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A B S T R A C T   

Indigenous employment is a key point of engagement between Indigenous people and mining companies. Over 
the past two decades, research shows that the Australian mining industry has increased the numbers of Indig-
enous employees within the mining workforce. However, less is known about how well the industry is retaining 
Indigenous employees and what factors support retention. This article begins to fill this gap by presenting 
outcomes of qualitative research undertaken with both former and current Indigenous employees of a major 
employer of Indigenous people in the Pilbara region of Western Australia. We elucidate the main reasons for 
turnover intention as articulated by Indigenous employees and examine the strategies available to mining 
companies to address voluntary turnover within this cohort. The findings suggest that a culturally competent 
non-Indigenous workforce, culturally appropriate support mechanisms and access to professional development 
opportunities are key retention factors. The paper concludes by arguing that the mining industry will need to 
focus both on ensuring a culturally safe workplace for its Indigenous employees, and on increasing the regional 
Indigenous labour pool, if it is to contribute to more sustainable outcomes.   

1. Introduction 

The main premise underlying research on employee retention is that 
the ability to attract and retain employees is critical to organisational 
competitiveness. Corporations typically view turnover as undesirable 
because of the cost associated with recruiting and training replacement 
employees, as well as the loss of knowledge and associated human 
capital, which negatively affect productivity (Beach et al., 2003:4; 
Holtom et al., 2008:232). While turnover costs are significant, they are 
often hidden from managers (Beach et al., 2003:30; Holtom et al., 
2008:236), which contributes to other technical and management issues 
being prioritised over employee turnover (Beach et al., 2003:36, Sus-
omrith et al., 2013). 

For mining companies in Australia, there are additional drivers for 
reducing turnover within their Indigenous workforce (Brereton and 
Parmenter, 2008; Conde and Le Billon, 2017; Horsley et al., 2015). 

Increasingly, mining companies are entering into land use agreements 
with local Indigenous groups that include employment and training 
provisions (O’Fairchaellaigh, 2010, 2015).1 Failure to meet these com-
mitments risks disaffecting the mine’s Indigenous landowners2 and 
other stakeholders, which in turn could lead to disputation and jeop-
ardise future access to land or project approvals. In addition to 
contractual obligations, most major mining companies operate to a set of 
corporate environmental and social standards that aim to deliver posi-
tive socio-economic outcomes, particularly for the neighbouring com-
munities affected by their operations. 

Mining companies have also made commitments to pursue relevant 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), such as to pro-
mote ‘inclusive and sustainable economic growth and employment and 
decent work for all’ (SDG 8). Furthermore, labour shortages within the 
resources sector and increasing reliance on Fly-in-Fly Out (FIFO) from 
distant locations, emphasise the benefits of fostering a regional 
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be recognised as holding native title. 
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workforce (Brereton and Parmenter 2008; Tiplady and Barclay 
2006:11). Improving employment outcomes for Indigenous commu-
nities is also a powerful driver for Australia’s federal government, as 
well as some state and local governments, who have encouraged part-
nerships and joint initiatives with the mining industry as a way to in-
crease Indigenous workforce participation. 

Overall, mining industry efforts to increase Indigenous employment 
in Australia have been successful. Census data reveal that Indigenous 
employment across the industry has increased almost five-fold from 
1390 in 2001 (Brereton and Parmenter 2008) to 6649 in 2016 (ABS 
2016). However, it is likely that variability remains high across opera-
tions and companies. A 2007 study of ten Australian mines revealed the 
Indigenous proportion of their workforces ranged from one percent up 
to 22 percent (Tiplady and Barclay 2007:74). More recent research in 
Western Australia’s Pilbara region, the location of this research, in-
dicates that mining presently accounts for almost two-thirds of all 
employment for Indigenous men and one-third of all Indigenous women 
in the region (Taylor 2018:142). The extent this trend will be disrupted 
by the industry’s trend toward integrated autonomous operations re-
mains to be seen (Holcombe and Kemp 2019). 

A further important development has been the increase in Indige-
nous labour hire and training organisations, as well as Indigenous- 
owned and operated businesses servicing the industry. It is less clear 
how many Indigenous people these entities employ and what the pros-
pects are in the longer-term, particularly where operations cease. Ac-
cording to Langton (2015:21), up to 150 Aboriginal contracting 
companies were operating in the Pilbara in 2015, with a combined 
annual turnover in the hundreds of millions of dollars. 

Despite increased participation in the industry, neighbouring Indig-
enous communities continue to be characterised by high levels of rela-
tive socio-economic disadvantage and dependence on welfare. There is 
an often-polarised debate in Australia on the role of the mining industry 
in addressing Indigenous disadvantage. Existing qualitative research has 
tended to treat local Indigenous employment in the mining industry as 
alienating and contesting Indigenous livelihoods, rather than examine 
ways in which Indigenous employment can contribute to human and 
social development (Holcombe and Kemp 2020). There is a perceived 
tension or contradiction between engagement with the market economy 
and maintaining Indigenous values and culture. For example, working at 
a mine may not be desirable due its negative impact on the environment, 
particularly where people hold traditional responsibilities for looking 
after land (Trigger 2000). Some Indigenous people may not aspire to 
engage with the mainstream economy at all, preferring to live a 
completely different way of life or pursue alternative forms of economic 
engagement (Altman 2001; Barker 2006:10; Scambary 2007). In 
contrast, some prominent Indigenous scholars argue that engagement 
with the industry is beneficial and does not necessarily entail the loss of 
culture, but can in fact support and maintain it (Langton 2002, 2012; 
Pearson 2009). 

The proposition underpinning this research is that cultural difference 
is an important determinant to employee retention. This is particularly 
the case with respect to remote Indigenous communities, where values 
and practices that shape attitudes toward work may differ to the main-
stream Australian population (Altman and Martin 2009; Austin-Broos 
2003; Peterson 1993, 2005; Peterson and Taylor 2003; Trigger 2005). The 
few studies on Indigenous employment within the resources sector in 
Australia and internationally, have identified some issues unique to these 
workers (Arbelaez-Ruiz 2010; Barclay et al., 2014; Barker and Brereton 
2004; Brereton and Parmenter 2008; Caron et al., 2020a;2020b; Par-
menter 2011; Tiplady and Barclay 2007; Sarker and Bobongie 2007). For 
example, the strong ethos of egalitarianism and associated pressure to 
share with kin (Peterson 1993; Trigger 2005) can operate to negate at-
tempts of those wishing to accumulate personal wealth (Brereton and 
Parmenter 2008). A recent Canadian study indicates that high turnover of 
Indigenous employees is due to employees’ short-term focus and grap-
pling with social and family issues (Caron et al., 2019). 

