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Definition of Terms 
We all have our favourite approach to politically correct language. The kindred terms, 
ÔIndigenous, Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander,Õ are conventions and constructs of the 
dominant colonist society often unfairly focusing on irrelevant, discriminatory characteristics 
of people when describing them in negative situations. A dilemma exists as to how to best 
practically identify the people, who are central to the purpose of this paper. Defining people 
by their colour for me is a concern.  

I have chosen to describe these people as Outsiders for they are on the periphery of the 
dominant societies.  In opposition to the majority, they are the Outsider. 

However, I found the use of Ônon-The OutsiderÕ made awkward reading and have chosen to 
refer to the employers, and other managers and the like as ÔwhiteÕ colonialists. The textual 
move from Aboriginals and non Aboriginals to Outsiders and ÔwhiteÕ colonialists keeps the 
categories intact and the substitution of Outsiders and ÔwhiteÕ colonialists for me is a model 
that works Ð this embodies the unresolved issue around the politics of naming and the 
preference of words that do not even belong to my culture.  

The term Industrial Relations defines:  

¥ rules for employment management;  

¥ methods defining those rules;  

¥ categorization of players; and 

¥ interaction processes between these entities.  

Introduction 
Work is a central fact of life and a key social institution of Australian society. Yet Outsider 
members of Australian society are often distinctly mislaid in the picture of the Australian 
workforce. Indeed, a paucity of thinking exists in relation to Outsider workers and their 
employment issues. In the reality of my life if I have a problem in the workplace, it 
consistently evolves into a situation which is clouded by the colour of my skin and not just an 
Industrial Relations issue. The workplace will never quite get rid itself of de facto 
discrimination of employers who just honestly believe, in their hearts that the other are 
slightly inferior to themselves, who choose to promote the ÔwhiteÕ colonial rather than the 
other because the ÔwhiteÕ colonial some how makes them feel more comfortable. 
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Importance of the Study 
In my position as an Aboriginal Employment Co ordinator within a higher education 
Institution, I was often approached by Outsider staff members who felt that they had been 
treated in a different way to their ÔwhiteÕ colleagues when they had an Industrial Relations 
concern. They believed that their race always became a factor in any issue they raised. The 
recurring theme of these events led me to believe there was a need to explore what was taking 
place and if it was unique only to my higher education institution (HEI) or occurring 
nationally and internationally. 

The essence of the problem is that discrimination, even positive discrimination, in any sense 
of the word, is unfair and may infringe on the right of individuals to pursue their own goals 
and their own way of life. Effective workplace relations rely on treating each other with 
respect and sensitivity.  

My thesis and as a consequence this paper, discusses a global problem for all Outsiders for 
which race becomes an issue when they seek a resolve for what is a work related grievance. 
This perception has been gained by interactions on a one to one basis with nine Outsider 
women for a previous article. Morgan (1999). The women believed that their work based 
grievances had been handled by management in a different way to what it would have been if 
it had involved their ÔwhiteÕ colleagues. All of the staff had come together to lodge a 
complaint about the activities of their Outsider manager. It took over eighteen months for an 
outcome which was totally unsatisfactory for all those concerned. The process included three 
mandatory mediation sessions, two with a mediator from the Equity Unit and one Outsider 
from another University. A major consequence of the handling of their grievance was all 
employees that were interviewed either left the higher education arena or moved to 
mainstream positions which provide more anonymity.  

The research for this paper views social conditioning, equity and fairness in the industrial 
arena by using a structured quantitative questionnaire with a section which enabled the 
researcher to analyse the data using ethnographic methods. There were two parts to the 
research. The first part was conducted in Australia. The second part was conducted through 
contacts made at the World Indigenous Peoples Conference on Education (WIPCE) which, 
took place in Canada in August, 2002. A brief questionnaire was distributed to Outsiders in 
higher education arenas in Australia and also at the Conference to ascertain if the problem 
was specific to the Australian workforce.  

Table 1: Distribution of subject by country of origin 

Country Number of research participants 

Australia 66 

Canada 30 

New Zealand 12 

United States 14 

Other 0 

Total 122 
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Table 2: Distribution of subjects by country of origin and responses who reply yes and no to 
being treated differently by management in the HEI workplace. 

