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vision &
values
The Business Council of Australia (BCA) brings
together the chief executives of more than
100 of Australia’s leading companies.
For almost 30 years, the BCA has provided
a unique forum for some of Australia’s most
experienced corporate leaders to contribute
to public policy reform that affects business
and the community as a whole.
Our vision is for Australia to be the best place
in the world to live, learn, work and do business.
We believe this vision is entirely realistic and,
through the BCA, members collectively apply
their skills to consider, promote and articulate
the policies Australia needs to achieve it.
By running corporations that generate wealth,
create jobs and connect Australia with the rest
of the world, members play a direct role in
realising Australia’s potential. Their capacity
to plan long term, innovate, respond to new
challenges and solve problems is a hallmark
of their leadership.

The policy approaches advocated by the BCA
are developed on the basis of considered,
evidence-based research and analysis.
We consult widely and forge partnerships
with organisations in different parts of the
community on issues of mutual concern.
We work to make a difference in Australia
by advocating what we believe is right and
demonstrating it through our own actions.
This report, Vision and Values: Working Together
to Close the Gap, is the third annual review
of the Indigenous engagement efforts of the
membership of the BCA. It was compiled with
the assistance of KPMG and is being released
in conjunction with the Business Council of
Australia 2011 Annual Review.

EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
In October 2008, the BCA announced it
would establish an Indigenous engagement
task force comprising member CEOs, and
committed to a series of actions aimed
at enabling better opportunities and
outcomes for Indigenous Australians.
One of these commitments was to raise awareness
about the role that business can play and is playing
in building better opportunities by reporting annually
on the Indigenous engagement strategies, outcomes
and experiences of BCA member companies.
The aim of surveying our members in this way is to:
»» raise awareness about what businesses can do
to help improve opportunities and outcomes for
Indigenous Australians and why they are doing it
»» share information about what is working
»» encourage more businesses to get involved
»» promote collaboration.
This is the BCA’s third annual report on the Indigenous
engagement initiatives of its members. It is by far the
most comprehensive to date.

Many companies are working in partnership with
Indigenous organisations (52 per cent) including in
support of Indigenous business development (50 per
cent). In addition, 53 per cent of respondents seek
to engage Indigenous suppliers, the majority through
their membership of the Australian Indigenous Minority
Supplier Council. Increasing cultural awareness among
non-Indigenous staff and other stakeholders is also
widespread (49 per cent).

The report contains an analysis of information collected
through an online survey conducted for the BCA by
KPMG in June and July 2011. The survey questionnaire
can be found at www.bca.com.au.

The vast majority of respondents with Indigenous
initiatives were able to identify successful initiatives with
examples across each of the major categories (such as
employment, education, and business development).

The 2011 report shows the growing reach of BCA
member company Indigenous engagement activities.
The survey is marked by a tremendous response rate
of 74 per cent of the total BCA membership, of which
81 per cent have implemented Indigenous initiatives.

The key ingredients of success were reported to be strong
leadership, building internal knowledge and ownership,
establishing solid frameworks for engagement,
identifying the right projects and partnerships, and
genuine community engagement and alignment with
community expectations and aspirations.

There is great diversity in the Indigenous initiatives,
innovative approaches and partnerships being
implemented by BCA members, as companies develop
approaches that align with their own values and
objectives. Overall, employment and training, as well
as education and skills development, are the most
prevalent contributions (63 per cent of respondents).
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A conservative aggregation of the survey responses
shows that in the 12 months to July 2011, BCA member
companies took on at least 561 new Indigenous trainees
and 872 new employees. But at least one-third of
companies with Indigenous employment or training
initiatives still identify retention of Indigenous staff as
a significant challenge.
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Implementing effective Indigenous initiatives still involves
considerable challenges. High-level issues identified
include the human and financial resources required,
competing business priorities, identifying potential
Indigenous job candidates and securing internal buy-in.

The 2011 report shows the growing reach of
BCA member company Indigenous engagement
activities. The survey is marked by a tremendous
response rate of 74 per cent of the total
BCA membership, of which 81 per cent have
implemented Indigenous initiatives

Among survey respondents, 17 companies (19 per cent)
reported not having any Indigenous engagement
initiatives. Key barriers to engagement they identified
were the absence of a compelling business case,
limited resources, and not knowing where to start.
Responses from companies – both those with and
without initiatives – point to some clear next steps:
»» sharing

information and best practice (creating
networks and forums, publishing information and
‘how to’ guides)
»» facilitating collaboration (to leverage knowledge
and resources for greater impact)
»» engagement with government (to encourage
government agencies to support successful
business approaches)
»» improve measurement and reporting of
outcomes (better and consistent data collection
and benchmarking of impact not just inputs)
»» continued promotion of a ‘business case’ for
engagement in Indigenous initiatives, which is
not necessarily quantifiable in dollar terms but
can be found in a range of other benefits such
as licence to operate and staff satisfaction.

The survey results demonstrate that BCA members
are showing innovative, problem-solving leadership in
helping to deliver better opportunities and outcomes
for Indigenous Australians. Survey responses also
make clear that the benefits of this engagement flow
both ways.
In 2011, Australia’s leading businesses and their chief
executives are optimistic about their capacity to make
a positive difference.
Throughout this report, the term ‘Indigenous’ is used to
describe Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
Reference to companies or respondents relates only
to BCA member companies that participated in the
2011 survey.
The report is presented in three sections. A summary
of results for all respondents to the survey (88 in total)
is presented in the ‘Key facts and figures’ section of the
report. Thereafter, the report looks at two sub-samples
of respondents: those with Indigenous initiatives in place
(71 respondents in total); and those that do not have
initiatives in place (17 respondents in total). The aim of
this approach is to enable a clearer discussion of the
factors relevant to each group.

Executive Summary
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KEY FACTS AND FIGURES
Eighty-eight BCA members participated in the 2011 survey, representing 74 per cent of the total membership.
Seventy-one survey respondents have implemented Indigenous engagement initiatives, representing
81 per cent of all survey respondents.

Exhibit 1
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Looking
across
industry sectors,
there is particularly strong engagement by companies in the business and
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professional services, mining, finance and insurance, energy and construction sectors.

Exhibit 2
Has your company implemented any Indigenous initiatives?		
NUMBER OF COMPANIES BY SECTOR
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There is considerable diversity in the types of Indigenous engagement initiatives implemented by BCA members.

Exhibit 3
Diversity of approach
PER CENT OF ALL RESPONDENTS
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49%
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41%
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PRO BONO SERVICES

19%
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19%

TAILORED PRODUCTS AND SERVICES

9%
23%

OTHER

Initiatives are not mutually exclusive and most
companies have multiple initiatives. Among all
survey respondents:
»» 63 per cent have employment-related initiatives
in place
»» 63 per cent have education and skills initiatives
in place

»» 52

per cent partner with Indigenous organisations
per cent have initiatives related to Indigenous
business development
»» 49 per cent have initiatives targeting cultural
awareness and knowledge.
»» 50

Key facts and figures
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Forty-nine per cent of all respondents (43 companies) have formal Indigenous employment or traineeship strategies.
These are structured approaches to sustainably lift the representation of Indigenous people in their workforces.

Exhibit 4
Indigenous employment or traineeship strategy in place
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Companies are using their business relationships to drive broader change. In 2011, 45 per cent of all respondents
(40 companies) encouraged business partners to also develop Indigenous initiatives.

Exhibit 5
DO YOU ENCOURAGE BUSINESS PARTNERS TO DEVELOP INDIGENOUS INITIATIVES?
NUMBER OF COMPANIES
48
40
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NO
YES
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NO

2011
YES

Data from previous surveys has been included in a number of exhibits in this section. It is important to note that the
approach taken with the 2011 survey was to encourage greater participation among BCA member companies without
Indigenous initiatives in place as well as by companies with strategies that are still at an early stage. As such, caution
should be exercised in comparing data and results across surveys.
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COMPANIES WITH
INDIGENOUS INITIATIVES
MOTIVES FOR ENGAGEMENT
The reasons behind BCA members implementing initiatives are varied
and often interlinked. Key motivations include licence to operate and
grow, corporate responsibility, diversity, customer alignment and
personal leadership.
Licence to operate and grow
For many companies operating in remote locations the need to obtain and
maintain access to land and the benefits of working more collaboratively
with local Indigenous communities to achieve this have underpinned their
Indigenous engagement initiatives. Maintaining a social licence to operate
is fundamental to future growth and delivering sustained shareholder returns.
Respondents operating in remote communities highlight the benefits of
investing in local community development and in securing a reliable local
workforce. As an example of the benefits, one respondent noted that their
Indigenous employees on site have the highest retention rate and that this
results in significantly lower recruitment costs.