The starting point for many of these studies and other guidance tends 
to be with the barriers Indigenous people face in accessing mainstream 
employment. Such approaches necessarily highlight gaps the Indigenous 
population face in terms of health, educational, and employment out-
comes. The problem with framing an analysis around deficits is that it 
may serve to reinforce negative stereotypes of Indigenous employees as 
being inherently problematic, effectively adding further obstacles. 
Tailoring programs and resources to privilege cultural aspects of indige-
neity takes a strength-based approach and offers an alternative to the 
deficit narrative (Fogarty et al., 2018). Mechanisms such as 
pre-employment or ‘work ready’ programs have proven effective in 
addressing such challenges, and have increased the Indigenous employ-
ment base in remote areas. Strength-based approaches for mining and 
community development can ‘provide a framework for more open, 
equitable and locally driven company-community engagement and dia-
logue’ (Owen and Kemp 2012:404). As such, our research is concerned 
with how the workplace can cater to people coming from different 
culturally and socio-economic backgrounds. While we acknowledge the 
grave socio-economic situation faced by many remote Indigenous com-
munities, the consistent employment growth of Indigenous people in the 
mining sector over the last decade demonstrates the potential on offer. 

Much of the literature on Indigenous employment retention derives 
from the health sector (e.g. Deroy and Schutze 2019; Lai et al., 2018), 
with some examples from the public sector (Biddle and Lahn 2016; Larkin 
2013). A consistent theme across these studies is the importance of 
providing a workplace where Indigenous culture is respected and sup-
ported by company policies and the broader workforce. Flexible work 
arrangements that support attending to cultural obligations toward family 
and community are important enablers to retention (Health Workforce 
Australia 2017; Watson et al., 2013). Inhibiters such as racism, lack of 
cultural awareness across the workforce, and lack of professional or 
career development (Larkin 2013) are major reasons that contribute to a 
decision to leave employment amongst the Indigenous cohort. Mining 
industry workforce studies more broadly suggest that turnover is higher 
for the FIFO workforce compared to other working arrangements in 
Australia (Beach et al., 2003; Susomrith et al., 2013). Research on FIFO 
indicate that factors such as long shifts, being away from home and 
family, and the difficulty adjusting to a new workplace contribute to 
higher levels of stress and mental illness (Clifford 2009; CTWD 2018). 

Over the last two decades or more, leading mining companies have 
implemented various strategies to improve Indigenous employment out-
comes at their operations. These strategies typically include Indigenous 
cultural training for the non-Indigenous workforce; special (cultural) 
leave for Indigenous employees; flexible work rosters; ongoing mentor-
ing; and promoting peer support through encouraging socialising be-
tween Indigenous employees outside of work hours (Caron et al., 2019; 
Tiplady and Barclay 2007). Very little of the literature evaluates the 
effectiveness of these measures. Other deliberative measures such as in-
centives and sanctions to ensure supervisors promote Indigenous partic-
ipation are said to be effective (O’Faircheallaigh 2006). 

In order to address the lack of research, this paper highlights the key 
factors that contribute to voluntary Indigenous turnover as identified 
through interviews with Indigenous mine employees at Rio Tinto iron ore 
operations in the Pilbara region of Western Australia. Rio Tinto is a major 
employer of Indigenous people in Australia, the great majority of which 
are employed at iron ore mines in the Pilbara region. The recent expan-
sion of one of these mines destroyed a highly significant place to Indig-
enous landowners. National and international outrage ensued, triggering 
a parliamentary enquiry into the destruction of the Juukan caves. In ev-
idence to the enquiry Rio Tinto’s Chief Executive, Jean- Sebastian Jac-
ques, highlighted the importance of Indigenous employment to their 
relationships with Indigenous landowners, and the need to enhance the 
outcomes achieved so far: 

Over the years we have employed a number of Indigenous people 
across our business, but we need to lift our game. We do not have 
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enough Indigenous people in leadership roles, and we will commit 
$50 million to attract, develop and retain Indigenous professionals 
into Rio Tinto (Commonwealth of Australia 2020:2) 

While Indigenous employment commitments are central to Rio Tinto 
agreements with Indigenous landowners, our research suggests imple-
mentation remains challenging. The insights gained from this study into 
factors unique to Indigenous people seeks to assist mining companies 
implement innovative retention strategies to improve the employment 
experience for Indigenous employees and maximise Indigenous reten-
tion rates. 

The paper has six main sections. The next section (Section 2) pro-
vides background to the case study and Section 3 provides an overview 
of the methods used in this study. Sections 3 and 4 detail the research 
results and analysis of the research. The discussion section (Section 6) 
summaries the interaction of the various factors that contribute to 
voluntary turnover and discusses possible industry responses. 

2. Case study background 

The Pilbara region is located in remote north-west Western Australia. 
The region features an extremely large FIFO workforce servicing mul-
tiple mining companies at multiple mine sites. The mining sector is the 
largest employer and accounts for 72.5 percent of the total economic 
output in the region (Remplan 2020). The Indigenous population in the 
Pilbara is approximately 11,716 people, which represents approxi-
mately 19 percent of the regional population, much greater than the 
national proportion of 3.3 percent Indigenous people Australia-wide 
(ABS 2016). The non-Indigenous population has fluctuated over the 
last decade in response to the economic cycles experienced by the 
resource industry, whereas the Indigenous population has maintained 
steady growth. The Pilbara’s Indigenous population remains highly 
disadvantaged across many socio-economic indicators (education, 
employment, health, longevity) compared to the wider regional and 
national population. In 2016, the official unemployment rate for 
Indigenous persons (unemployed measured as a percentage of the labour 
force) was 18.4 percent as compared to 2.7 percent for non-Indigenous 
persons (Taylor 2018:40). 