Country Number of research 
participants Yes 

Number of research 
participants No 

Australia 42 24 

Canada 16 14 

New Zealand 10 2 

United States 3 11 

Total 71 51 

 

The results indicate Outsiders have experienced ÔwhiteÕ colonial management and union 
representatives making assumptions requiring a paradigm shift, in their methods of dealing 
with Outsider people. This shift occurred even when an Outsider was employed under the 
same policies and procedures as their ÔwhiteÕ colleagues. In a real sense, an Outsider is 
powerless in dealing with this type of Ôintangible racismÕ. There is a lack of sufficient intent 
and awareness to establish legislative boundaries. Thereby, allowing society to potentially 
sanctify the establishment of a philosophy which distinguishes an Outsider as the scapegoat. 
E.g. Young (2005) an administration officer was told by her manager that if he had any 
trouble with Outsider staff she would be called into his office with them to act as a support 
officer. She was very distressed by this as she it was not part of her job description and she 
felt she would be draw into problems just because of her race. 

The latest data available from Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs Ð Staff 
2000 Selected Higher education Statistics states the total number of Indigenous people 
employed full-time in the higher education sector in Australia is 517. At the same time, the 
focus of the available literature is on the problems of recruiting the Outsider and much of the 
literature ignores the experiences of Outsiders as employees within organisations. 

Workplace culture has been noted as an important element in labour force participation. 
Hunter and Hawke (2001) point out that workplace culture influences Ôan individualÕs job 
seekerÕs decision to accept a job and, once employed, whether they will stay in a jobÕ Hunter 
and Hawke, (2001) p. 44. They suggest that the conditions of employment and the overall 
quality of workplace life may influence the choices of individual Outsider people to a greater 
extent than has been recognised.  

Exper iences of Outsider  Peoples 
The experiences of Outsider people working in higher education institutions indicates that 
they often feel disadvantaged and discriminated against on the basis of their Aboriginality, 
even across countries, and these experiences influence their future actions and choices. The 
Outsider person must fit into the world as it is and that world is often hard, difficult and alien.  
No matter how hard they try to succeed at work, they sense that they are up against an almost 
insurmountable wall. 
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Although active discrimination has been legislated against, in reality discrimination has not 
disappeared. Rather it has become more subtle and less overt with its adverse effects still  
present in society today. The research participants in this study found that racism is a Ôhidden 
thingÕ, in the workplace. Examples of Ôsubtle discriminationÕ include being passed over for 
promotion, being assigned unpleasant tasks at work, being stereotyped, and being excluded 
from the Ôinner circleÕ of their workplace. Yet despite these subtle discriminations some 
Outsider people are still able to work/survive successfully in HEIÕs. Depending on the context 
of success and by whoÕs measure. Are you successful if you work for ten years as an 
academic if it is with Outsider people and will that success be recognized as transferable into 
mainstream academia? 

The following case study reflects particular characteristics of the research participantsÕ 
experience.  

ÔSame old crapÕ  
This case study illustrates the experience of the inadvertent dismissal of an Outsider 
memberÕs complaint and its long-term effects.  

The subject is a female in her late twenties who has worked at the HEI in various capacities 
for nine years. 

During a turbulent time in the HEI, this research participant experienced harassment from 
another Outsider male staff member. She approached the Trade Union for support and she 
was very disappointed by their response. She felt that the union dismissed her complaint on 
the basis of the Aboriginality of the two parties 

The union was of no help - same old crap (excuse me) rather than treat a member as an individual the 
matters were seen as a Ôblack thingÕÐ [my words]. That if it was an [Outsider] harassing an [Outsider] 
then it was a [Outsider] issue - I  got fed up and was very disappointed. Research participant (2002) 

Rather than giving up the research participant decided to take legal action. However this was 
not a simple solution. Indeed it was very distressing and she became very sick. It took three 
years and included court action and as part of that process the HEI required her to see a 
psychiatrist.  

By then I had enough. I went to court by myself and when I got to court this barrister whom I had never 
met before but who was representing me handed me a copy of a psychiatric report - all very traumatic 
for me. I was informed that because of the action I took (work care) as opposed to going to the equal 
opportunity I would lose and to appeal I would need at least $10,000 and would still lose but at least I  
could talk in court - ho hum! So amidst the tears I signed a document which withdrew my legal action - 
and subsequently resigned. 

