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Abstract 
 
The OECD’s (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) main aim is promote 
policies that will improve the economic and social well being of people around the world1. 
An important aspect of increasing the economic well being of all people is to implement 
effective policy addressing unemployment2. As a relatively affluent country with a lower 
national unemployment rate, Australia must focus its policy reform addressing 
unemployment on the most vulnerable groups within the nation3. The most vulnerable 
group represented among the unemployed is Indigenous Australians4. 

Despite Australia’s relative affluence, Indigenous Australians form a large cohort of people 
living in conditions of poverty5. This is less pronounced in urban centers as it is in rural and 
remote areas, however the majority of Indigenous Australians do not live in urban centres6. 
One of the key areas in which Indigenous Australians fall behind their non-indigenous peers 
is in education7. It has been recognised that education is vital in obtaining quality 
employment, and the ability to start ones own business. 

It has also been recognised that the methods employed to hire workers are not congruent 
with the indigenous lifestyle and culture, diminishing their access to quality jobs as a result. 
It is proposed that measures be taken to increase the education of Indigenous Australians, 
and special measures be taken to improve access to employment for Indigenous Australians. 

It is expected that with an increase in education and access to quality jobs that Indigenous 
Australians will be able to increase their labour force participation creating a benefit both 
for the individuals concerned, the communities in which they live, and for broader Australia. 
 

Recommendations 
 

1. Educational policy reform implemented nationally in order to provide a culturally 
sensitive and inclusive curriculum within which all students are encouraged to 
engage with indigenous culture.  
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2. Revision of Job Services Australia to include a job search method whereby 
participants may communicate vocally with the human resources staff in such 
centers on individualised level.  

 
3. Implementation of community employment programs, operating within the existing 

framework of government services and government funded employment providers, 
which will provide human resource services through ‘word of mouth’.  

 
4. Provision of government grants for entrepreneurship in indigenous communities to 

include ongoing education and support to facilitate the successful of start up 
businesses.  
 

Introduction 
 
Australia has weathered the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) resiliently8; it is this resilience that 
has led Australia to be deemed as an economic contender on the world stage. Australia has 
been described as ‘punching above its weight’9 economically. Despite this relative affluence 
within the country, there is still a significant portion of Australian society experiencing 
poverty10, and of this portion, Australia’s traditional owners, the Indigenous Australians, 
make up an alarmingly high percentage11. Indigenous Australian’s suffer this poverty for a 
variety of reasons; however, low education is the foundation of this poverty12. Decreased 
levels of education have a proven correlation with low labour force participation13 and high 
unemployment even when engaged in the labour force14, the figures demonstrating these 
assumptions are alarming; 55% participation rate and an unemployment rate of 16%.  
 
The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) states employment as 
being one of the major drivers of material living standards15; it is also one of the most 
powerful determinants to quality of life. Employment provides various social and economic 
benefits felt throughout the different levels of community, these benefits include, but are 
not limited to; economic security through the earning of wages, an opportunity for an 
individual to grow, an opportunity to develop new skills and a way for a person to feel 
included and useful within society16. Australia has been recognised for having a unique and 
somewhat efficacious method for activating jobseekers17 and encouraging them to find 
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work, this is evidenced by its comparatively low level of overall unemployment. This 
method, however, is a ‘one size fits all approach’18 and has not had the desired impact 
across all of society19. The most ardent demonstration of this is the statistics surrounding 
indigenous unemployment20. Australia can improve its provision of services to job seekers 
generally by implementing recommendations for reform previously made by the OECD21. 
Additionally, these recommendations coupled with those made in this paper would 
significantly aid Indigenous Australians to find work in an environment which supports and 
assists them, rather than forcing them into work for which they may not have adequate 
training or interest in; while subsequently basing their welfare access on their activities 
undertaken in the search for inadequate work. 
 