Indigenous responses to mining development in the Pilbara have 
been mixed. An ongoing tension exists between ‘the imperative to 
maintain cultural identity and the potential cultural assimilation 
implied by their increasing integration into a market economy’ (Scam-
bary 2007:iv). Prior to the mid-1960s, livelihoods of some Indigenous 
men and women centred on small-scale mining activities in the region 
(Wilson 1980). These activities significantly declined following the 
advent of large-scale mining operations in the 1960s and 1970s. Indig-
enous small-scale mining activities could not compete with these large 
companies, none of which prioritised employing Indigenous people at 
the time (Edmunds 1989; Holcombe 2004). 

Rio Tinto’s predecessor company, CRA Limited, commenced iron ore 
mining in the Pilbara in 1966, with little or no consultation or engage-
ment with Indigenous people (Harvey 2002). The absence of legislation 
or any recognition of Aboriginal land rights prior to the 1970s meant 
companies were not required to consult Indigenous landowners over 
developments. Since then, however, major mining companies have led a 
paradigm shift across the industry. In 1991, a dispute with Aboriginal 
people over Rio Tinto’s $1.2 billion Marandoo iron ore development 
resulted in a costly two-year delay as well as significant reputational 
damage (Stevens 1991). This event, coupled with the recognition of 
native title in Australia propelled Rio Tinto to reconsider its approach to 
community relations (Harvey 2002).3 Even though the Native Title Act 

1993 does not grant Indigenous people rights to minerals on their land 
nor a right to veto exploration or mining, it does deliver a statutory 
platform for Indigenous landowners to negotiate agreements with 
mining companies. 

The first major mining agreement between a mining company and 
native title groups in the Pilbara was the 1997 Yandicoogina Land Use 
Agreement between Hamersley Iron (now part of Rio Tinto) and the 
combined Nyiyaparli, Banjima, and Yinhawangka native title holders. 
Initially, the primary focus of agreement-making was on financial pay-
ments to native title holders. Over time, the ambit of agreement making 
has encompassed a range of benefits aimed at delivering long-term sus-
tainable outcomes (Altman and Martin 2009; O’Faircheallaigh 2015). 
Preferential training and employment are now standard conditions in the 
most Indigenous agreements (see O’Faircheallaigh 2015). Evidence sug-
gests employment provisions in agreements have been effective in 
increasing Indigenous participation in the Pilbara mining industry. Taylor 
(2018: 139) estimates that over the period from 2001 to 2016, one-third of 
Pilbara Indigenous people are now better off (as measured against a range 
of key social indicators), and two-thirds are not, the difference largely 
attributed to employment, especially in mining. However, for some groups 
the gap between Indigenous people and other Pilbara residents has failed 
to close and, instead, may have widened. 

Rio Tinto’s iron ore operations have steadily expanded into an in-
tegrated network of 16 mines,4 four loading facilities, a 1700-kilometre 
rail network and related infrastructure, controlled through a remote 
operations centre in Perth.5 Indigenous employment and training are a 
centrepiece of Rio Tinto’s policy commitments and agreements with 
Indigenous landowners. In March 2011, Rio Tinto entered into further 
local level agreements (Participation Agreements) with Pilbara native 
title groups affected by its operations. Rio Tinto also developed a 
regional agreement, the Regional Framework Deed (RFD), which is 
intended to improve outcomes for Indigenous people across the Pilbara. 
The RFD contains commitments to consistent implementation aligned to 
seven ‘Regional Standards’, one of which is employment and training.6 It 
also established a regional Indigenous corporation and the Regional 
Implementation Committee (RIC). The RIC is made up of representatives 
of the native title groups and Rio Tinto representatives and provides a 
forum to implement and review commitments under the RFD. 

At a national level, Rio Tinto launched its 2016–2019 Elevate 
Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) in March 2016.7 This RAP set nation- 
wide targets to increase the whole-of-group percentage of Indigenous 
employment to eight percent, and to aim for Indigenous retention such 
that ‘all [Rio Tinto’s] Australian businesses track retention of Indigenous 
employees with a target to equal non-Indigenous employees’. The RAP 
also requires that Indigenous achievement in leadership roles be tracked 
and increased year on year. In addition to the national target, Rio Tinto 
iron ore operations introduced a target under the RFD for ‘Pilbara 
Aboriginal People’ of 15.7 percent of the total residential workforce.8 

3 The company’s shift in approach was formally announced in a speech by 
then CEO, Leon Davis, in 1995. Davis urged the industry to develop compe-
tencies in understanding and responding to community concerns including 
working and sharing with, and compensating Indigenous people (Davis, 1995). 

4 The 16 mines are: Tom Price, Paraburdoo, Channar, Eastern Range, Mar-
andoo, Brockman 2, Brockman 4, Nammuldi, Western Turner Syncline, Sil-
vergrass, West Angelas, Hope Downs 1, Hope Downs 4, Yandicoogina, Robe 
Valley (Mesa A), Robe Valley (Mesa J).  

5 Dampier Salt was brought under the Pilbara Operation banner recently, and 
is not included in this research.  

6 The Employment and Training Regional Standard sets a joint goal between 
Rio Tinto and native title groups to improve rates of employment, work read-
iness, retention and career advancement for Pilbara Aboriginal People. The goal 
is to achieve levels at least similar to that of the non-Indigenous residents of the 
Pilbara.  

7 An Elevate RAP is for organisations that have a proven track record of 
embedding effective RAP initiatives in their organisation through their Stretch 
RAPs and are ready to take on a leadership position to advance national 
reconciliation.  

8 15.7% represents the proportion of Indigenous people in the Pilbara region 
as determined by reference to the latest census. 
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The category ‘Pilbara Aboriginal People’ includes all Indigenous people 
who live in the Pilbara region and all members of the native title groups 
that have agreements with Rio Tinto, (also known as ‘Traditional 
Owners’) regardless of where they live. 

Rio Tinto recognises that higher turnover rates amongst Indigenous 
employees at some locations hinders efforts to meet these targets. In 
2019, the company commissioned The University of Queensland’s 
Centre for Social Responsibility in Mining to review the company’s 
retention strategies and identify ways to reduce Indigenous turnover. 
The research conducted for that project forms the basis for this article. 