Even though she had been a member of the union for over 8 years and believed in unions, 
during this time of the grievance she had no union support because Ôof course I wouldnÕt 
bother with the unionÕ. 

The outcome was all negative, from her point of view. She received no compensation, became 
ill and felt so distraught that she resigned.   

I can talk about it now but at the time and for several years onwards even just thinking about what I 
went through made me cry.  

Themes 



 

 5 

Many themes have arisen from a careful analysis of the research and which can be described 
as Ôthe ostrich syndromeÕ. Research participants felt management put their head in the sand 
and denied problems instead of dealing with them immediately and so preventing escalation. 
Research participants felt that management failed them in a number of ways, by failure to 
follow institutional policy and normal procedures in evaluating the totality of the 
circumstances of staff grievances.  

Many Outsider staff felt that Ôsenior management donÕt bother responding when you request 
their timeÕ. The empirical evidence indicates when the Outsider requests a meeting with 
management regarding working conditions it is not unusual for management to refer the issue 
to a department which deals with social justice issues before they actually have any idea of 
what the problem entails. This reassignment is based on managementÕs certainty that the 
problem will be too hard to resolve. 

The main contribution of this paper is that policy needs to be grounded in the actual 
experience of the Outsider worker rather than theorising about what may or may not be 
beneficial for them. The first step to solving problems in the workplace is conceding that they 
are genuine. 

At the heart of Occupational Health and Safety legislation is the fundamental requirement that 
the employer must take reasonable care of an employee and that due diligence should be 
exercised in carrying out this obligation.  Due diligence requires that an employer take every 
precaution reasonable in the circumstances to protect the health, safety and welfare of the 
employee. This research provides example after example of existing conditions that suggest 
total disregard by ÔwhiteÕ colonial management when informed of problems concerning 
Outsiders. They are hesitant to get involved and make appropriate decisions for the well-being 
and direction of Outsiders, generating a culture of denial, instead of one of immediate 
intervention which would prevent an escalation. 

Those involved in resolving the grievance must be, and be seen to be, impartial. They must 
not be seen to have some specific biases, actual or potential, in a particular outcome. 
Conclusions must be based on facts not on speculation or supposition that the complaints are 
about race.   

Prof Bob Morgan (2001) at the 4th Indigenous ResearchersÕ Forum introduces the concept of 
the Ôguest paradigmÕ in which Outsider people must operate in the essentially adversarial 
domain of the majority culture. There are rules and timeframes set in concrete, and while 
adhering to these rules, there is nowhere to develop a meaningful space to shift from guests to 
partners. These rules indicate what can be done instead of how we can research as a 
celebration of who we are. Let's start giving respect and status to Outsider workers and really 
change cultures so stereotyping in the workplace does not correlate with lineage. 

As a result of the research I found the following key points of significance: 

¥ Failure to deal with issues of mismanagement of staff 

¥ Failure to follow policy in staff grievance 

¥ Failure to follow Ôwhistle blowerÕ procedures 

¥ Failure to deal with an issue of staff salary 

¥ Management treating Outsider staff differently 
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¥ Over supervision 

¥ Smear campaign 

¥ Overcompensation for staff members on the grounds of race 

¥ Difficulties in getting promotion 
 
Some example of these follow: 

One research participant felt that ÔAdministrators say one thing concerning Outsider issues 
and do not follow throughÕ. (research participant 2002). This became a common theme of the 
empirical evidence; often the research participants complained to supervisors and felt that 
immediate action would occur only to find that later on the supervisor had either referred the 
matter to another Outsider manager or a social justice area. Alternatively it had been placed in 
the too hard basket.  

Failure to follow policy in staff grievance  
A number of staff made a formal complaint regarding a manager and the running of the centre 
in which they worked. The survey research participant who related this incident was an 
Outsider male in his thirties. The majority of staff in the area were Outsider and the manager 
was also Outsider.  Management repeatedly questioned the grievant and then mysteriously at 
one point, the whole matter seemed to be forgotten.  It became necessary for the grievants to 
individually and collectively contact senior management to address their problem/s. The 
research participant felt,  

this matter was handled by management (who were non-Outsider) in a dismissive way which, I feel this 
would not have been the case, had it been an issue raised by ÔwhiteÕ colonial staff.Õ  research participant 
(2002) 

Failure to follow ‘whistle blower’ procedures 
A research participant reported instances of fraud to the ÔWhistle blowerÕ officer and nothing 
ever happened. Going to the person that is charged with oversight of this policy, is usually 
seen as much less adversarial as say going to the media. The research participant felt that the 
person in question was morally required to act but was distressed at no outcome leaving him 
to question the ethical legitimacy of the Institution. Although it is often argued that people are 
more likely to behave responsibly if they are held accountable for their actions, there is no 
necessary link between being responsible and being accountable. 