‘Closing the Gap’ between Indigenous and non-indigenous Australian’s longevity, 
employment, education and health is a priority for Australia22 and it is disappointing to note 
that while progress has been made on all other issues, albeit little in some areas, indigenous 
employment rates continue to decline23. Australia must find a way to assist indigenous 
people to first, gain sufficient education to perform in their chosen vocation, second, assist 
indigenous Australian’s to find quality jobs and third, encourage entrepreneurship within 
indigenous communities which will benefit not only the individual entrepreneur but will also 
increase services within those rural and remote areas.  
 
The disadvantages faced by Indigenous Australians cannot be fully considered without 
discussion regarding the cost of this disadvantage to Australia as a nation. The 
recommendations encapsulated within this paper will seek foremost to address the ‘gap’ for 
the improvement of the lives of Indigenous Australians; however, secondarily the 
recommendations will be analysed and formed on the basis of the economic advancement 
of broader Australia.  
 
This paper seeks to discuss the current systems in place for addressing the issues and to 
make recommendations not only based on reform within the current framework, but to 
encourage innovation in the introduction of new ways to educate, new ways to job search, 
new ways to communicate and new ways to innovate within the indigenous community, 
from a local level through to a national level.  
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A new way to educate 
 
It is widely known and accepted that a good education is the corner stone for a prosperous 
and successful life24. It is thus unfortunate to note that decreased attendance and 
performance at school are still major issues facing indigenous students in Australia25. These 
disadvantages are highlighted by the fact that in 2008; only 31% of Indigenous Australians 
between 20-24 had completed year 12, compared to 76% of non-indigenous Australians26. It 
has been suggested that this disadvantage arises out of a variety of issues, these include; 
poorer access to educational centres, peer pressure within the community, lack of cultural 
appreciation by educators and poor foundation to beginning education27. A number of these 
issues may be addressed by the introduction of a unified national curriculum. This issue has 
garnered ongoing debate within Australia for over two decades and is on the precipice of 
being adopted28. However, it is suggested that cultural studies, which focus on inclusive 
education regarding indigenous tradition, culture and customs should be integrated29. At 
present, the proposed national curriculum provides no specific cultural studies available to 
secondary students30. If introduced, studies suggest that cultural education that includes 
indigenous students and educates non-indigenous would forge a path for true acceptance 
between the indigenous and non-indigenous populations31 of Australia, which will allow the 
indigenous community to continue to heal and grow.  
 
The OECD’s PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) data suggests that 
Australian education is among the best in the world32, however, this assessment is based on 
the performance of Australian students as a whole. It is imperative that Australia looks to 
similar nations who have addressed this issue successfully, in order to develop efficacious 
policy reform, in addition to those recommendations made by the OECD. In this instance, 
Canada poses an adequate case study on the success that may be found in varying the 
assessments used to measure the academic success of indigenous students33. In Canada, 
students with First Nation and Metis heritage have been encouraged to continue to connect 
with their cultural heritage and this is acknowledged through assessment methods 

                                                        
24

 Campbell, P., Kelly, P. & Harrison, L. ‘The problem of aboriginal marginalisation: education, labour 
markets and social and emotional well-being’ Deakin University, Melbourne, 2012.; OECD (2013) 
"Well Being in the Workplace: Measuring Job Quality", in How's Life 2013: Measuring Wellbeing, 
OECD Publishing. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787//hows_life-2013-9-en. 
25

 “Australian Social Trends, Mar 2011 - YEAR 12 ATTAINMENT.” Www.abs.gov.au/socialtrends. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011. 
26

 ibid 
27

 Campbell, P., Kelly, P. & Harrison, L. ‘The Problem of Aboriginal Marginalisation: Education, Labour 
Markets and Social and Emotional Well-being’ Deakin University, Melbourne, 2012, p. 15. 
28

 "Senior Secondary Overview." Australian Curriculum. Australian Curriculum Assessment and 
Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2014, p. 8. 
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predicated on aboriginal ‘ways of knowing’34. This practice allows the students to overcome 
their indigenous disadvantage in order to gain access to tertiary education35. Australia could 
learn from this inclusive method, it is proposed that in addition to giving an automatic 
reduction in tertiary entrance requirements36, the national curriculum should include a 
framework to allow indigenous students to participate in cultural activities while gaining 
credit towards their schooling.  
 
