
navigate processes in a culturally 
safe and appropriate way.
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Supportive workplace conditions  
and policies (cont)

3

Your organisation might like to:

• Employ Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in HR to design 
culturally safe HR processes and 
promote the cultural safety of the 
organisation.

• Understand that humility is central 
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander cultures. During interviews, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander candidates are likely to 
understate their experience and 
be more likely to pass credit to 
others. Reflect on your recruitment 
strategies and how culturally 
appropriate they are. 

• Reflect on how cultural 
competency is assessed during 
recruitment of non-Indigenous 
workforce. Is cultural competency 
listed as an Essential Criteria in 
Job Descriptions and assessed 
during interviews?

• Consider the workforce retention 
strategies you have in place 
and the supports you provide 
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander staff. For example: 

– What supports are provided for 
those working in isolation? 

– How can you enable your 
workforce to frequently connect 
with other Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people?

Have you thought about YOUR RECRUITMENT 
AND RETENTION STRATEGIES?

How do your Human Resources (HR) staff and 
practices positively influence the recruitment and 
retention of your Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
staff and the cultural safety of your organisation?
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support for  
holistic wellbeing 

Aboriginal Health is defined within the Constitution of 

the National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 

Organisation (NACCHO): ‘Aboriginal Health’ means not 

just the physical wellbeing of an individual but refers 

to the social, emotional and cultural wellbeing of the 

whole Community in which each individual is able to 

achieve their full potential as a human being thereby 

bringing about the total wellbeing of their Community.

Holistic wellbeing includes social, emotional, cultural and 
physical wellbeing. For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, collective wellbeing is an additional element.

Checking in with your staff regularly  
(eg: weekly or fortnightly yarns, 
whatever suits you and your 
organisation) is a good way to 
understand their holistic wellbeing 
needs. You could also consider  
annual organisation-wide wellbeing 
audits/surveys.

Encourage your staff to practice self-
care (you might also like to refer your 
staff to the Workforce companion 
document ). The table on the following 
page highlights a range of strategies to 
promote holistic wellbeing.

4
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CULTURAL  
 WELLBEING

Respect and value the 
cultural knowledge and 
community connections  
of your staff.

Weave Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander ways 
of working into workplace 
practices.

Provide cultural mentoring 
opportunities and safe 
spaces to connect eg: for 
yarning circles with Elders.

 

Understand what community 
connections mean for your 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander staff.

Recognise the cultural and 
community obligations of 
staff, such as supporting 
staff to attend community 
events.

SOCIAL  
 WELLBEING

Support attendance at 
external networking events.

Physical  
 WELLBEING

Understand the impact 
of workplace stress on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander staff who may be 
managing complex and/or 
chronic health conditions.

Support the physical 
wellbeing of staff, such  
as onsite gyms, subsidised 
gym membership, walking 
groups. 

Protect the physical  
safety of your workforce 
(eg: through policies to 
ensure home visits are 
undertaken in teams). 

Host annual or bi-annual 
forums to connect staff 
working in different 
departments across large 
organisations. Gatherings 
could be on Country 
(eg: at places of cultural 
significance). 

Establish virtual  
support networks  
when face-to-face  
isn’t possible.

4 support for holistic wellbeing (cont) 

Here are some of the ways your organisation can support the holistic wellbeing 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce:
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Emotional  
 WELLBEING

Understand how grief, loss 
and trauma impact your 
staff. Take into account that 
many clients have complex 
needs and are family or 
kin. This contributes to the 
emotional load experienced 
by Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander staff.

Offer culturally appropriate 
supports, such as traditional 
healers, counselling, 
Employee Assistance 
Programs.

Be mindful of the 
emotional load, community 
responsibilities and cultural 
obligations of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
staff. Redistribute tasks, 
manage peer and workplace 
expectations, and provide 
flexibility as necessary.

COLLECTIVE  
 WELLBEING

Understand the importance 
of connecting and sharing 
knowledge for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
staff.

Provide opportunities for 
staff to support one another 
(eg: by sharing the load 
through debriefing).

As a team, determine an 
agreed strategy around 
sharing concerns and 
identifying solutions. 
Be open to having hard 
conversations and asking 
tough questions.

Know and understand 
what bullying is and 
actively promote respectful 
relationships, such as lateral 
love/violence workshops.
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Growth Opportunities

Upskilling Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce 
benefits both the workforce and clients of your organisation. 

Here are some recommended 
approaches for building the capacity 
of your Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander staff: 

Formal education and  
training opportunities 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
workforce with lived experience and 
community knowledge can benefit 
from support within the workplace 
to gain formal qualifications. Provide 
opportunities for staff to develop and 
understand what the barriers might be 
to achieving this.

cultural mentoring

Consider how the cultural knowledge 
of your workforce can be strengthened 
and supported through workshops, 
cultural mentoring or yarning circles 
with Elders.