Key motivations for companies
with Indigenous initiatives include
maintaining a social licence to
operate, corporate responsibility,
diversity, customer alignment
and personal leadership

COMPANIES WITH INDIGENOUS INITIATIVES
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Exhibit 6
THOUGHTS FROM DAVID PEEVER, MANAGING DIRECTOR, RIO TINTO AUSTRALIA

On the rationale

The business case for Rio to engage is strong. Having
said that, I think over the 15 years we’ve been on
this journey our own empathy with the issues and
challenges has evolved.
So while the business imperative is the primary driver,
improving the situation of Indigenous Australians
represents the country’s biggest social issue. The
fact that a company like Rio can be at the forefront
of positive change in this area also fits very well with
our values.
As an Australian, it’s really positive to be able to
work for a company that’s committed to making a
difference in this area. Through our own programs
we have made a difference – nine per cent of our
workforce are Indigenous.
For my part, in my last few years at high school we
lived in a town not far from Cherbourg mission so I
played football with a lot of Aboriginal boys. As I got
to know a lot of them, it always struck me how good
they were at sport and then they’d get to 15 or 16
and they would disappear from the sporting scene.
Working at Rio at this time allows me to be part of
making a difference in a small way. There’s lots to
do and it’s very hard work. But if we are going to
be successful, for our own business and for the
country, it probably needs to be hard.
On the ingredients of success

There is no magic wand, but what we have learnt, not
only in Australia but from our work with communities
around the world, is that the first thing you need to do
is to seek to understand people and their communities
at a cultural level and then to build capacity.
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It’s a very long-term approach whereby those first
two steps of understanding and capacity building
lead to a place of agreement and that’s the way
we want to work. Arrangements that are arrived at
through agreement and negotiation, as distinct from
rules or laws, give durability to what you’re doing.
We learnt from the Bougainville experience in PNG,
where we were operating within a legislative framework.
We are always at varying stages in varying places
across our business. All communities are different
and one size doesn’t fit all.
On lessons for government

When you look at the money government spends in
this area, I think we should pick an area, identify the
problems we need to overcome, remove all of the red
tape and work out how we might go about solving
them. There is no shortage of goodwill and there
appears to be no shortage of money but it just isn’t
being well spent.
Business has to find solutions because we have the
imperative; we have to stay focused on what works
and then deliver an outcome for shareholders.
On getting started

Companies that don’t have such a strong business
case should still be part of this process. My suggestion
would be to support programs that have been
successful and demonstrated clear outcomes,
like keeping kids in school or creating pathways
into the workplace.

Corporate responsibility
For companies not operating in remote locations,
changing community expectations and a greater
focus in the national agenda on addressing Indigenous
disadvantage have been important motives for
Indigenous engagement initiatives.
Respondents see business playing a positive role in
creating new and better opportunities for Indigenous
individuals and communities. Equally, Indigenous

engagement initiatives allow companies to demonstrate
their values and social contribution in a practical way,
and provide an opportunity for employees to contribute
directly to the community. As a result, Indigenous
initiatives can benefit companies in terms of enhanced
reputation, improved employee engagement and the
ability to attract and retain employees.

Exhibit 7
THOUGHTS FROM STEVE McCANN, CHIEF EXECUTIVE, LEND LEASE

On the rationale

At Lend Lease, it is fundamental to our values that
everyone should be treated with dignity and respect.
Promoting respect and support for the heritage, culture
and needs of Indigenous communities is in keeping
with that. As a listed Australian company, we are also
in a position to make a positive contribution.
The business case for Indigenous engagement is
difficult to quantify from a financial perspective but
it is something employees take pride in and the
support it generates among investors, clients and
government partners makes good business sense.
In a recent survey we undertook of staff, 90 per cent
were in favour of us developing a Reconciliation Action
Plan (RAP) and the activities in it. The only other thing
staff scored that highly was safety, which is something
we talk about with them every single day.
On listening

Sometimes assumptions are made that we know
the answers whereas what we should be doing is
engaging with Indigenous communities to understand
what they consider their needs to be.
It is astonishing how much money has been invested
in this area with so little to show for it. Feedback we

often get from community partners is that investments
are made in activities that seem a good idea at the
time, but no one asks the right questions of the local
community about how we should engage and how
they want to invest in their own future.
Anything we do as a business requires a convincing
case and measurable milestones against which we
can go back and check our performance. The same
discipline is required here.
Problem-solving skills are an integral part of how we
do business. If the task is defined well, business people
ought to be able to find the solution. In Indigenous
engagement, often it’s that first stage that presents
the problem.
On early learnings

As we develop our RAP, we are making choices
all the time. We have had to make decisions about
where we can make the biggest difference and go
about it in a way that best aligns with the way we
think as an organisation.
If we spread our efforts too widely, we can’t be
effective. It’s better to narrow down areas and
deliver some outcomes rather than try to boil
the ocean.

COMPANIES WITH INDIGENOUS INITIATIVES
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Diversity
A number of companies indicated that their Indigenous
initiatives are motivated by diversity objectives and a
desire to better align their workforce with their customer
base and the communities in which they operate.
For others, progress with gender diversity programs
appears to have emboldened them to address broader
diversity agendas, including through Indigenous diversity
initiatives. In some instances, the demonstrated success
and benefits of Indigenous peoples strategies in
overseas operations have led them to pursue such
initiatives in Australia.
Customer alignment
Some companies have developed new products and
services targeting Indigenous customers to capture
market opportunities and a broader customer base.
Others have developed Indigenous initiatives in response
to competition from peers and/or because major clients
were doing so.
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Personal leadership
A majority of survey respondents highlighted the key role
of leadership from the top in instigating and maintaining
Indigenous initiatives.
Chief executives or other senior executives were
consistently credited with making sure initiatives got off
the ground and were properly supported. In some cases
this personal leadership reflects a view that it is in the
company’s best interests. For some it is a case of leaders
listening and responding to the interests and initiative of
their employees. And for others, survey responses
indicate that business playing its part in improving
Indigenous opportunities is seen by their chief executives
as simply the ‘right thing to do’.
As an interesting aside, survey responses point to the
positive impact of CEOs, board members and other
senior executives taking the time to visit Indigenous
communities. Such trips help to improve knowledge and
understanding of Indigenous culture and circumstance.

Exhibit 8
THOUGHTS FROM RALPH NORRIS, OUTGOING CHIEF EXECUTIVE,
COMMONWEALTH BANK OF AUSTRALIA

On the rationale

For a group of Australians to be under-represented
to this extent, in business and so many areas of
Australian life, is unacceptable. I believe that where
businesses have the capability, and I think most BCA
members do, to provide a hand-up (as opposed to
a hand-out), we have a moral responsibility to do so.
It comes down to making sure people have the
opportunity to participate more fully in the economy
and national life in general.
When I look at the New Zealand experience, despite
some persistent problems, real progress has been
made. There are, of course, advantages in New
Zealand in that the country is smaller without the
remoteness of many Indigenous communities here.
As well as avoiding the tyranny of distance issues,
it means that the disadvantage people face is more
obvious to the broader population. It can be seen
in their own backyard while many Australians are
insulated from the reality of the disadvantage.
On business solutions

Business leaders have skills that can help address
these challenges but, more than that, they have skills
within the organisations they lead. Chief executives
can provide leadership in deploying these skills
and assisting with training and job opportunities for
Indigenous communities.
Engagement is required at different levels to overcome
this inherent disadvantage, through working with
communities on a range of initiatives covering
community building, basic education around numeracy
and literacy, vocational programs and small business.
In our case we work with communities around small
business opportunities, mentoring and governance.
At the education level we provide high school
scholarships and at the vocational level work
experience programs.

While government has a role to play, change, in my
view, is best driven by people who really care and
want to make a difference rather than driven by a
bureaucratic process.
On getting started

First and foremost, it comes down to putting aside
preconceived ideas and having a willingness to open
yourself up to really understanding what the issues
are and how your organisation can contribute.
Getting an understanding of the culture and the
social structures is really important. We have a
number of people who have gone out into remote
communities and have had the benefit of interacting
with Indigenous people in their communities. I have
done this myself, and it makes a real difference in
understanding the issues.
It’s all very well to read about something but it’s
always much better to experience it, to talk to people,
understand the issues they face and how we might
help them improve the situation. I’m a great believer
in a hand-up, rather than hand-out approach.
It’s also important to understand why we are doing it.
Getting involved for some commercial gain or benefit
doesn’t work, nor does it work to be doing it as charity.
The founder of the Australian Indigenous Minority
Supplier Council, Michael McLeod, is a fabulous
example of the kind of determination we want to
support. He told me straight up that he didn’t want
me to give him my business because I saw it as
some sort of charity. He wanted us to give him the
opportunity to demonstrate that he could provide us
with a quality and very competitive business solution.
Indigenous engagement needs to come from a
position of genuinely wanting to make a contribution
and add value where Indigenous people are working
to help themselves.