Australia is in the process rolling out the national curriculum, which is to be fully 
implemented across the nation by 201537; this is a step in the right direction. The national 
curriculum could provide indigenous students with a broader educational foundation by 
increasing indigenous cultural education via the addition of an Indigenous Cultural Studies 
subjects in secondary school. At present the senior secondary subject options are confined 
to traditional fields of study such as history and geography38, of course in addition to literacy 
and numeracy. Every school is allowed to supplement the list of available elective subjects 
and some schools do offer indigenous culture studies39, however, in order to produce an 
inclusive and supportive learning environment for indigenous students it is felt that this 
subject needs to be added to the national curriculum at every level of education, from 
primary to senior secondary.  
 

A new way to communicate: Access to employment through 
communication 
 
At this time 16% of Australia’s unemployed population is composed of Indigenous job 
seekers40. Not surprisingly, in rural and remote areas, where 68% of indigenous people 
reside the unemployment rate among the indigenous increases to 19%41. Currently, job 
seekers are required to search for work and report to a Job Services Australia Provider (JSAP) 
to meet the requirements of claiming unemployment benefits, this system lacks functional 
utility in actually assisting the unemployed to find work42. Some jobseekers view activity 
requirements as a hurdle to receiving unemployment benefits and it is administered as such 
by some providers due to the broad discretions afforded to JSA frontline staff43. It is prudent 
to note that because of the disadvantage faced by Indigenous Australians in education, a 
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2014. 
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Business School , Curtin University of Technology. NCVER, 2007, p. 8. 
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lower literacy rate is evident in this population44. This adversely affects an indigenous 
jobseeker’s methods of finding employment and actually applying for work45. This deficiency 
in literacy is not always considered by the JSAP when assisting an indigenous job seeker, 
common practice is to allow a participant to use the internet to job search46. It is thus 
unsurprising that this method of job seeking has not shown great success in raising 
indigenous employment rates.  
 
A 2001 evaluation of the Job Network (JN) suggested that indigenous participation in the 
labour force could improve if the JN placed an emphasis on providing one-on-one mentoring 
to assist and encourage indigenous job seekers into work, access to indigenous staff 
members, culturally sensitive services and active case management could improve outcomes 
for indigenous job seekers. This recommendation was integrated into the JSA in 2009; 
however, review of the JSA suggests providers lack the funding to provide this type of 
assistance47. It is imperative to realise the importance and significance of cultural sensitivity 
in the provision of employment services, which can be provided through one-on-one 
personal assistance for indigenous job seekers48. It has been estimated that 71% of 
unemployed Indigenous Australians would prefer to search for work through family 
networks and ‘word-of-mouth’ in their community49. This is likely resultant from the 
immense importance of family and community bonds that are intrinsic to the culture of 
Indigenous Australians.  
 
It is felt that vast increases in indigenous employment could be seen if the JSA, and other 
employment services specifically targeted at indigenous job seekers undertook programs to 
promote engagement with services, available traineeships and vacant positions through the 
utility of the valuable resource that is ‘word of mouth’50. In Australia, Rio Tinto’s (Rio) Argyle 
mine located in the Kimberley region of Western Australia has enjoyed enormous success in 
increasing their percentage of indigenous employees51. They have used oral, face-to-face 
strategies in order to encourage indigenous applicants to participate in their recruitment 
process with success52. Rio Tinto has achieved this by hosting four-day workshops in the 
region that assess applicants on the basis of ‘hands-on’ manual problem solving in practical 

                                                        
44

 "Australian Social Trends, Mar 2011 - YEAR 12 ATTAINMENT." Www.abs.gov.au/socialtrends. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, web. 2011. 
45
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47

 Davidson, P, 'Is Job Services Australia made to measure for disadvantaged jobseekers?' Centre for 
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48