3. Method 

This study9 involved a review of the employment data of Rio Tinto 
iron ore’s operations and assets and interviews and focus groups with 
current (40) and former (7) Indigenous employees, as well as a small 
number of their supervisors (10). Of these supervisors, nine were non- 
Indigenous and one identified as Aboriginal. The majority of positions 
held by these participants were entry-level or operational roles (Truck 
Driving/Fixed Plant Operator) (34) and Indigenous support roles (9). 
Participants were aged between 22 and 60 years old. Females repre-
sented 29 percent of participants, slightly higher than their represen-
tation in the total Indigenous workforce across all Pilbara operations 
(23%). 

Company employment data (as at March 2019) was analysed to 
compare retention rates between Indigenous and non-Indigenous em-
ployees and guided selection of a sample of fieldwork locations. Three 
operational sites was selected to capture a range of site characteristics 
(residential/FIFO, coastal/inland and rates of Indigenous turnover, i.e. 
higher/lower). Two of the operations were inland FIFO mine sites 
(Yandicoogina and West Angeles) and one residential port operation 
(Cape Lambert). Across these locations, the majority of Indigenous FIFO 
workers were from either Perth or the town of Broome, located in the 
neighbouring region. Residential employees lived in the Pilbara loca-
tions Cape Lambert and Wickham. A small number of interviews were 
undertaken in Perth at Rio Tinto’s head office (9) and the former em-
ployees were interviewed by phone. Interview questions were developed 
following a review of the literature and discussions with both Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Rio Tinto employees. Questions were designed to 
identify key factors that contribute to retention amongst the Indigenous 
workforce. 

Data was analysed by theme10 and quotes presented in this article 
reflected the dominant patterns in the data and distributed across par-
ticipants. There were no major differences in themes identified by age or 
location. However, those in loading and hauling positions (e.g. truck 
drivers) were more critical of career advancement opportunities than 
those in other roles. Further, being away from home was not an issue 
relevant to the residential workers. More stark differences in views were 
identified amongst the supervisor cohort and these are discussed later. 

Limitations exist to the extent that the findings from a single com-
pany can be generalised to other companies and commodities of the 
resources industry. However, the inclusion of three different mining 
operations has addressed, to some extent, this limitation. The scale of 
Rio Tinto’s iron ore business, which incorporates 16 mines and three 
ports, means it is a dominant employer of Indigenous people in the re-
gion, with 990 current Indigenous employees. As such, this case is of 
considerable significance to understanding factors influencing Indige-
nous retention across the mining industry more generally. The findings 
will be relevant to other mining companies that have committed to 
increasing Indigenous employment as well as companies that are 

adopting structures and strategies to address Indigenous employment 
issues more generally. 

4. Rio Tinto iron ore Indigenous employment profile 

Before presenting results from interviews with Indigenous employees 
in this study, it is necessary to first summarise Indigenous employment 
data across Rio Tinto iron ore’s operations and assets. As at March 2019, 
Rio Tinto iron ore operations and assets had a total workforce of 12,281 
individuals, of which 8 percent identify as Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander. The residential workforce in the Pilbara represents 28 
percent of the total workforce, the FIFO workforce represents 58 
percent, and the remaining are based in the Western Australian capital 
city of Perth. FIFO employees are sourced from locations across 
Australia, including the eastern states. Indigenous representation as a 
percent of the total workforce at individual operations and assets varies 
between 13 percent at Cape Lambert - a residential operation on the 
Pilbara coast, to under two percent in other assets such as rail (Fig. 1). 

There were 453 ‘Pilbara Aboriginal People’ (PAP),11 representing 13 
percent of the total residential workforce in the Pilbara, and about half 
(49%) of the total Indigenous workforce. Included in the PAP category 
are 200 employees who belong to the nine native title groups, commonly 
referred to in this context as ‘Traditional Owners’, that have land use 
agreements with Rio Tinto. 

When comparing the 2019 Indigenous employee roles to the roles of 
non-Indigenous, a higher proportion of non-Indigenous employees 
occupy higher skilled and senior roles than Indigenous employees 
(Fig. 2). This bottom-heavy distribution has been a feature of the in-
dustry more broadly for some time (Tiplady and Barclay 2007). 

Indigenous women have a higher representation in the workforce 
compared to non-Indigenous women. Indigenous women represent 
almost a quarter (23%) of the total Indigenous workforce, whereas non- 
Indigenous women represent just 16 percent of the total non-Indigenous 
workforce. 

Turning to the topic of retention, total voluntary turnover12 across all 
iron ore operations and assets was slightly higher for Indigenous (7%) 
employees than non-Indigenous (6%). The difference was more marked 
for Indigenous women, who have a higher overall voluntary turnover 
rate (7.9%) compared to non-Indigenous women (6.3%). However, 
when analysed according to the timing of when the employee left the 
business, voluntary turnover within the first year of employment across 
all iron ore operations and assets was more than double for Indigenous 
employees (17%) compared to non-Indigenous employees (8%). This 
indicates that the employment experience during the first year of 
employment for Indigenous mine workers is critical to retention. Some 
may be facing their first mainstream employment experience, and 
dedicated support during the first period of employment is important. 

When disaggregated by operation or asset, voluntary turnover varied 
between two percent and 15 percent for Indigenous employees, 
compared to between four to 10 percent for non-Indigenous employees 
(see Fig. 3). Interestingly, at FIFO operations, where employees are 
required to be away from their home and family during their roster, 
voluntary turnover was not much higher than for residential sites. Total 
voluntary turnover across all FIFO operations was seven percent for both 
the Indigenous and non-Indigenous workforce. For residential opera-
tions, total voluntary turnover was lower for the Indigenous workforce 

9 Ethics approval was approved by The University of Queensland’s Human 
Ethical Review Committee. Approval number 2019001346.  
10 Interviews were recorded and transcribed, and we conducted a thematic 

analysis using NVivo software (QSR International Inco., Melbourne, Australia). 