COMPANIES WITH INDIGENOUS INITIATIVES
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GETTING STARTED: STRUCTURED ENGAGEMENT
A key area of interest is how companies go about developing effective initiatives. Companies adopt many different
methods of engagement, but strong and consistent themes emerge around internal ownership and knowledge,
structured processes, and partnerships.
Internal ownership and knowledge
Companies that want to see something done and done well make someone accountable for it. This approach applies
equally to Indigenous initiatives. In 2011, two-thirds of companies with Indigenous initiatives have a dedicated employee
or team responsible for overseeing them.

Exhibit 9
COMPANIES WITH DEDICATED OVERSIGHT OF INDIGENOUS INITIATIVES	
NUMBER OF COMPANIES WITH INITIATIVES
47
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These individuals or teams may not initially have extensive expertise with Indigenous initiatives, but knowledge is built
through targeted recruitment and engagement with external stakeholders.
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Seventy-seven per cent of companies with Indigenous initiatives turn to external sources for advice, and usually
more than one. Key external stakeholders include Indigenous leaders, Indigenous organisations, other community
organisations, consultants, educational institutions, job service providers, government agencies, other businesses
and industry groups including the BCA.

Exhibit 10
SOURCES OF EXTERNAL ADVICE
PER CENT OF COMPANIES SEEKING ADVICE
UTILISING THESE SOURCES
73%

INDIGENOUS ORGANISATIONS
AUSTRALIAN INDIGENOUS MINORITY SUPPLIER COUNCIL

49%

COMMUNITY ORGANISATIONS

49%
49%

GOVERNMENT
OTHER

45%

RECONCILIATION AUSTRALIA

45%
35%

OTHER COMPANIES

24%

AUSTRALIAN EMPLOYMENT COVENANT
BUSINESS COUNCIL OF AUSTRALIA

18%

Companies report that a key factor in the successful adoption and progression of Indigenous initiatives is focusing
clearly on how external advice and expectations align with internal business values and objectives. Strategies
built around shared values and mutual benefit are more likely to have a positive impact and be sustained.
The benefits of clear internal governance and accountability around Indigenous initiatives are further enhanced
by the support of strong internal champions at the top and throughout an organisation.

COMPANIES WITH INDIGENOUS INITIATIVES
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Exhibit 11
STARTING THE JOURNEY: THE WOOLWORTHS EXPERIENCE
Woolworths has had Indigenous engagement
initiatives for around 18 months, in the form of
employment and pre-employment training. After
some early work to identify the best approach, the
company began trialling different pre-employment
programs to identify how to support a successful
transition to employment and promote high
retention levels. A key principle was ensuring that
pre-employment training was only offered where there
were identifiable job opportunities on completion.
Once initial support and commitment had been built
across the business, a steering committee of
representatives was formed to work on the
development of a RAP. The purpose of the RAP,
which was launched in June 2011, was to consolidate
Woolworths’ initiatives and promote greater buy-in
across the business.
The Woolworths RAP took over a year to develop
and involved extensive consultations with Indigenous
and non-Indigenous staff across the business,
as well as its external Indigenous stakeholders.
The process provided a formal structure for
developing and monitoring initiatives, and engaging
senior executives and employees more broadly.
Rather than seeking advice from one particular
group, Woolworths had discussions with a
wide range of people about the development

of its Indigenous engagement strategies. While
this process was useful, ultimately the team
felt it needed to develop a strategy that was very
specific to their business.
Working collaboratively with organisations provided
an important basis for the company’s approach.
These partnerships evolved over time and involved
an element of trial and error. Woolworths identified
some potential partners based on the recommendations
of others; however, a number of Indigenous groups
also approached them directly.
Woolworths’ strategy aims to identify the needs and
develop the capacity of Indigenous employees to
enable long-term career progression. The strategy
also incorporates cultural awareness activities such
as Acknowledgement of Country at key business
functions, the celebration of Indigenous events like
NAIDOC week and cultural awareness training for
non-Indigenous staff. Building relationships with
stakeholder groups and communities, and driving
communication across the business are also an
ongoing focus.
The main lesson from Woolworths’ experience thus
far is that time and effort are well spent in building
Indigenous strategies that are most appropriate
for your business and most likely to achieve
stakeholders’ shared goals.

As one of the largest employers in Australia, we recognise the significant
practical contribution we can make towards closing the gap for
Indigenous Australians. We can do this by providing opportunities
through employment, better education and building relationships with
Indigenous businesses. We also recognise the role we have as an
organisation, to take all our employees on this reconciliation journey,
through building better understanding and respect.
– Grant O’Brien, Chief Executive Officer, Woolworths Limited

It is important to be prepared to continually work at this and to view
Indigenous engagement as a journey. As the strategy evolves,
commitment will build as will credibility and trust. There are no quick
wins in this space; you must chip away at it slowly.
– Estelle Olstein, Diversity Manager, Corporate Human Resources, Woolworths Limited
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Structured processes
Survey responses show that structured or formal
processes for engagement can play an important role in
the development of appropriate Indigenous initiatives.
For some companies the adoption of certain processes
is a requirement of doing business. Indigenous Land
Use Agreements (ILUAs), which are used by companies
to negotiate with Indigenous people who hold native
title to lands or waters the company is seeking to access,
are one example. In other situations, companies may
face formal procedural requirements related to the
protection of Indigenous cultural heritage and/or as part
of government tendering or project approval processes.
Beyond these types of required procedures, companies
are adopting other frameworks or processes for

engagement, such as RAPs, to guide their actions
and initiatives. RAPs provide a framework to enable
companies to pursue reconciliation and formalise
their contribution to closing the gap on Indigenous
disadvantage by committing to clear actions and targets.
The 2011 survey shows that 22 BCA companies have
launched RAPs.
According to survey respondents the key benefits
of RAPs (in order of frequency of response) are:
»» enhanced accountability around commitments
and actions including through regular reporting
»» improved staff awareness of initiatives
»» as a planning tool
»» articulation of the business case.

Initially, our RAP enabled us to articulate a business case. Now, it provides
a framework that allows the business to make commitments and form
partnerships that align with our reconciliation goals and strategy. This
framework holds us accountable to our annual commitments and is
directly linked to the firm’s strategic plan. The annual reporting process
enables us to clearly articulate the achievements of the business and
future areas of focus. This has formed the basis of a strong employee
engagement and communications strategy as messages are based in
measurable outcomes.
–S
 urvey respondent

COMPANIES WITH INDIGENOUS INITIATIVES
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Exhibit 12
STARTING THE JOURNEY: THE LEND LEASE EXPERIENCE
Lend Lease’s long-term vision is to increase the
representation of Indigenous employees within the
property and construction sector. Given its history
in training and skilling, Lend Lease chose this as
the centrepiece of its engagement initiatives.
Throughout the 80s and 90s, the ACTU–Lend Lease
Foundation trained thousands of young people for
employment in the industry. Building on this legacy,
and conscious of the need to deliver on participation
plans for government and other clients, Lend Lease
decided it needed to take a structured approach
to Indigenous development that would reflect the
diverse nature of the sector.
The company chose to do this through the
development of a RAP, which was launched in
September this year after 18 months of development.
In the view of Lend Lease, the benefits of the RAP
process included partnering with the Indigenous
community, having a template to work within, and
a governance structure for annually reporting on
commitments and actions. The guidance offered
by Reconciliation Australia was very helpful and the
process was useful in garnering internal buy-in. This
internal support has been very positive for Lend
Lease and the next step is channelling it into action.

Partnerships
Another way companies seek to structure effective
Indigenous initiatives is by forming genuine and ongoing
partnerships with Indigenous communities and
organisations, and with other community organisations.
Collaboration and formal partnerships are a hallmark
of BCA member company Indigenous engagement
activities. Around two-thirds of survey respondents
with initiatives in place have ongoing partnerships
with Indigenous organisations.
Survey respondents provided an extensive list of
organisations they partner with. Frequently cited
partners include (in alphabetical order): Australian
Indigenous Education Foundation (AIEF), Australian
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Lend Lease considers the partnership aspect to be
one of the most important elements of its Indigenous
engagement strategy. Each partnership is closely
aligned to the company’s RAP objectives and its
business objectives, namely education, skilling and
training opportunities. Partnerships with Yalari, the
Australian Indigenous Mentoring Experience (AIME),
CareerTrackers and the National Centre of Indigenous
Excellence enable Lend Lease to provide support
and opportunities to Indigenous people of all ages,
helping to ensure there is a pipeline of qualified
people from school through to employment.
Lend Lease has faced barriers in developing and
implementing its Indigenous engagement initiatives.
One was identifying and measuring the number of
Indigenous employees within the company. Another
was simply the demand on resources. Lend Lease
continues to work through these issues in the context
of developing and implementing the strategy.
The key lesson from Lend Lease’s experience is the
importance of being patient, seeking out the right
partners and getting the model right to begin with.
The company has invested a lot of time in the initial
stage of developing its RAP strategy with the
community and stakeholders to ensure it can
practically deliver outcomes in the long term.