 Gray M, Hunter B & Lohoar S, Increasing Indigenous Employment Rates . Issues Paper No . 3 . 
Produced for the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse . Canberra: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
& Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2012, p. 14.  
49

 Ibid, p. 12. 
50

 Gray M, Hunter B & Lohoar S, Increasing Indigenous Employment Rates . Issues Paper No . 3 . 
Produced for the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse . Canberra: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
& Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2012, p. 13.  
51

 Williams, Ruth. "Argyle Closing the Aboriginal Gap." Business Day. The Age, 17 May 2008. Web.  
52

 Gray M, Hunter B & Lohoar S, Increasing Indigenous Employment Rates . Issues Paper No . 3 . 
Produced for the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse . Canberra: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
& Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2012, p. 17. 
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environments as a substitute for psychometric testing and formal interview panels, which 
are common practice in human resources (HR). These methods are largely unsuitable and 
culturally insensitive to the way in which Indigenous Australian’s interact53. Rio’s HR 
department also assesses indigenous applicants on an individual basis, which focuses on 
what the individual can do, rather than using a set of desirable skills to eliminate individuals 
from a pool of applicants54. This innovative recruitment process of selection is clearly much 
more inclusive than the standard practice55.  
 
These methods have shown large increases in indigenous employment within a relatively 
short time frame, the proportion of Rio Argyle’s workforce that is indigenous increased from 
4.5% to 25% over a three year period56. The long-term retention percentage has not been 
recorded. It is however, encouraging noting that the results of short-term retention have 
seen 80% of indigenous employees stay in their jobs for over 26 weeks. This is achieved 
through a system of ongoing training, literacy and numeracy support and one-to-one 
mentoring57. The methods employed by Rio Tinto are similar to the recommendations made 
in this paper; it is evident that where HR practices can be amended to reflect a more 
inclusive and more one-on-one individualised approach, significant and positive growth can 
be achieved58. It is also evident that with ongoing training and support Indigenous 
Australians will stay in work.  
 
Interestingly, the OECD places significant emphasis on ongoing training, educational 
assistance and a supportive work environment to be the foundation of ‘quality 
employment’59. It is clear from these results that when given the opportunity to succeed and 
the support to overcome disadvantages Indigenous Australians will participate and will 
flourish in the workplace. The OECD congratulates Australia on taking a unique and 
efficacious approach to addressing unemployment generally60, that is Job Services Australia 
and its framework. The system, when administered as intended, can produce the desired 
result, which is to see more welfare recipients moved into quality employment. The OECD 
has made some recommendations which, if implemented would see the needs of Indigenous 
job seekers better attended to, in addition to the implementation of the recommendations 
in this paper, it is likely that Australia could make some significant progress toward closing 
the gap on employment. The OECD recommends; 

 
•  Increase maximum fees for employment service providers that place 

                                                        
53

 Finlayson, J. “Don't depend on me: autonomy and dependence in an Aboriginal community in North 
Queensland “ PhD Thesis, School of Archaeology and Prehistory, The Australian National University, 
1991, p. 28.  
54

 Gray M, Hunter B & Lohoar S, Increasing Indigenous Employment Rates . Issues Paper No . 3 . 
Produced for the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse . Canberra: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
& Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2012, p. 17. 
55

 Ibid. 
56

 Williams, Ruth. "Argyle Closing the Aboriginal Gap." Business Day. The Age, 17 May 2008. Web.  
57

 Ibid. 
58

 Gray M, Hunter B & Lohoar S, Increasing Indigenous Employment Rates . Issues Paper No . 3 . 
Produced for the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse . Canberra: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
& Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2012, p. 17. 
59

 OECD (2013) "Well Being in the Workplace: Measuring Job Quality", in How's Life 2013: Measuring 
Wellbeing, OECD Publishing. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787//hows_life-2013-9-en, p. 3. 
60

 OECD (2012),Activating Jobseekers: How Australia Does It, OECD Publishing, 
http.dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264185920.en, p. 1 
 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/hows_life-2013-9-en


 
Addressing Indigenous Disadvantage: Increasing access to education and quality employment  

Global Voices OECD Australian Youth Delegation 
Nicole Cooper (Central Queensland University) 

 
Page 9 

 

  

disadvantaged jobseekers in long-term stable jobs. Current maximum fees 
are around $6000AUD, which is about one tenth of average annual wages 
per full-year full time employee. This would encourage providers to invest 
more in training and hard-to-place jobseekers. 