The manager carried on with unethical and unprofessional practices.   Pleas for help were 
basically dusted under the carpet by management who Outsider people sadly believed had an 
obligation and interest in their welfare.  The research participant believed this would not have 
been allowed to happen with a group of ÔwhiteÕ colonial staff. 

Management treating Outsider staff differently 
Treating races differently is the definition of racism. One of the most serious negative 
consequences of legalized racism is that it tends to incite individual racism. The following 
examples illustrate the experience of being treated differently on the basis of being 
Indigenous.  

Over supervision 
I have worked in various roles mainly pertaining to administration and program management, 
although I have always been able to produce the desired results my supervisors have always 
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felt the need to supervise me to a high level. Observations of my colleagues show that they do 
not attract the same level of supervision. However, When I have approached my supervisors 
to discuss this situation I have always been told Ôwell itÕs for your own good, itÕs just to keep 
you from being stereo typed by others, lets call it your career development or you will benefit 
from the supervisionÕ. 

Smear campaigns 
A research participant experience of being treated differently: 

My contract was not renewed by the faculty - a personal smear campaign was attempted (unsuccessful 
because of staff, student and union support) these are tactics that are used generally in universities - but 
in this case I am sure that the 'annoyance' I was perceived to be was based on the two counts of my 
being - a woman - and being Outsider - therefore 'expected' to act gratefully (for being allowed to sit in 
on 'the boys' club' and 'academia') and act submissively in general. research participant (2002)  

Overcompensation for staff members on the grounds of race 
Outsiders had also experiences of over compensation on the basis of their Indigenous 
heritage. Politically correct speech probably began with the best of intentions. It was 
supposed to be a positive step in ending racial, ethnic and religious discrimination. But what 
started as a well-meaning idea has deteriorated into a debacle of out-of-control 
overcompensation. Unfortunately, no dose of political correctness can eradicate racism or any 
other kind of present-day discrimination. Political correctness can alter our speech and even 
our actions, but it can't penetrate thought. There are no shortcuts to equality. Whether ÔwhiteÔ 
colonial people believe it or not, even the most well-meaning institutions have continuing 
racism simmering just beneath the surface and in turn this produces a defensive reaction, 
followed by overcompensation to prove it is untrue. 

One research participant complained ÔI was considered a nuisance rather than a colleague - 
tolerated only because of university regulations.Õ research participant (2002) 

Comments such as these raise the question: 

How do Outsider  people get favorable regulations and laws implemented in 
societies where powerful forces routinely perceive them as being distinctively 
different and out of the ordinary? 

Affirmative action these days seems to incite, rather than ease, the nation's internal divisions. 
An increasingly assertive opposition movement argues that the battle to guarantee equal rights 
for all citizens has been fought and won Ð and that favouring members of one group over 
another simply goes against the grain.  

But defenders of affirmative action say that the playing field is not level yet Ð and that 
granting modest advantages to minorities and women is more than fair, given hundreds of 
years of discrimination that benefited whites and men.  

To live with both these views makes you a moral dilemma not an ordinary worker.  

Skin Colour and Polite Racism 
Often excellent anti racism policies are shelved until an incident occurs that requires 
management to act in an attempt to hush an embarrassing situation before it reaches the 
media. Anti racism policies seem to be initiated only when and if major catastrophes erupt 
and are shelved when things are resolved. 
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Another research participant complained that when she chastised a subordinate for being late 
for work and taking long lunches, the employee went to the next level supervisor who took 
the research participant aside asked her to come and see him with an Outsider support officer. 
He complained about the look that she got on her face when she spoke to people. The 
question is: Why was it necessary for her to be accompanied by a support officer.  