Indigenous Leadership Centre (AILC), Australian
Indigenous Mentoring Experience (AIME), Australian
Indigenous Minority Supplier Council (AIMSC),
CareerTrackers, Jawun Indigenous Corporate
Partnerships (Jawun), National Centre of Indigenous
Excellence (NCIE), and Reconciliation Australia.
These organisations are listed at the end of this report.

KEY INITIATIVES
Summary
The considerable diversity in the Indigenous initiatives being implemented by BCA members is consistent with
companies pursuing strategies that are aligned with their business objectives and which reflect the expectations
and aspirations of the communities in which they operate.
BCA members are large employers, with many having national reach. It is not surprising therefore that the most
common initiatives reported by survey respondents relate to employment and traineeships, and education and
skills development. That said, companies tend to have multiple initiatives in place, so there is a high degree of
engagement in other areas.

Exhibit 13
KEY INITIATIVES
NUMBER OF COMPANIES
IMPLEMENTING THESE INITIATIVES
55

EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINEESHIPS

55

EDUCATION AND SKILLS

46

PARTNERING WITH INDIGENOUS ORGANISATIONS

44

INDIGENOUS BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT

43

CULTURAL AWARENESS

38

CAREER DEVELOPMENT AND MENTORING

36

DIRECT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE

20

OTHER

17

PRO BONO SERVICES
TAILORED PRODUCTS AND SERVICES

8

These broad categorisations provide some insight into the range and focus of company initiatives, but do not do
justice to the innovativeness of many of the specific initiatives being implemented. Further detail is provided below,
with particular emphasis on employment initiatives. The case studies and interviews in this report also attempt to
present further insights, but it is beyond the scope of this report to cover in detail the breadth of individual programs
being implemented by BCA member companies.
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Employment and traineeship initiatives
Of the 55 companies with initiatives related to
employment or traineeships, 43 have formal
employment/traineeship strategies that aim to
systematically lift Indigenous employment levels
in their organisations.
In previous BCA surveys the ability to identify and recruit
so-called ‘job ready’ Indigenous candidates was
reported as a key challenge in employment strategies.
This continues to be the case, but the latest survey
results demonstrate an evolution in the approaches
being used by businesses to respond to this challenge.
The 2011 responses show a higher degree of consistency
in approach, at least in terms of the fundamental steps to
achieve successful employment outcomes, and greater
focus by companies in investing in the work readiness
of prospective Indigenous employees.
The key steps identified repeatedly by respondents include:
»» greater focus on specialised recruitment methods
and processes, including more proactive engagement
with government and community organisations with
expertise in Indigenous employment
»» appropriate pre-employment training programs
»» work experience prior to employment
»» ongoing mentoring
»» a guaranteed job on successful completion of training.
There is also a clear focus on traineeships as a means of
achieving sustainable employment outcomes. Fifty-one
companies offer formal pathways from traineeships into
full-time employment.
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Work readiness
Thirty-two companies reported that they run their own
tailored pre-employment programs to ensure potential
Indigenous employees are work ready, based on their
business needs.
These programs are variously addressed to corporate
values and expectations, fitness for work (including
issues related to drug and alcohol use), industry or
workplace-specific skills, and gaps in basic employability
skills (including literacy and numeracy).
The nature and duration of pre-employment training
vary across businesses and sectors and according to
the needs of job candidates. Companies typically report
programs that run for two to five weeks, although one
respondent noted that some pre-employment programs
had taken as long as four months to address basic
literacy and numeracy issues.
Pre-employment training coupled with cultural
awareness training for other employees can help
to ensure that there is mutual understanding and
respect, as well as clarity around expectations for
both employers and employees. This is important
to achieving successful and sustainable Indigenous
employment outcomes.

Exhibit 14
PROGRESSIVE APPROACHES TO INDIGENOUS EMPLOYMENT – NON-LANGUAGE
APTITUDE TESTING: RIO TINTO
BCA member companies use a variety of tools
and techniques to help overcome the barriers
to increased levels of Indigenous employment.
One key barrier, particularly in rural and regional
Australia, is the low level of literacy and numeracy
in many Indigenous communities.
An approach developed by two Australian
psychologists, commonly referred to as the ‘Q Test’,
has found a way to remove the cultural bias relating
to literacy and numeracy by using a language-free
test, based on memory, patterns and routines.
The test is aimed at identifying the capacity of
an individual to learn and their likelihood of being
successful in a training situation.
Rio Tinto utilises the Q Test in recruitment for a range
of roles at its Weipa mine in Cape York. Information
from the test supports the development of training
schemes that are more effective for employees with
low literacy levels. Incorporating the Q Test into the
mine’s recruitment processes has supported diversity
across the workforce and helped the company induct
and train people who have limited literacy and
numeracy skills.

The Q Test has also been introduced recently into
Rio Tinto’s Work Ready programs in the Pilbara.
These programs, which have been run in a number
of communities since 2006, are aimed at providing
unemployed Indigenous people with the basic skills
needed to get into and stay in full-time employment.
The programs provide candidates with mentoring
and a mixture of vocational, life and workplace skills
development.
The Q Test is used to categorise observed potential
as well as identify talent that might not otherwise
have been recognised within participants of the
programs. This information can be flagged with
prospective employers to ensure a recruit is provided
with appropriate opportunities.
The Roebourne Regional Prison uses the Q Test to
assess prisoners wishing to join the Work Ready
programs run through the prison with support from
Rio Tinto. The information obtained is used together
with other relevant material in deciding on suitable
candidates for the course.
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Indigenous employment trends
Identifying Indigenous employees
Whereas in the past many companies have not sought to identify Indigenous employees in their existing workforce,
more now report doing so (42 in total).
As they develop processes to enable Indigenous employees to self-identify, companies often discover that they have
many Indigenous employees already in their workforce.

Exhibit 15
DO YOU SEEK TO IDENTIFY INDIGENOUS EMPLOYEES?
NUMBER OF COMPANIES
42
29

24

21

NO
YES

2010
NO

2011
YES

Current levels of Indigenous employment
Based on survey responses from companies that seek to identify Indigenous employees, 15 companies have
50 or fewer identified Indigenous employees, 6 companies reported between 51 and 100 Indigenous employees,
while 21 companies have more than 100 identified Indigenous employees.

Exhibit 16
INDIGENOUS EMPLOYMENT LEVELS
NUMBER OF INDIGENOUS EMPLOYEES
501+

6

251–500

6
9

101–250

6

51–100
21–50

2

<20

20

NUMBER OF
COMPANIES

Business Council of AustraliA
vision and values: Working together to close the Gap

13

Growth in Indigenous employment
Not all companies with Indigenous employment and traineeship strategies in place reported data on the outcomes
of these strategies over the past 12 months, however, many of those that did have reported significant increases
over the year in new trainees and employees. A conservative aggregation of the survey responses, using the minimum
number in each range, indicates that BCA member companies took on at least 561 new Indigenous trainees and
872 new Indigenous employees in the 12 months to mid-2011.

Exhibit 17
INCREASE IN INDIGENOUS TRAINEES AND EMPLOYEES
NUMBER OF NEW INDIGENOUS TRAINEES
IN THE 12 MONTHS TO MID-2011
51+

6
1
8

11–20

11

UNDER 11

8

NONE
NUMBER OF COMPANIES

12

51+

5

31–50
21–30

NUMBER OF NEW INDIGENOUS EMPLOYEES
IN THE 12 MONTHS TO MID-2011

31–50

4

21–30

4

11–20

4
8

UNDER 11

7

NONE
NUMBER OF COMPANIES

At least 561 new Indigenous trainees
and 872 new Indigenous employees have
been hired by survey respondents in the
12 months to mid-2011
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The role of employment targets
Thirty-two companies reported that they have specific
Indigenous employment targets or goals (relative to the
43 companies that have formal employment or traineeship
strategies). For some companies targets provide a clear
sign of intent, drive greater accountability and ultimately
better outcomes.
Other companies choose not to adopt targets for a range
of reasons. Some put precedence on improving internal
processes and methods to ensure they are able to deliver
quality employment outcomes with high retention rather
than risking too great a focus on achieving absolute
employment numbers. And some companies can be
reluctant to set targets until they have a better sense of
what is realistically achievable.
Of companies with specific Indigenous employment
targets, 31 per cent report progress against targets as
incremental, 41 per cent report steady progress and
28 per cent report strong progress towards their goals.
Retention
Retaining Indigenous employees continues to present
challenges for a significant number of companies. At least
one-third of companies with Indigenous employment and
training initiatives report that they have difficulty retaining
Indigenous employees.
Developing and maintaining skills and job readiness for
sustained employment are key retention issues for employers.
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Cultural fit and diverging expectations between employees
and employers can present additional difficulties.
For employees working on extended rosters, returning
from community can be difficult. And a number of
employers cite the adverse impact of ‘humbug’ (a term
often used to refer to begging, demanding money from
relatives and domestic violence in Indigenous
communities) and the influences of alcohol and drugs
during these periods away from work.
The transition to work is also a challenging time, particularly
for younger people juggling new jobs, further study or
training and family and community responsibilities.
Companies note that appropriate mentoring helps smooth
transitions and boost retention.
It also appears that companies are still working to
appropriately respond to and incorporate Indigenous
cultural and community responsibilities in their processes
and policies, including through formalised cultural leave
policies. In addition, some companies do not yet have
processes that reliably track the career progression of
Indigenous employees. As such it is difficult to
systematically gauge the ongoing success of their
employment strategies.
Companies are also reporting increased competition
for and poaching of Indigenous employees.