11 Rio Tinto iron ore use the category ‘Pilbara Aboriginal People’ (PAP) to 
refer to any Aboriginal employee currently living in the Pilbara. PAP also in-
cludes any employees who belong to Native Title groups who are signatories to 
agreements with Rio Tinto (Traditional Owners) regardless of where they live in 
Australia.  
12 Voluntary turnover is calculated by the number of voluntary exits divided 

by the number of total employees expressed as a percentage. Voluntary turn-
over is calculated over a rolling year average up to March 2019. 
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(5%) than the non-Indigenous workforce (7%). 
Unfortunately, no comprehensive exit interview data was available 

to analyse reasons for turnover between individual sites. Rio Tinto iron 
ore’s human resources department did not mandate a process to un-
dertake exit interviews over the period examined in this study. Routine 
data collected by Indigenous Support Officers (ISOs)14 through informal 

discussions with exiting Indigenous employees, however, indicate that 
across all operations and assets in 2018 the primary categories for 
leaving (inclusive of both voluntary and involuntary turnover)15 was 
‘Family/Lifestyle’ reasons (19%), followed by ‘Alcohol and Drug’ or 
‘Fitness for Work Breaches’ (12%), ‘Other Employment’ (10%) and 
‘Personal Reasons’ (10%). These account for over half of the exits. Un-
fortunately, some of these categories are quite broad or otherwise lack 
precise definition, which, without further details, diminishes the in-
sights available. For example, it is unclear if the Family/Lifestyle cate-
gory refers to an issue with a roster or work arrangement (e.g. FIFO), or 
the impact of a family issue at home. 

Further, ascertaining the main reason for leaving at the end of 
employment is problematic. According to ISOs, once the decision to 
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13 Brockman data is comprised of Brockman 2 & 4; Hope Downs data is 
comprised of Hope Downs 1 & 4; Pannawonica data is comprised of Mesa A/ 
Warramboo & Mesa J. Paraburdoo data includes Channer Mine and Eastern 
Ranges Mine. Other assets data includes Rail, Pilbara Power Infrastructure, 
Pilbara Towns, Camps & Villages and Pastoral Stations.  
14 Indigenous Support Officers (ISOs) are Indigenous employees dedicated to 

mentoring and supporting other Indigenous employees. They perform a range 
of functions including personalised support for Indigenous employees, as well 
as assisting key relationships such as supervisor to employee interactions and 
operational management’s appreciation of Indigenous related issues. 

15 This data is a percentage of the total Indigenous employees (116) who gave 
a reason for leaving. 
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leave has been made, the employee is less likely to accurately reflect on 
their experiences. Interviews with current employees indicate that 
Indigenous employees prefer to avoid confrontation. For example, 
where there is dissatisfaction with their supervisor, an Indigenous 
employee is less likely to advance ‘dissatisfied with supervisor’ as a 
major factor for leaving. In these circumstances choosing categories 
such as ‘family’, ‘lifestyle’, and ‘personal’, may act as a convenient 
default. In addition, interviews with ISOs revealed examples of em-
ployees choosing to resign in response to an unfolding disciplinary 
procedure rather than risk a record of an employer-initiated dismissal. 

For eight of the nine former employees interviewed in this study, 
poor mental health and perceived lack of appropriate support was a 
common experience at some point during their employment, and 
strongly connected to their decision to leave. One participant exited the 
business due to inflexible work arrangements after returning from ma-
ternity leave. Another simply wanted a change after 15 years working. 
These long-term employees generally cited a positive work experience 
and acknowledged what they perceived to be significant personal out-
comes from their employment. Three of the participants had worked 
their way up to supervisor/specialist roles and several cited the purchase 
of a home using income from employment as a significant achievement. 
While these individuals have left Rio Tinto, all nine of the former em-
ployees remain working in the mining industry for another company. 
The following section presents an analysis of the data collected from 
interviews with both former and current employees of Rio Tinto iron ore 
operations and assets, on the key factors supporting Indigenous 
employee retention. 

5. Key factors supporting retention 

The study found three key factors important for the retention of 
Indigenous employees: 1) a culturally competent non-Indigenous 
workforce; 2) culturally appropriate support mechanisms; and 3) ac-
cess to professional development opportunities. These themes were 
consistent across the three operations included in this study. The find-
ings resonate with those identified in several Indigenous retention 
studies in the health sector (Deroy and Schutze 2019; Health Workforce 
Australia 2011; Lai et al., 2018; Larkin 2013; Watson et al., 2013). These 
studies also found that a lack of Indigenous cultural awareness amongst 
the non-Indigenous workforce and limited professional development 
were major factors influencing retention. Similarly, this research also 

found that racial taunts persisted in the workplace, although tolerance 
toward them appears to be diminishing, with several examples of 
non-Indigenous employees calling-out racist behaviour. Remuneration 
did not feature as a major retention factor in this study. Presumably, this 
relates to the higher than average remuneration found in the resources 
industry compared to other sectors. 

Overall, most Indigenous employees who participated in this 
research valued employment with a major mining company. This was 
expressed in terms of a sense of pride and self-accomplishment. Positive 
aspects highlighted were financial security, working with good people, 
and learning new skills. As with the wider workforce (see FIFO studies 
cited above) such positive aspects are balanced against being away from 
home, family, and friends. Interestingly, some women working at the 
FIFO sites in this study favoured longer rosters. These women considered 
their time at work as respite from the challenges of community life. They 
appreciated the ability to lock their door at night, enjoy a good night’s 
sleep, and have a break from everyday obligations to family. We now 
discuss the three key retention factors identified in this study in more 
detail. 

5.1. A culturally competent non-Indigenous workforce 

We use the term ‘cultural competence’ to refer to the ability of in-
dividuals in the workforce to work effectively in cross-cultural situations 
(Cross et al., 1989:iv). While both non-Indigenous and Indigenous em-
ployees can lack capacity for successful communications, in the context 
of Indigenous employee retention, the onus lies with the non-Indigenous 
workforce. In this case, interviews indicate that the non-Indigenous 
workforce had limited experience engaging with Indigenous people. 