Skin colour is no longer the issue it was at the beginning of the 20th century, but as 
demonstrated by the real life experiences it is still a hidden and dangerous issue.  

According HREOC statistics there has been a sharp rise in race-based complaints in recent 
years, and it appears that this issue has doggedly followed us into the 21st century. 

After examining the experiences of the research participants, I have concluded that not many 
employers would voluntarily implement a program which deals with Outsider industrial 
relation issues. Moreover, without the protection of a strong proactive law, fears of employer 
reprisals led to few complaints. The aim is to move from predominantly anecdotal reports of 
progress to firmer, verifiable data that can become a guide in the future. 

Outsider people see these impediments as the degree in which they are being penalized for 
being the other.  

A major concern relating to current policies for employment of the Outsider in the higher 
education institution (HEI) is that it is insufficiently supported by comprehensive and 
substantive evidence. This is largely because recent research in the HEIÕs has been based on 
analysis of Indigenous students with little consideration of the staff. The purpose of this paper 
is to address the challenges facing the Outsider society when they are employed in the higher 
education Sector 

The ÔwhiteÕ colonialist must come to terms with our past, be cognisant of the present, and 
plan for the future. They must recognise our place in Australia, our historical context and 
strive to overcome oppressive discrimination. The optimine outcome is to be flexible on 
access, active in redress, and rigourous on success resulting in the promotion of equal 
opportunity and the full development of human potential.  

Thus I believe we are in an era in which both organisations and individuals face a major 
challenge of revising, modernizing, and inventing new and possibly radical institutional 
structures. Furthermore processes to promote valued equity in our workplaces and societies. 
Business and labour organisations have an obligation to be willing to consider seriously any 
fundamental new approaches or ideas for structuring relations, which could be perceived as 
discriminatory in nature. Simply stated, unless individuals are willing to address fundamental 
flaws in their attitudes and bring them into debates over policy and practice, new ideas will 
never enter into community policy debates. 

It is essential and practical that information about this kind of project is made available 
worldwide so that other people can learn from the experiences and play a prominent role in 
building a bridge of Ôbest practicesÕ between Outsider employees and ÔwhiteÕ colonialist 
managers.  

Best practice requires a systematic approach to the achievement of workforce diversity, as 
demonstrated by: 
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¥ Embedding planning within the university's strategic human resource quality assurance 
planning 

¥ Executive staff communicating clear and unambiguous messages about the importance of 
workforce diversity 

¥ Holding heads of academic and administrative units responsible as part of performance 
management 

¥ Undertaking annual and longitudinal ongoing evaluation analyses of workforce diversity; 

¥ Ensuring that ÔwhiteÕ colonialist views do not dominate selection practices 

¥ A diverse workforce reflects the full diversity of the wider community.  

Naming these ideas Ôbest practicesÕ is to suggest that data can and should be replicated and 
generated from them and that they be capable of and should be contributing to policy 
development. 

Given the notion of the degree of high maintenance that cultural appropriateness of 
employment would require, it is consistently disregarded as part of processes. It appears that 
with the failure to refine employment conditions to include the persona of industrial relation 
principles there will be a probability that they are statistically assessed as failures causing 
considerable harm to Outsider economic independence. 

This researcher argues that although considerable funding is being provided it is not 
translating into advantageous outcomes. The comments by the research participants repudiate 
that there have been any worthy achievements in employment in higher education. 

There is a requirement for permanent ways to neutralize the inherent biases that appear to be 
impossible to eradicate in white dominated HEI's. The problem is that the types of biases that 
keep the Outsider from being hired, retained and promoted in jobs is not temporary, it is 
permanent. ÔTemporary remediesÕ still havenÕt changed many institutions.  

In summary the case examples demonstrate, sometimes a ÔwhiteÕ colonial person who is a 
position of power and works with Outsider people must be prepared to be challenge both their 
motives and decisions during the process of dealing with both positive and negative industrial 
relation issues in the workplace. Having examined this hypothesis the researcher is optimistic 
that the resulting conclusion may prompt further, more rigorous, investigation of a complex 
issue of the cultural context of workplace relations.  The most critical task for contemporary 
industrial relation researchers is to test the viability of existing institutional structures and 
legal principles and embark on methods that are better suited to the needs of todayÕs Outsider 
workforce.  
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