Exhibit 18
RETAINING INDIGENOUS EMPLOYEES: LESSONS FROM TRANSFIELD SERVICES
Retention was identified as an issue for a number of
member companies, with at least one-third of survey
respondents indicating their company had difficulty
retaining Indigenous staff. Respondents identified job
readiness as the most common obstacle though a
number also highlighted cultural issues and company
processes.

raising awareness, stressing the importance of
Indigenous employment for the company, as well
as providing information on language, connection
to land, sea and family, and kinship. Transfield
Services has two Indigenous Development Managers
who work in the field with both Indigenous and
non-Indigenous employees.

Transfield Services takes a strategic approach to
Indigenous employment including a strong focus on
retention. Indigenous employees currently represent
around 3 per cent of the Transfield workforce with
a retention rate of 79 per cent over the last 12 to 18
months. The company attributes its success to
strong community engagement and relationships,
cultural awareness training, mentoring, and
continued efforts to understand and address the
challenges faced by Indigenous employees.

Mentoring plays an important role in supporting
Indigenous retention. In Transfield Services,
mentoring is offered to Indigenous employees when
they join the company and begins within four weeks,
delivered either by supervisors within the company
or external mentors. External mentors are used in
cases where there is an ongoing prior relationship
with the employee. Internal mentors are provided
with training and support through Indigenous
Development Managers.

Building strong relationships with local Indigenous
communities early on is seen by Transfield Services
as a critical step in supporting the retention of
Indigenous employees. These initial relationships
help in identifying potential Indigenous candidates
but also enable the company to gain a broader
understanding of the needs and concerns of
communities. This ensures Transfield Services is
able to provide appropriate support to Indigenous
employees, and work through any issues with them
and the community.

The final element of Transfield Services’ approach
is its commitment to understanding and resolving
issues faced by Indigenous employees. To this end,
targeted interviews were held recently to survey
all Indigenous employees on their experiences
working at Transfield Services. Exit interviews are
also held with any Indigenous employees who leave
the business.

The company’s Indigenous participation strategy
includes a cultural learning pathway for nonIndigenous employees. The training focuses on

Transfield Services explains its approach as
being about Indigenous ‘participation’ rather
than ‘employment’. While the company aims to
achieve high employment targets, it recognises
the importance, first and foremost, of providing
a supportive working environment.

While aiming high is important, meeting your targets isn’t the
be-all and end-all because you are going to learn along the way.
While employing a hundred people is fantastic, employing one
person is still a significant contribution. It needs to be seen as
a contribution we can make to a person’s life.
– Neil Birtchnell, GM Business Community Investment, Transfield Services
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Career development
Companies have developed a range of strategies
to better support career development and retention.
Most prevalent is the use of mentors or career coaches.
In some instances external programs, supported by
Indigenous recruitment/employment consultants,
have been developed for Indigenous employees.
More broadly companies strive to ensure that Indigenous
employees have full access to their mainstream career
development and leadership programs, underpinned
by commitments to diversity.
Education and skills
School completion rates and the quality of education
outcomes for Indigenous students remain key issues
for companies looking to lift Indigenous employment.
Companies continue to report that finding Indigenous
job seekers with the core skills needed for employment
is not easy. This explains the continuing strong focus by
companies on Indigenous education and skills initiatives.

There is a broad range of initiatives being implemented
and supported by BCA members such as:
»» increasing

school retention, including through
programs that:
−	link participation in sports programs with
school attendance
−	provide mentoring for students such as the
Australian Indigenous Mentoring Experience
−	support community Elders to drive
school attendance

»» scholarships,

including through the Australian
Indigenous Education Foundation and Yalari
»» partnerships with schools to:
−	raise awareness among Indigenous students
of career prospects in business and what it
takes to realise these opportunities
− provide work experience
− enable traineeships and job pathways
− support school leaders and build capacity.

Exhibit 19
INTERVIEW WITH ADAM LINFORTH, AUSTRALIAN INDIGENOUS
MENTORING EXPERIENCE

AIME partners volunteer university students in one-on-one mentoring relationships with Indigenous
high school students with the purpose of increasing high school completion rates and university
admission rates.
AIME has grown from supporting 25 students at one
school in 2005 to more than 1000 students from 75
schools today. The success of the program is in the
figures – our students are progressing through school
at almost the same rate as non-Indigenous students.
We have around 20 corporate partners and we
wouldn’t be able to deliver the program without
them. They have played an incredibly important
role in helping us to grow over the six years.
Our supporters back us both financially and by
making their staff and resources available to us.
As well as allowing us to deliver the program, they
help us access professional skills and experience
we wouldn’t be able to find or afford otherwise.
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This has been particularly important in developing
our staff, half of whom are Indigenous.
We also get other in-kind support such as IT,
accommodation and flights. With in-kind support
amounting to over $1 million a year, it’s very
significant in allowing us to develop the program
to reach more Indigenous students and more
volunteers.
Before we partner with a corporate supporter,
we make sure there’s a cultural fit for both of us.
We’re interested in building a sustainable program.
Because we are working to increase the high school
completion rates of Indigenous students we need
partners who are with us for the long term.

Exhibit 20
BHP BILLITON FUNDS SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAM
BHP Billiton recently announced that it would donate
$4.27 million to fund new scholarships in partnership
with the Australian Indigenous Education Foundation.
The AIEF will match BHP’s funding over 10 years.
BHP head of iron ore, Ian Ashby, said the company
already made significant investment in early

childhood areas and it aimed to build sustainable
communities where it mined. “We want to give the
Indigenous kids some advantages so they can
improve … themselves and … we would like to think
we can get a large proportion of them back into
our workforce”.

We want to give the Indigenous kids some advantages so they
can improve … themselves and … we would like to think we can
get a large proportion of them back into our workforce.
Source: ‘BHP Funds Scholarship Program’,
The Australian Financial Review, 31 August 2011.

Cultural knowledge and respect
Cultural awareness is shorthand for a range of activities
that aim to build knowledge and respect for Indigenous
culture and heritage.
Forty-one companies provide cultural awareness programs
or training. These programs are delivered in a variety of
ways including in-house training programs, online or
e-training tools or through external courses and events.
In addition, 42 companies support or participate in
Indigenous events and festivals, while 30 companies
have adopted protocols related to Acknowledgement
of Traditional Owners and formal Welcome to Country
ceremonies.

Indigenous business development
Supporting Indigenous business development is an
obvious channel through which BCA members can
support and enable greater Indigenous participation
in the economy, employment and wealth creation.
Two-thirds of companies with Indigenous initiatives
in place look to engage Indigenous suppliers. Of
these, 34 companies enable procurement through
membership of the Australian Indigenous Minority
Supplier Council (AIMSC).
Other ways in which Indigenous business development
is supported include greater access to finance through
micro finance schemes and business mentoring.

Companies see greater cross-cultural knowledge, respect
and confidence as important in their own right, but also
as crucial determinants in the success of other initiatives.
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Exhibit 21
INTERVIEW WITH LEON TORZYN, CO-OWNER, PRINT JUNCTION
Print Junction is an Indigenous, family-owned and operated business in the graphic design and print
industry, with over 50 per cent of its trade coming from large companies. The business is accredited
with the AIMSC.
On breaking barriers

There’s a degree of nervousness where corporates
think maybe an Indigenous organisation is surviving
on grants or handouts – maybe we’re not ‘go get ‘em’
enough. It’s the trust element, where they may be
thinking: ‘Can we trust these people to do the job for
us? Have they got the capability and the capacity?’
AIMSC has helped with that because they have put
together the accreditation process. They take the
time to come out and have a look at what your
capabilities are and make sure we’re not making
out we can do things that we can’t.
Maybe we can’t do everything for a corporate
because the job is too big or too complex, but
there will certainly be something we can do.
On perseverance

One of our relationships with a large business started
out really difficult and was ever so slow in coming
about. We met two women from NAB at an expo
in Sydney and showed them what we did. They
explained that the bank used a pool of suppliers
selected on set criteria but they said they’d try to
push us through as an exception because of NAB’s
commitment to the AIMSC charter.
We thought it was never going to happen but we
kept pushing and they kept pushing, and now we’re
getting a steady trickle of work through. It’s turned
out fantastic.