A significant theme emerging from the interviews is the need for 
supervisors of Indigenous employees, as well as the broader non- 
Indigenous workforce, to have an understanding and respect for the 
distinct cultural and historical background of their Indigenous em-
ployees. For instance, a ‘good supervisor’ was described by participants 
as one who appreciates the extent to which Indigenous employees must 
attend to cultural obligations, and who recognises the centrality of re-
lationships in developing mutual trust. Supervisors who demonstrated 
an understanding of the challenges of employees’ home life and cultural 
obligations to family were highly valued by participants. These super-
visors demonstrate cultural competence by regularly ‘checking- in’ with 
their employees on both a professional and personal level, thereby 
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building the interpersonal relationship and trust with that individual. 
‘Cultural obligations’ were most frequently referred to as attendance 

at funerals, and a smaller cohort referred to the obligation to attend 
customary law and ceremony. For Indigenous employees who strongly 
adhere to Aboriginal law, the consequences of not attending can be se-
vere, including physical punishment. Precise scheduling of customary 
ceremonies is not easy to predict, with participants required to attend at 
relatively short notice. For these employees, this presents challenges 
balancing cultural obligations with the requirements of their job. This is 
especially the case for FIFO workers whose work is distant from their 
family and community and changing rosters and flights is not straight-
forward. Participants explained: 

‘Elder law men, they would be heads of the ceremony. And if they 
[Indigenous employees] were to do it properly, they would need 
more than ten days cultural leave, to go to specific areas, not just 
where you live. You need to go to other places and perform ceremony 
there. It’s like Christmas time, like everyone gets that off if they are 
Christian or whatever. It’s our religion, where’s the leeway for that? 
We don’t get that. Depending on where your standing is in the 
community, that ten days isn’t enough.’ 

‘Some places, where you’ve got strong cultural law … if you don’t 
turn up, you get cracked across the head. You go through the middle - 
spear through the leg. The coppers [police], ambulance, [all come] 
there [in response].’ 

Participants also emphasised that Indigenous people typically have 
larger families and tend to prioritise responsibilities to kin to a degree 
not commonly experienced by non-Indigenous people. It was widely 
agreed that a greater level of awareness and understanding amongst the 
non-Indigenous workforce is required: 

‘I guess just general sort of stuff, or trying to understand the partic-
ulars of family and different relationships. Our cousins are our 
brothers and sisters, so trying to understand that. Or even when our 
old people pass away, some of the obligations that we have. Yeah, so 
I do get asked every now and again about that sort of stuff.’ 

A key management strategy implemented by Rio Tinto is provision of 
a special leave referred to as ‘cultural leave’ (an additional five days), 
which is available for Indigenous employees. Apart from concerns over 
whether the five days is sufficient to fully account for an individual’s 
responsibilities to family and elders, the provision of additional leave is 
generally viewed as positive. Many participants, however, felt uncom-
fortable requesting cultural leave due to a general perception that non- 
Indigenous employees considered this provision afforded unfair or 
racially biased. This fuels stigmatisation of Indigenous employees, such 
that they are there to ‘make up the numbers’ simply to meet company 
Indigenous employment targets, rather than by merit: 

‘People always thought I got the job because I was Aboriginal. I al-
ways got cheap comments from people regarding that.’ 

A common response is to avoid censure and simply not request leave. 
Alternatively, where cultural leave is requested, frustration arises where 
employees find themselves repeatedly justifying their cultural obliga-
tions to their supervisor. One participant reported: 

‘I took cultural leave last year, but that’s only because my brother 
had a ceremony for my two first cousins, and I had to be there for it. 
But I missed lots of funerals though. I wanted to go, but I felt I 
couldn’t.’ 

About half of the supervisors interviewed in the study demonstrated 
appreciation of the obligations, and the remaining had very limited 
knowledge. When asked about the topic, one supervisor responded: 

‘We don’t get taught any of that. I’ve just heard it now. There’s 
nothing to say that these things might be happening, or that these 
things are expected to happen. We took on Indigenous people on 
knowing that we have to fulfil these duties… letting us leaders know 
that’s what to expect, increasing that awareness, and not looking 
down on people who have to participate [in cultural business].’ 

Only those supervisors who had completed a tailored course entitled 
’Leading Aboriginal People’ recognised that cultural difference informed 
employee behaviours. Those who had not completed the training, or had 
limited experience working with Indigenous people, expressed the view 
that caution was required not to positively discriminate. While many of 
the supervisors were supportive of increasing Indigenous employment, 
many also said that they were pressed for time, and were managing 
multiple business processes. One supervisor suggested that a stigma 
exists around employing Indigenous people because of the time needed 
to invest in some of those employees. 

There are also challenges associated with cultural responsibilities 
when employees are rostered off from work, such as the obligations to 
accept family to stay in your home or share wages with extended family: 

‘When the wife’s family comes to town and wants to visit, they will 
just turn up at the house and then all of a sudden you have an 
overcrowded house and you have to look after them.’ 

‘When you get back [from the mine site], everybody will know. You 
know, everybody asks you for money, like we’ve got big banks. You 
feel bad saying, ‘No’’. 

A key management response to address negativity amongst the 
broader workforce is a requirement that all Rio Tinto employees attend 
Indigenous cultural awareness training. However, such training is not 
delivered on a consistent or systematic basis, leading to questions over 
its content and effectiveness (Parmenter and Trigger 2018). This issue is 
given more attention in the discussion section of this paper. Rio Tinto 
also offer a more targeted training tailored for supervisors of Indigenous 
employees, albeit on a non-mandatory basis. 

5.2. Culturally appropriate support mechanisms 

As indicated above, the company employment data shows voluntary 
turnover is much higher for Indigenous employees within the first year 
(17% compared to non-Indigenous employees, 8%). This emphasises the 
importance of a positive ’on-boarding’ experience to help new recruits 
settle into their roles and work environment. This is of particular rele-
vance for Indigenous employees who entered the workforce via Rio 
Tinto’s Aboriginal Training and Support Program. Many of these in-
dividuals are young people from disadvantaged remote communities. 
For many also, it is their first substantive experience in mainstream 
employment. Many commented that these Indigenous employees 
struggled to adjust to the realities of mining employment and FIFO life. 
One participant said: 

‘For a lot of our mob when you think about their background, going 
into a job, they may have not held a job before going into mining and 
all of a sudden having to work 12-hour shifts. I think there needs to 
be a slow progression.’ 

The main support mechanism and retention strategy is the system of 
fourteen ISOs (Indigenous Support Officers) operating across all Pilbara 
operations. Participants spoke very positively about the support pro-
vided by ISOs, although resourcing of the roles was questioned, as ISOs 
are asked to do ‘all things Indigenous’. Responses from participants 
include: 

‘They catch up with me quite a lot. If you don’t seek them out, they 
come and talk to you. You can bring something up that might be an 
issue. So, the regular catch ups are worthwhile.’ 