  

• Consider some reduction in the gap between the value of New Start 
Allowance and other welfare benefits. 

  

• Cut red tape for employment services by simplifying requirements for data 
entry and reporting. 

  

• Review job-search requirements for older workers and their exemption from 
requirement to take part in Work Experience activities. 
 

• Consider shifting towards monitoring the performance of providers of 
employer services in terms of longer-term employment and earnings growth 
outcomes61. 

 
Furthermore, it is suggested that a new program, which focuses on utilizing face-to-face 
interaction in conjunction with communication methods like ‘word of mouth’, is launched 
within the current framework of JSA with consultation of the communities in a collaborative 
approach with community leaders. The program should be administered through JSA and 
where a community does not have a JSAP a new task force of representatives from the JSA 
may travel to communities and compile employment opportunities, they would then host a 
workshop which allows the job seekers within an indigenous community to speak with them 
about the kind of work which they would like and to showcase their skills. The applicants 
may showcase their skills by informal interview with the JSA representative, completing 
manual problem solving tasks, role-playing and other practical modes of assessment. The 
workshop should also include some education on how to use technology to job search in the 
hope that Indigenous Australian’s will become comfortable in using the technology in order 
utilise the modern aids available to level the field of competition between indigenous and 
non-indigenous applicants. At the end of the sessions all individual applicants should be 
assessed by the JSA representative on an individual basis, the JSA representative may then 
personally advocate for them to the requisite employer.  
 
 

A new way to innovate 
 
Having members of a community engage in entrepreneurship can be of benefit to the 
community, particularly in more remote, less serviced areas. Such endeavors may bring 
about jobs for locals, allow cash flow through the business to employees and other members 
of the community, give otherwise unemployed persons a sense of purpose, and give 
examples of working adults to children in low employment areas. 

It has been recognised that a number of indigenous entrepreneurial endeavors have failed in 
the past. It was acknowledged that poor corporate governance was the largest source of 

                                                        
61

 Ibid, p. 7. 
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failure in larger incorporated indigenous businesses62. It was surmised that this might result 
from a lack of knowledge. It was identified that in smaller indigenous enterprises a lack of 
knowledge impacts largely on success63. In a recent study all businesses that involved a non-
indigenous spouse had an exit strategy in case of failure, and in 95% of the cases the spouse 
obtained bank finance. In businesses lacking a non-indigenous spouse, only a single business 
had an exit strategy, and bank finance was difficult to obtain and often limited to credit 
cards64.  

In a 2006 study it was found that 88% of indigenous businesspersons surveyed had 
completed yr 1265. This indicates education is important as only 31% of indigenous persons 
complete year 12. The study also recognised that this level of education was still inadequate 
and further assistance in how to run a business may be needed. Furthermore, a specific set 
of characteristics has been identified as common between successful indigenous 
businesses66. It was recognised that the successful businesses had a quality and strong board 
of executives that was adequately trained and mentored in order for regulatory compliance 
and good corporate governance67. The businesses also had a business culture that promotes 
efficacy, quality work and value for money68.  The boards also invested in the future and 
growth of their businesses through relationships with specialists and advisors for better 
informed decisions69. In order to operate in this fashion assistance will be required for those 
without prior knowledge in achieving these goals. 

In order to improve the outcomes of indigenous business endeavors policy reforms will be 
required in the area of government grants for indigenous entrepreneurship. It is proposed 
that all entrepreneurial programs be required to render additional assistance to indigenous 
businesses in conjunction with available government grants. Several reports have recognised 
that assistance in corporate governance is vital to the success of indigenous enterprises70. 
This could be provided through mentorship by services within the community, via a 
telephone service, or via a travelling circuit service visiting even the remotest communities 
where enterprises are established. 