Then you get the type of corporate who just wants
to tick a box more than anything. They talk to us to
show they have the care factor to assist Indigenous
businesses but it doesn’t mean they are actually
going to do business with us.
On spreading success

We are in touch with quite a few Indigenous business
people because we’ve been going for 15 years
now. People like to bounce ideas off us. And IBA
(Indigenous Business Australia) puts us in touch
with people too so if someone is setting up an eco
tourism business or a fishing charter or a lawn
mowing service, we can advise them on what they
need and help set them up with business cards
and that kind of thing.
When it comes to working with Indigenous
businesses, it’s best that your approach is not
too over the top. Keep it simple. You need to
get a feeling for how he/she is positioned in the
business, what sort of risk he’s taking. Don’t
overstretch him, don’t talk over the top of him.
That applies to all business-to-business contact.
We don’t treat other Indigenous business people
any differently but we do let them know where
we’ve come from. It helps put them at ease.

Other programs and initiatives
Companies also support capacity development within Indigenous organisations through skilled volunteering
and secondment programs. While not listed as a separate category in the relevant survey questions, these
initiatives were cited by numerous respondents and deserve specific mention.
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What’s working
The vast majority of respondents with initiatives were
able to identify initiatives they consider to be successful
across each of the major categories (such as employment,
education, business development and so on).
Respondents pointed to the mutual gains derived from
successful initiatives – with benefits flowing to the
company as well as to the individuals, organisations
and communities that are involved.
Improved employee engagement and satisfaction,
changes in employee attitudes (including shifting
negative preconceptions and stereotypes), better
reputation in the community including as an employer

of choice, and direct business outcomes such as access
to land, were all examples of the benefits companies
derived from Indigenous engagement initiatives.
In terms of the benefits of initiatives for Indigenous
people and communities, by far the most frequently
cited relate to creating new and ‘real’ economic
opportunities, through education, employment, better
access to finance, and community investment. A number
of respondents noted that these are opportunities that
cannot be created by government, although working
with government can produce greater impact.

Exhibit 22
THROUGH THE EYES OF AN INDIGENOUS TRAINEE
Allison Alderton undertook a full-time 12-month traineeship with the Commonwealth Bank of Australia,
which she completed in May this year. During the traineeship she completed a Certificate III in
Business Administration and is now working as a Recruitment Administrator in Sydney.
I really enjoyed my traineeship and the administrative
work. Over the course of my traineeship I was exposed
to many different aspects of the recruitment function.
I discovered that I had a particularly strong skill in
reporting. The support that I was provided with
was fantastic. I had quality mentoring, consistent
encouragement and excellent feedback throughout
the traineeship.
Before this, I had only worked in small organisations.
The traineeship has allowed me to work for a large
corporation and it has been a wonderful introduction
and insight into the corporate environment.

I have now been here 16 months and I am interested
in taking on different roles in the bank. My team
leader has been helping me with this by working
closely with me on my career development.
The most important benefit of the traineeship was
that it helped me to discover my potential and
develop my skills. I am now studying an Accounting
Diploma at TAFE and I want to pursue roles as either
a PA or reporting analyst.

Some of the companies with Indigenous employment and traineeship programs in place referenced the
direct impacts of their programs in terms of the number of new Indigenous trainees and employees recruited,
transition rates for trainees into employment and retention rates.
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Exhibit 23
THINGS THAT WORK
Following are a few excerpts from ‘Things that work’
examples that were included in the recently released
Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators
2011 report.

petrol sniffing had declined in 17 of the 20
communities evaluated. Petrol sniffing had fallen
by 70 per cent overall, and in nine communities
there was no sniffing.

The Partnerships, Acceptance, Learning, Sharing
(PALS) program in Western Australia funds schools
to encourage students to run projects that promote
and advance reconciliation, and strengthen
relationships between Indigenous and nonIndigenous people in their local community. An
initiative of the Western Australian Department of
Indigenous Affairs, in partnership with BHP Billiton,
the program deals with issues of prejudice and
racism by encouraging young people to embrace
Aboriginal culture.

Rio Tinto Indigenous employment programs have
helped increase the proportion of Indigenous
employees in Rio Tinto’s Australian workforce from
0.5 per cent in 1996 to the current level of 6 per
cent.* In partnership with community stakeholders,
Rio Tinto’s employment programs provide education,
training and individual support programs such as
mentoring to help Indigenous employees overcome
educational barriers.

Since the roll-out of Opal fuel (developed by
BP Australia) in the Central Desert and the East
Kimberley regions, reports of petrol sniffing have
been minimal. An evaluation in 2008 found that

Factors in success
Companies attribute the success of initiatives to a
number of factors. Strong leadership and engaging
the most passionate people within the organisation
are seen as fundamental. Identifying the right projects
and partnerships is also important.
Good projects are strongly linked to a company’s core
business strengths and objectives and are able to deliver
tangible outcomes and opportunities for Indigenous
people and communities. Good partnerships are
genuine relationships based on respect, shared values
and goals, and clarity around mutual expectations
and responsibilities.
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Source: Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators
2011, published by the Steering Committee for the Review of
Government Service Provision.
*This statistic refers to earlier data. The proportion of Indigenous
employees in Rio Tinto’s Australian workforce has since risen
to 9 per cent, as indicated in David Peever’s interview comments
in Exhibit 6.

A number of companies note that a strong focus
on local community engagement and partnerships
can enable more active community participation
and enduring partnerships. This contributes to better
alignment of business initiatives (in terms of design
and implementation) with community needs and
aspirations.
Other key success factors include developing crosscultural confidence and experience, appropriately
tailoring internal processes (e.g. recruitment, training,
procurement), and access to appropriate government
assistance and programs (with particular reference
made to the Indigenous Employment Program
administered by the Department of Employment,
Education and Workplace Relations).

Exhibit 24
REGIONAL EMPLOYMENT APPROACHES: WESFARMERS LIMITED
Companies are facing a range of different issues
and challenges in implementing their Indigenous
engagement initiatives that vary across industries,
locations and business types.
The survey results demonstrate the extent to which
companies are identifying and implementing
new approaches that are suited to their specific
environment. A region-specific approach to
Indigenous employment is one such strategy that is
becoming increasingly common for companies that
have a significant presence in regional Australia.
One example is the Jawun employment pilot
currently underway in Shepparton and Cairns, in
partnership with a number of the local businesses,
including Wesfarmers, a corporate partner of Jawun.
The pilot is based on the desire to provide a stronger
link between local employers and support
organisations to improve Indigenous employment
outcomes. This is achieved through the placement
of a regional broker who liaises with both groups
and helps to establish ongoing relationships. Apart
from an increase in Indigenous employment, the
pilot aims to assist local employers in mainstreaming
Indigenous employment and develop a coalition
of local employers and Indigenous training and
employment organisations.
Wesfarmers became involved in the Shepparton
program around 18 months ago, following a
Wesfarmers leadership team visit to the city.

The trip, which involved meeting with the local
Aboriginal community and building an understanding
of the issues they face, convinced the group that it
had to build a more sustainable way of employing
Indigenous people. Given Wesfarmers businesses
are a significant employer in Shepparton, they
believed they had an essential role to play in making
this happen. All five major Wesfarmers retailers
(Coles, Bunnings, Kmart, Officeworks and Target)
are now participating in the pilot.
From the Wesfarmers perspective, the strength of this
regional model is its capacity to simplify Indigenous
employment, making it no harder than general
recruitment processes. While different Wesfarmers
businesses are at different stages in terms of their
Indigenous recruitment, early successes have been
extremely important in driving continued engagement.
Since 2010, 44 Indigenous Australians have been
employed in Wesfarmers businesses as a result
of the Shepparton pilot. The pilot has also resulted
in new opportunities and attitudes within the
community. For example, Kmart has identified
an increase in the number of Indigenous people
shopping in the store and the manager of the store
has also become more engaged in community
events and activities. While it is still early days,
there are clearly benefits for both parties in a
localised, community-based approach.

Given Wesfarmers’ size and diversity, we are well placed
to make a positive impact in communities like Shepparton,
using a multi-brand approach.
– Wesfarmers Limited Chief Executive Officer Richard Goyder
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Key challenges
Notwithstanding the many successes and benefits
identified by companies, implementing Indigenous
engagement initiatives is not without challenges. The
challenges faced are often specific to the company
and initiatives being undertaken, but high-level issues
commonly identified include the human and financial
resources required for successful initiatives, competing

business priorities, identifying potential Indigenous
job candidates, and internal buy-in. On the latter,
respondents noted the challenges associated with
gaining acceptance of the business case in the first
instance, maintaining executive interest and support,
and building a ‘grass roots’ support base.