J. Parmenter and R. Barnes                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



The Extractive Industries and Society 8 (2021) 423–433

430

‘So supervisors, if they are unsure of that [being the veracity of a 
cultural leave request], they can ring up [the ISO] and say ‘X’ is gone 
on walkabout, apparently on law business, then they can confirm 
that law business has started, the ISO is the bridge in between.’ 

‘Leaders tend to leave a lot of those difficult or culturally sensitive 
conversations to the ISOs.’ 

Further, in cases where the ISO is connected to an employee’s family, 
the responsibilities extend beyond that in the job description. It is 
important to note that the ISOs themselves identify as Indigenous and 
therefore confront the same issues as those outlined for other Indigenous 
employees. 

Other company-sponsored mechanisms for support include the 
company’s Employee Assistance Program. This program is a whole-of- 
workforce program, which does not have an Indigenous-specific 
component. Participants who accessed this program reported limited 
utility. For example, one participant described the program as ‘too 
clinical’. Many others said that they were not comfortable discussing 
close personal issues with a stranger. The absence of appropriate 
mechanisms to address an individual predicament is more likely to lead 
an Indigenous employee to exit the business, as one participant 
explained: 

‘For Aboriginal people, they’re not likely to bring up a problem, they 
will just walk away, not even talk about it. They will let their feet do 
the talking.’ 

A strong level of informal peer-to-peer support was evident at all 
three operations visited in this study. Participants drew considerable 
comfort from working with fellow Indigenous employees. This was 
particularly the case where workers originate from the same locales but 
also extended to other Indigenous colleagues. The Indigenous crews 
spoke of being ‘like family’ to one another. The witty back and forth 
banter, incorporating shared but distinct culturally based terms, clearly 
lifts spirits. The level of peer support is further enhanced where Indig-
enous employees have partners and immediate family who also work at 
the same operation. Not only does the presence of other Indigenous 
employees create a supportive network on site, but it also enables an 
Indigenous employee that comes from the same community to essen-
tially ‘vouch’ for an employee, avoiding any accusations of infidelity by 
partners of that employee. Jealousy from partners was also a challenge 
for former employees at Rio Tinto’s Argyle Diamond Mine (Sarker and 
Bobongie 2007). It is likely that a significant cohort of Indigenous em-
ployees at a particular operation will act as a ‘drawcard’ for other 
Indigenous people to seek employment at that site. 

5.3. Access to professional development opportunities 

Despite the existence of special measures for positive discrimination 
permitted in relevant legislation, coupled with agreements with Indig-
enous landowners to increase Indigenous employment, the majority 
(79%) of Indigenous employees occupy entry-level positions. No Indig-
enous people were found in management positions and few in supervi-
sory or superintendent roles. The overrepresentation of Indigenous 
people in entry-level roles reflects the pattern of Indigenous employ-
ment in the mining industry Australia-wide, as well as in Canada (Ca-
nadian Minerals Sector 2016). This raises issues worthy of further 
research, as these roles may be displaced as the mining industry 
increasingly adopts automation and remote systems, which are rarely 
based in regional areas and demand a different skill set (Holcombe and 
Kemp 2019). 

It is therefore not surprising that limited access to development op-
portunities was a key reason offered by participants as negatively 
impacting retention. The opportunities sought can be quite modest, such 
as attending courses, gaining additional qualifications (or ‘tickets’) to 
operate mobile equipment such as dozers or loaders. The feeling of 

exclusion is exacerbated where non-Indigenous employees, who they 
perceive as holding less merit in terms of duration of service or lesser 
experience, are promoted ahead of them. One participant said: 

‘It’s just funny how you’ve got somebody [an Indigenous employee] 
who’s been here 13 years, that’s been in those skills, and yet you’ve 
got other people stepping in that have got none.’ 

Employees did not necessarily frame this in terms of racism, but 
highlighted the function of cultural difference. For instance, Indigenous 
employees were considered less likely than non-Indigenous employees 
to ‘speak up’ or be forcefully repetitive about personal advancement 
with a superior: 

‘Some of us … there’s a lot of us … in general, Indigenous people are 
quiet people. We don’t rock the boat, like seriously. So sometimes, 
it’s hard for us to go straight up to our manager and go, “Look, seven 
times now I’ve asked to get on a course and do team leadership”’. 

Humility was perceived as a core cultural value amongst Indigenous 
employees, which may hinder those requesting promotions. This has 
also been found at Red Dog Mine in Alaska, where Indigenous employees 
are not culturally accustomed to self-promotion (Haley and Fisher 
2014). Another example demonstrates the lack of cultural awareness on 
the part of a supervisor, who interpreted visual avoidance and silent 
behaviour negatively: 

‘One leader said he didn’t select a local [Indigenous] woman because 
she didn’t speak up in the meeting or look him in the eye at ‘start-up’ 
meetings’. 

It is likely that this woman was in fact behaving in a respectful way, 
according to her cultural norms. It was also perceived that supervisors, 
which are mostly non-Indigenous, often favour those who are more 
adept at cultivating the attention of their supervisor for promotion, who 
tend to be non-Indigenous: 

‘There is a lot of nepotism out on site, giving their mates jobs. You’re 
not going to get anywhere unless you’re in that [inner] group’. 

Further, one supervisor suggested that negative stereotypes of 
Indigenous employees exist where some supervisors perceive Indige-
nous employees to take more days off and require higher degrees of 
support and time from their leader. The consequence of such attitudes 
serves to hinder an individual’s career progression. On the contrary, for 
those who reported receiving adequate professional advancement, the 
impetus lay with the concerted efforts of a highly motivated direct su-
pervisor to support those Indigenous employees, as opposed to positive 
discrimination measures aimed at addressing Indigenous disadvantage. 
This highlights the need for a management system that prompts and 
monitors career progression pathways for Indigenous employees, rather 
than rely on the efforts of individual supervisors. 