 

A new way to grow 

The many disadvantages encountered by Indigenous Australians are widely acknowledged71. 
What is not often recognised is the cost this disadvantage imposes upon the Australian 
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economy. If indigenous disadvantage were to be effectively addressed, primarily in the area 
of employment, supplementary to the primary benefit of improved life experiences and a 
better future for Indigenous Australians, broader society would benefit from increased 
economic activity and reduced government outlays72. It is estimated that the Australian 
economy would experience substantial benefits as a result of closing the gap on 
employment and health. In a recent report by Deloitte it was estimated that by 2031, the 
Australian economy would be more than 1.15% larger in real terms than it would otherwise 
– a gain of almost $24 billion in today’s dollars. If only considering closing the gap on 
employment, which has been noted to create positive effects on health status anyway, the 
Australian economy would enjoy an increase of $7.2 billion in tax revenue borne out of a 
broadened tax base73. Moreover, a decrease of Indigenous Australians relying on social 
security benefits would increase public funds in this scenario by a saving of 54% based on 
2013 figures, almost $3 billion74.  

It is obvious, based on these projections, from an economic viewpoint that closing the gap 
on indigenous employment should be a priority. The Australian government should consider 
the funding of endeavours such as the ‘word of mouth’ program aforementioned in terms of 
the potential future benefits, obviously operating within current budgetary constraints. 
These programs should be given priority. The potential economic gains estimated above 
illustrate the benefits which broader society would realise as a result of improvements to 
Indigenous employment and productivity. These gains complement the primary goals of 
addressing indigenous disadvantage, specifically enhancing the lives of Indigenous 
Australians.  

Conclusion 
 
Special measures must be taken to ensure Indigenous Australians are supported and 
encouraged into employment75 in a way that is sensitive to their traditions and culture76. The 
findings in this paper suggest that through special measures Indigenous Australians will 
access employment and they will succeed. If a culturally inclusive national curriculum - 
which is partially formed by cultural studies - is implemented, it is felt that it will raise 
awareness surrounding indigenous culture and customs to benefit the whole of Australia. It 
will give indigenous students an inclusive environment in which they may gain an education, 
the foundation of achieving future employment. Secondarily, it is highly valuable that 
Australia explores the way Canada assesses its indigenous students, this method keeps the 
younger indigenous generation involved with their cultural heritage while allowing them to 
access higher education through assessment which acknowledges aboriginal ‘ways of 
knowing’ alongside their traditional academic achievements.  
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Moving on from education and in terms of direct action strategies to increase indigenous 
employment; research has suggested that this goal may be accomplished by implementing a 
face-to-face, individualized and hands-on approach to recruitment. This approach has been 
instrumental in raising indigenous employment dramatically in a three-year period at Rio 
Tinto Argyle and evidence suggests that a similar program should be built into the 
framework of JSA. The cost of such a program would not be insignificant, however, should 
be prioritised in the federal budget. The economic gains of closing the gap on employment 
to broader society cannot be ignored.  
 
Furthermore, indigenous entrepreneurship in rural and remote communities must be 
encouraged. It has been noted that a bank is much more likely to provide a line of credit for 
financing an entrepreneurial enterprise where at least one member of the entrepreneurial 
group is non-indigenous, this does not appear to be open racism. It appears that the groups 
which comprised a mixture of non-indigenous and indigenous applicants were able to 
provide an exit strategy as part of their business plan, this feature was not evident in the 
indigenous business plans, this is a direct result of lower education77. Providing assistance 
can encourage entrepreneurship and this assistance can be offered in the form of 
mentorship. The proposed goal of this is to assist indigenous entrepreneurs in designing and 
practicing good corporate governance strategies, ultimately leading to successful business.  
 
Indigenous Australians face significant disadvantage in most areas of life78, as our nation’s 
traditional owners it is imperative that Australia’s leaders collaborate with them on all levels 
of proposed policy reform; communication is the key to closing the gap on employment. 
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