Exhibit 25
KEY CHALLENGES
PER CENT OF COMPANIES WITH INITIATIVES
REPORTING THESE CHALLENGES
58%

RESOURCES REQUIRED

46%

COMPETING PRIORITIES

42%

IDENTIFYING JOB CANDIDATES

35%

INTERNAL BUY-IN

30%

RETENTION OF INDIGENOUS STAFF

27%

TIME TO ACHIEVE GOALS

25%

DIFFICULTY MEASURING SUCCESS

20%

IDENTIFYING PROJECTS
ADOPTING NEW INTERNAL PROCESSES

20%
14%

INADEQUATE OR POORLY TARGETED GOVERNMENT SUPPORT

8%

FEAR OF FAILURE
OTHER
IDENTIFYING PARTNERS

6%
3%

Maintaining commitment
Maintaining the commitment to and momentum of
Indigenous initiatives can be difficult, particularly
as other priorities emerge and business conditions
change. Experience shows that clear and consistent
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communication about initiatives, the rationale
underpinning them, and progress all help to
bolster ongoing commitment.

Exhibit 26
CREATING INTERNAL BUY-IN AND MEASURING SUCCESS:
ALLENS ARTHUR ROBINSON
In this year’s survey, member companies were asked
to identify key challenges affecting the success of their
Indigenous engagement strategies. Internal company
buy-in for the strategies and difficulties in measuring
success were both identified as significant issues.
One organisation that has invested considerable time
and energy in addressing both these issues is Allens
Arthur Robinson (Allens). The firm has identified a
range of factors that have supported internal buy-in,
including their RAP team structure, effective
communications, and staff involvement in associated
events and activities.

of an overarching brand for all RAP activities helped
to get people involved and build awareness within
the firm.
Internal events are a way to let people see and
experience how they are making a difference and to
promote different ways of learning about Indigenous
culture. For example, Allens’ celebration of National
Reconciliation Week this year included Indigenous
film nights, art classes and cooking demonstrations.

Allens’ RAP team structure, which includes a national
RAP team supported by four geographically
dispersed RAP committees and a group of subject
matter experts, promotes internal buy-in by providing
people on the ground with both autonomy and
support. This allows them to focus on education and
engagement initiatives within their respective cities
while the national RAP team develops the broader
company-wide strategy, builds strong relationships,
organises events, promotes engagement and builds
an effective communication strategy.

Being able to measure the success of a company’s
Indigenous engagement initiatives is important for
many reasons, including the ability to garner support
and engagement from employees. Allens has utilised
its success stories to engage the entire organisation
through campaigns such as the ‘It Figures’ campaign.
Run in the lead-up to the release of a biannual
Indigenous newsletter, the campaign promoted
metrics to describe what the firm had achieved. For
example, 5032 pro bono hours invested in Indigenous
rights advocacy and commercial transactions for
Indigenous clients and more than 250 hours building
knowledge and awareness of Indigenous initiatives
through networking seminars and events.

The communication strategy is, in itself, an important
part of achieving internal buy-in for many companies.
In the case of Allens, it involved the development of a
RAP brand, regular and informative communication
tools including a newsletter and intranet sites, and events
and campaigns to promote them. The development

Measuring success still requires a comprehensive
reporting framework and Allens has found that using
tools similar to those already employed in the firm
and linking into other reporting systems has been
the best way to keep track of Indigenous
engagement initiatives.
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Creating avenues for widespread employee involvement helps to establish a strong supporter base.
The survey results show companies are adopting many approaches to encourage and enable
informed employee involvement in their Indigenous initiatives.

Exhibit 27
STRATEGIES TO BUILD EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT
PER CENT OF COMPANIES WITH INITIATIVES
ADOPTING THESE STRATEGIES
PARTICIPATION IN INDIGENOUS EVENTS

65%

INTERNET/INTRANET SITE

54%

WELCOMES AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

54%
52%

VOLUNTEERING AND SECONDMENTS

46%

NEWSLETTERS
FACILITATION OF FINANCIAL DONATIONS
OTHER
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32%
28%

LEARNING FROM COMPANIES
WITHOUT INITIATIVES
For the first time the 2011 survey explicitly sought the
views of companies that do not have Indigenous initiatives
in place, with the aim of better understanding barriers to
engagement and the role that the BCA and others might
play in addressing them.
Barriers to engagement
Among survey respondents, 17 companies (19 per cent) reported that they have not
implemented any Indigenous engagement initiatives. There are three standout reasons
for companies not having initiated Indigenous initiatives: the absence of a compelling
business case, limited resources (which could also be read as competing priorities),
and knowing where to start.

Exhibit 28
KEY BARRIERS TO ENGAGEMENT
PER CENT OF COMPANIES WITHOUT INITIATIVES
NOT IN LINE WITH BUSINESS OBJECTIVES

53%
41%

LIMITED RESOURCES

35%

KNOWING WHERE TO START
INTERNAL BUY-IN

12%

IDENTIFYING POTENTIAL PARTNERS

12%

OTHER

12%

Companies that do not have initiatives in place acknowledge they need more information including basic facts and
greater knowledge of what other companies are doing.

LEARNING FROM COMPANIES WITHOUT INITIATIVES
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Information such as ‘how to’ guides and assistance with building a business case were identified as the two approaches
that would most benefit companies in addressing barriers to the adoption of Indigenous initiatives.

Exhibit 29
APPROACHES THAT WOULD MOST ASSIST IN OVERCOMING BARRIERS
PER CENT OF RESPONDENTS WITHOUT INITIATIVES
31%

INFORMATION (E.G. 'HOW TO' GUIDES)

25%

ASSISTANCE BUILDING BUSINESS CASE
ACCESS TO INFORMED CONSULTANTS

19%

CULTURAL AWARENESS TRAINING AND INFORMATION

19%

OTHER

6%

Note: one company did not respond to a number of questions in this section. As a result, the number of respondents for Exhibits 29 and 31
is 16 rather than 17.

Exhibit 30
A COMMUNITY NEAR YOU
Many people continue to associate Indigenous
populations and disadvantage with remote locations.
The presentation of Indigenous issues in the
mainstream media often serves to reinforce this
perception. But the reality is quite different.
In 2006, the proportion of Indigenous people living
in both regional and urban locations exceeded
those living in remote and very remote locations.

PROPORTION OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLE
BY LOCATION, 2006

25%

32%

43%

34

REMOTE
MAJOR CITIES
REGIONAL

Business Council of AustraliA
vision and values: Working together to close the Gap

While remote communities have their own specific
challenges and issues, Indigenous disadvantage is not
unique to these locations.
In fact, on average, Indigenous people in major cities
are disadvantaged in education, employment and
incomes. In major cities, fewer Indigenous people
have completed Year 12, more are unemployed and
they have significantly lower incomes compared with
other people.
On average, in major cities, learning outcomes for
Indigenous students are lower than for other students.
In major cities, in 2008, the unemployment rate for
Indigenous people was 17 per cent compared to
3 per cent for non-Indigenous people. At the same
time, the median individual income for Indigenous
people living in major cities was $500 per week,
compared with $658 for non-Indigenous people.
Source: ‘Major cities’ and ‘Indigenous men and women’ fact sheets,
based on data in Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key
Indicators 2011, published by the Steering Committee for the
Review of Government Service Provision.

Potential for Future Engagement
On a positive note, the survey results show a
preparedness among companies currently without
initiatives to consider them for the future. All but one
respondent in this section of the survey identified
business drivers that could prompt them to develop

Indigenous initiatives in the future. A majority of
respondents also indicated they are interested in
learning about the experiences and Indigenous
initiatives of other BCA member companies.

Exhibit 31
POTENTIAL DRIVERS OF FUTURE ENGAGEMENT
PER CENT OF RESPONDENTS WITHOUT INITIATIVES
LOCATE BUSINESS IN REGIONAL/REMOTE AREA

50%
44%

GOVERNMENT TENDER OR REPORTING REQUIREMENT
BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

38%

LABOUR SHORTAGES

38%

EXPECTATIONS OF CUSTOMERS/STAFF

13%

Companies that don’t have such a strong business
case should still be part of this process. My suggestion
would be to support programs that have been successful
and demonstrated clear outcomes, like keeping kids in
school or creating pathways into the workplace.
– David Peever, Managing Director, Rio Tinto Australia
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NEXT STEPS

Many companies are facing similar
challenges in implementing or developing
Indigenous initiatives. Resources available
are limited, while building expertise takes
time, people and money.
There are always competing priorities and pressures.
And establishing and maintaining a solid ‘business
case’ can be hard, especially when investments are
up-front and results take time.
At the same time, there is a growing body of evidence
from BCA member companies and others about what
works and the benefits of engagement. There is an
opportunity to use what has and is being learned to:
»» assist companies to become more effective with
their Indigenous engagement strategies
»» leverage resources and efforts including through
better collaboration across and between business,
government and community organisations
»» better communicate the benefits of improving
Indigenous opportunities, the role that business
can play, the collective impact of business
engagement, and the benefits that flow from this.