Professional Supervision 

Provide opportunities for professional 
supervision so that staff can develop  
in their roles.

Buddy Systems 

Set up buddy systems so that  
workforce can receive guidance from 
and provide guidance to colleagues. 
These relationships are essential 
in providing support and strength 
in dealing with challenges in the 
workplace and sharing strengths. 

Career Pathways and  
Succession Planning 

Identify what pathways are available  
or can be created for staff to grow 
within the organisation, including 
succession planning.

5
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Goal-Setting 

Consider how goal-setting and career 
planning can be incorporated into  
performance reviews: 

• Include short, medium and 
long-term goal-setting. Factor in 
discussions around future study, 
future roles, or retirement planning.

• Consider how to factor in  
goal-setting for short-term  
contract workers.

• Promote individual goal-setting 
aligned with organisational vision 
and values.

Moving or relocating for work and travelling 
for training and education is often a challenge, 
particularly because many of us have to 
manage child care arrangements and other 
caring responsibilities. Think about how training 
opportunities incorporate family responsibilities 
(eg: bringing kids along on study blocks and 
child care provisions).

Leadership Opportunities 

Consider how your organisation 
provides staff with leadership 
experiences. When providing 
opportunities for growth, reflect  
on actions that could be tokenistic  
and potentially harmful despite  
good intentions. 

Ensure staff have the required skill 
set or the necessary supports, and 
provide transitions such as shadowing 
other managers to build capacity and 
confidence.
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Recognise and formalise the cultural 
mentorship your Aboriginal and  
Torres Strait Islander staff provide to 
non-Indigenous colleagues.  
This can be formalised within the 
Job Description. Alternatively, you 
could consider bringing in external 
cultural mentors to remove this 
burden from staff. 

Recognition of  
staff contributions

It is important to recognise the unique strengths of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff and what they  
bring to their roles. Empowering and trusting workforce is 
vital to building confidence.

Acknowledge where your staff rely 
on their community connections as 
an important aspect of their role. 
Give thought to the way your staff 
build and maintain these community 
connections, including supporting 
your staff to attend community 
events, funerals and sorry business. 

6
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Reflect on the organisation’s vision, 
values and culture that foster an 
accountable workplace environment for 
collective self-determination, cultural 
safety, supportive workplace conditions, 
holistic health, celebration of staff 
contributions, and growth opportunities 
for your Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander staff. 

Here are some things to think about:

Organisational Vision
• Whilst this may have been 

established some time ago, reflect 
on what the organisation’s vision or 
mission statement means to you as 
a team (collectively) and each of the 
members of your team (individually).

• Think through how the employment 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander workforce aligns with  
this vision.

Organisational Values
• Consider how your organisation’s  

values promote respect for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
workforce and clients.

• If your workplace is committed to 
improving the health and social 
outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities, what 
value do you place on the staff that 
enable you to realise this vision?

•  How is the lived experience, 
professional qualifications and 
cultural knowledge of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander staff valued and 
harnessed?

• What are your personal values and 
beliefs – how will you as a person 
bring these to your work every day?

Organisational culture

Organisational culture is influenced by  
the organisation’s vision and values  
and also by the people who make up 
your workforce. In this way, organisational 
culture is a dynamic and living thing 
that evolves and changes. All staff can 
contribute to a positive organisational 
culture.

• Are you employing people whose 
personal values align with your 
organisational culture?

•  How are you empowering staff to 
contribute to a positive and supportive 
organisational culture and team 
culture?

•  Recognise the importance of collective 
unity by supporting all staff to organise 
or attend NAIDOC celebrations, 
Apology day lunches, Reconciliation 
Week events (or hosting one as an 
organisation without overburdening 
your Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander staff).

Aligned ORGANISATIONAL 

VISION, VALUES and culture

7
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Committed and Accountable

Formalise your commitment to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander staff and communities by considering 
the following:

• Record your commitment to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
workforce and communities through 
developing a Reconciliation Action 
Plan (RAP) or progressing your 
current RAP to the next level.

• Ensure there is an Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander voice 
influencing your leadership teams. 
This could be done by employing an 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
governance panel to inform policies 
and strategies.

• Design and implement an Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander workforce 
strategy (that includes recruitment 
and retention strategies, growth 
opportunities, leadership pathways) 
and link this to your strategic plan.

• Report on the recruitment and 
retention of Aboriginal and  
Torres Strait Islander staff in  
your annual report.

Valuing and Strengthening – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Workforce
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