A point of action
To facilitate further engagement, Reconciliation Australia
has established an email contact point for companies
looking for advice and information on how to get started
or how to deepen their engagement. Companies
interested should contact Reconciliation Australia via:
business_action@reconciliation.org.au.
Opportunities for the BCA
Consistent with the above, survey respondents provided
constructive and consistent feedback on ways in which
the BCA can add value to the efforts of member companies.
Leadership
A strong public voice promoting the importance of
reconciliation and the role that business can play assists
many companies in building their own business case
and communication efforts.
As an organisation that represents Australia’s leading
businesses, the BCA is well placed to use its collective
voice to advocate for Indigenous engagement.
Survey respondents welcome the leadership that
has been shown to date and stressed the importance
of the BCA maintaining and increasing its efforts in
this regard, including with the aim of increasing the
participation of other chief executives, senior managers
and business leaders.
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Consistent with this leadership role, the BCA’s President,
Graham Bradley, was earlier this year appointed to
the federal government’s expert panel to lead broad
consultations on constitutional recognition of Indigenous
Australians.

to broaden its impact by getting more companies
involved. Consideration also needs to be given to
finding new and better ways to reach those businesses
and organisations that are not yet well aware of what
the BCA and others are doing.

Constitutional recognition is seen by many as the next
important step in Australia’s reconciliation journey.
Business can play a role in supporting and communicating
the importance of appropriate and meaningful recognition,
as Graham Bradley’s involvement has shown. The expert
panel is expected to report its recommendations to the
federal government in December 2011. More information
is available at www.youmeunity.org.au.

A list of the companies currently represented in the
Business–Indigenous Network is included at the end
of this report.

Sharing information and best practice
Most companies are very willing to share their
experiences, and to learn from and work with others.
Sharing best practice through forums, networking
opportunities and the publication of ‘how to’ guides
and toolkits is a priority for many. Such information
would assist companies to implement initiatives in
a more timely and cost-effective way, not least by
avoiding repeating the mistakes of others.
Around one-third of all survey respondents participate
in the BCA’s Business–Indigenous Network, which aims
to achieve many of these objectives. While feedback
on the network is very positive, a clear opportunity exists

Facilitating collaboration
In addition to having more information about what
works, companies are looking for further opportunities
to engage with other businesses, Indigenous and other
community organisations, and government to explore
potential partnerships and collaboration.
Leveraging knowledge, expertise and resources through
formal collaboration and partnerships is an important
way in which companies boost the effectiveness and
sustainability of their Indigenous engagement activities.
Companies are also keen to avoid duplication of effort
and/or competing for similar resources or employees.
Greater collaboration and partnerships across BCA
member companies and other businesses has the
potential to improve the efficacy of engagement.
Consideration should be given to how collaboration
in some sectors, such as the financial services sector,
can be used as a model for other sectors/businesses.

NEXT STEPS
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Exhibit 32
COOPERATION ACROSS THE BANKING SECTOR
In April 2011, the Commonwealth Bank of Australia,
Westpac, ANZ and NAB, along with BankSA, joined
forces in running a 12-week pre-employment
program for Indigenous job candidates. While the
banks had been involved with pre-employment
training for Indigenous Australians, they saw the
potential of collaborating to provide more positions
into which successful candidates could be placed.
Adelaide was chosen as the location for the course
because of the level of bank representation and the
size of the Indigenous population. The banks worked
closely to get this first joint program right so it could
be rolled out into other locations in the future.
The course provided jobseekers with a set of skills
that helped qualify them to work as bank tellers
across any of the banks. Candidates had the
opportunity to visit branches and familiarise
themselves with the working environments to
help identify which bank they would like to apply
to after the course.
Having set corporate competitiveness to one side,
the banks are now sharing in the success of the

inaugural joint training program – at the time of
writing this report, all 25 candidates who graduated
from the course in June had applied for jobs and
the clear majority will gain a role.
The banks believe an essential ingredient of the
model was the use of a regional broker who
coordinated all of the stakeholders. Both Indigenous
and non-Indigenous networks were also important
in identifying the right broker and promoting the
program to potential candidates.
Following the success in Adelaide, other locations
are being considered for 2012, possibly incorporating
other banks and the financial services industry
more broadly.
Despite the highly competitive nature of the sector,
the banks have been informally sharing lessons
around Indigenous engagement for some years.
They recognise the importance of the issue for
Australia and believe they can make a stronger
contribution by working together. It is about gaining
a reputation as an industry that offers career options
for Australian Indigenous job seekers.

What we are doing rises above the economic and competitive cycles that
we are always going to be in. It is important to put competitiveness to
one side and consider what is good for the industry and communities
that the industry is serving. This pre-employment training program was
a natural next step in achieving this.
– Bruce McQualter, Senior Manager Traineeships and Indigenous Employment, ANZ

Facilitating collaboration in a particular location to develop targeted place-based approaches is another area
attracting increasing interest and traction (as discussed above). Building on these experiences has the potential
to deliver significant outcomes across communities.
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Engaging and influencing government
Companies are also looking to the BCA to continue to
engage with and lobby government to improve the
effectiveness of its policies and programs. There are two
key areas of focus highlighted by survey respondents.

Measuring and reporting impact
Companies are struggling to develop internal processes
and databases to allow them to accurately capture the
impact of their Indigenous initiatives. There is also a lack
of information about the collective business impact.

The first is lobbying government to better address issues
such as Indigenous education, health and housing.
These remain core barriers to lifting Indigenous
employment.

Part of the problem is developing suitable measures
to capture outcomes that are sometimes not easily
quantifiable. Underpinning this is a need to be clear
about the outcomes sought, as distinct from measuring
effort and inputs. Measures and benchmarks, once
developed, need to be applied consistently across
businesses and other organisations to enable results
to be aggregated in a meaningful way.

Some businesses are investing significant resources in
programs such as pre-employment training to address
gaps in education and wellbeing. But many in business
and the broader community would consider elements
of these programs as more rightly the responsibility of
government. It is unreasonable to expect the majority of
businesses to be able or prepared to invest significant
resources in things like teaching basic literacy and
numeracy skills (particularly for people who have
competed Year 12).
Secondly, companies are looking to the BCA to
encourage government to work more collegiately with
business and to provide feedback to government on
the effectiveness of its own policies as they relate to
business Indigenous initiatives.
While some companies are positive about the support
they receive through government programs, others find
departments and programs hard to navigate and are
critical of the perceived inflexibility of programs and
funding. There is an opportunity for both business and
government to be more proactive and innovative
together. But this will require a commitment to genuine
cooperation and partnerships and openness to new
approaches to program funding and governance.

Greater availability and communication of such ‘hard
data’ would support better allocation of resources and
could assist others to build and maintain a ‘business case’.
Given its skill base and connections, the BCA is well
placed to play a role in assisting and encouraging
companies to adopt robust and systematic measurement
of initiatives and impact.
Indigenous Engagement Task Force
The BCA’s Indigenous Engagement Task Force will
closely review the findings of this survey and report
as important factors determining the BCA’s priorities
and forward work program.

In many ways business has the capacity to be more
innovative and responsive in its approaches to
Indigenous engagement. It is important that government
is well informed about progress being made, learns from
these experiences and better directs resources to
effective initiatives, programs and organisations.

NEXT STEPS
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CONCLUSION
Often the public commentary on Indigenous issues in
Australia focuses on problems, poor progress, and
disenfranchised individuals and communities.
This report tells a different story. It highlights the
significant buy-in on Indigenous issues among corporate
Australia. And it demonstrates that Australia’s leading
businesses and their chief executives see a clear role
for business in promoting a more prosperous future for
Indigenous Australians and are optimistic about their
capacity to make a difference.
The fact that Australia has not been able to make
sustained inroads into Indigenous disadvantage is not
for lack of effort or resources. Better outcomes require
new approaches, programs and partnerships.
This report highlights the positive results that BCA
members are seeing when they invest the time and
energy to build the shared values and aspirations
that underpin effective Indigenous programs and
genuine partnerships.

Many of the companies in this report do not want to be
seen to be overstating their efforts or impact. For many
it is early days, and it is still the case that progress takes
time and is rarely in a straight line. But the successes that
are being achieved need to be celebrated and learned
from. This will help ensure that these initiatives are
sustained through good economic times and bad, and
should interest and excite others to be involved.
Almost all of the 88 member companies that participated
in the BCA’s Indigenous engagement survey have
Indigenous initiatives in place, are keen to learn what
others are doing, and/or are open to engagement in
the future. There is scope for much more to be done,
but this is a very positive result and a solid foundation
for future progress.

KEY PARTNERS
Partner organisations frequently cited by survey respondents include:
Australian Indigenous Education Foundation (AIEF)
www.aief.com.au

Jawun Indigenous Corporate Partnerships (Jawun)
www.jawun.org.au

Australian Indigenous Leadership Centre (AILC)
www.indigenousleadership.org.au

National Centre of Indigenous Excellence (NCIE)
www.ncie.org.au

Australian Indigenous Mentoring Experience (AIME)
www.aimementoring.com

Reconciliation Australia
www.reconciliation.org.au

Australian Indigenous Minority Supplier Council (AIMSC)
www.aimsc.org.au

Yalari
www.yalari.org

CareerTrackers
www.careertrackers.org.au
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