6. Discussion 

This study identified three key factors important for Indigenous 
employee retention in the Australian mining industry: 1) a culturally 
competent non-Indigenous workforce; 2) culturally appropriate support 
mechanisms; and 3) access to professional development opportunities. 
These interrelated factors span three respective zones of interactions, i.e. 
the Indigenous employee’s interactions with the broader workforce; 
accessing culturally appropriate support and mentoring, and employee- 
supervisor relationship. The study suggests that a negatively reinforcing 
cycle may exist where a poor employee-supervisor relationship and a 
lack of professional development reduces enthusiasm amongst Indige-
nous employees. This decreased enthusiasm negatively affects work 
performance, which in turn reduces the employee’s opportunities for 
advancement. Strategies to improve Indigenous retention, therefore, 
need to counter the possibility of factors compounding and aim to break 
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such a cycle. This would include providing a culturally safe workplace 
for the Indigenous workforce, as well as addressing career progression. 

A culturally safe workplace as been defined as ‘an environment that 
is spiritually, socially and emotionally safe, as well as physically safe for 
people; where there is no assault challenge or denial of their identity, of 
who they are and what they need’ (Eckermann et al., 1994 cited in; 
Williams 1999:213). Previous research in Western Australia, the loca-
tion of this study, indicates that prejudice against Indigenous people is 
commonplace (Walker 1994; Pedersen et al., 2000). Pervasive levels of 
racism within society will naturally permeate into organisations. It is not 
surprising then, that Indigenous employees at mining operations may 
experience commensurate levels of prejudice. Long-term employees (8 
years and over) in this study, commented that instances of racism had 
decreased over time, but remain in less overt forms. 

A typical response to reducing prejudice amongst the non-Indigenous 
workforce has been to implement Indigenous cultural training for mine 
employees. This type of training has become a common feature of 
workplace inductions in the Australian mining industry. ‘Cultural 
awareness’ or ‘Cross-cultural awareness’ training, as it is typically 
referred to, is typically delivered via a one-day workshop. Specialist 
companies, Indigenous community relations practitioners, or Indige-
nous landowners provide the training. The training aims to foster good 
relationships between the company and Indigenous landowners, and 
engender positive Indigenous employment outcomes. The assumption 
underlying the training is that educating the non-Indigenous workforce 
about ‘Indigenous culture’, will result in improved relationships be-
tween Indigenous and non-Indigenous employees. However, many have 
argued that short training programs focused on general awareness of 
‘other’ cultures will not produce change (Dean 2001; Fredericks 2008; 
Young 1999). Training programs have been criticised for reinforcing 
essentialist racial identities and focusing on individual change rather 
than organisational or systemic change (Downing and Kowal 2011; 
Kowal et al., 2013). In order for the any of the cultural training to be 
effective in changing attitudes and influencing positive behaviour 
amongst the non-Indigenous workforce, the content and delivery re-
quires careful consideration to avoid unintended negative consequences 
(Parmenter and Trigger 2018). For example, any content that invoke 
feelings of guilt amongst non-Indigenous participants for the past (and 
present) mistreatment of Indigenous people in Australia, may serve to 
deepen rather than reduce prejudice (Kowal et al., 2013; Pearson 2009). 

Evidence suggests that the Australian mining industry may be lag-
ging behind the health sector with respect to leading practice in Indig-
enous cultural training (Parmenter and Trigger 2018). The ‘cultural 
awareness’ training model implemented at mine sites does not typically 
include any self-reflection on participants own culture. The ‘cultural 
safety’ model of Indigenous cultural training is currently the preferred 
model for providing Indigenous cultural training to health professionals. 
This model moves away from teaching ‘Indigenous culture’ to requiring 
participants to reflect on their own culture (Downing et al., 2011). This 
type of reflexive training has also been promoted in ‘anti-racism’ 
training amongst non-Indigenous people in Indigenous affairs in 
Australia (Kowal et al., 2013; Franklin et al., 2014) and more recently, 
Australian Universities (Fredericks and Bargallie 2020). The three-day 
program focuses on ‘identity formation, knowledge production and 
cultural recognition’ (Franklin et al., 2014: 23), enabling participants to 
foster reflection and acceptance of the disjunction between their own 
racialized feelings and internalised anti-racist ideals (Kowal et al., 2013 
cited in Franklin et al., 2014). Cultural training that is based on a cul-
tural safety model is arguably more likely to challenge the deeply held 
notions of fairness amongst the non-Indigenous workforce identified in 
this study and is likely to have a very positive impact on culturally safety 
for Indigenous employees. 

This study has also identified the need for specialised training of 
supervisors of Indigenous employees, who require a set of competencies 
that promote effective cross-cultural interactions, mutual understanding 
and positive relationships. This was also identified in a study at another 

Rio Tinto mining operation at Weipa in north Queensland, where non- 
Indigenous crew leaders experienced difficulties in balancing notions 
of fairness, company policies and a need to respond to the specific 
circumstance of individual Indigenous employees due to a lack of 
knowledge and experience in working with Indigenous people (Arbe-
laez-Ruiz 2010:17). In addition, some companies, including Rio Tinto at 
some sites, support intensive programs reserved for senior management 
based around being hosted ‘on country’ by Indigenous landowners 
(Tiplady and Barclay 2007). 

Another industry response to improve Indigenous retention has been 
the provision of Indigenous mentors on site (Tiplady and Barclay 2007). 
Research at other mine locations has found Indigenous mentoring can 
reduce absenteeism in both Australia and internationally (Burgess and 
Dyer 2009; Haley and Fisher 2014). Study participants highly valued the 
support they received from site-based ISOs fulfilling this role. This 
support is especially important during the first year of employment 
where Indigenous turnover is more than double that of non-Indigenous. 
The ISO performs a multi-faceted role, requiring a diverse skillset. They 
provide general guidance and support and individual case management 
to Indigenous employees, through to building awareness and engaging 
supervisors to enhance interactions with their Indigenous workers. They 
also network and champion business strategies across the business 
including management. Adequate resourcing is critical for such roles, as 
is managing caseload size to avoid overloading the mentor. Mentors 
require support to manage multiple and complex issues that arise, such 
as methods for prioritising demand and active referrals for employees in 
acute need, for example, those experiencing poor mental health. 

This study, and others (Clifford 2009; CTWD 2018), has identified 
poor mental health as a major issue for FIFO workers. While most mining 
companies appear to have an on-site employee assistance program for 
such concerns, it is not clear if any programs are specifically tailored for 
Indigenous employees. Indigenous participants in this study acknowl-
edged the support program offered by the company, but were not always 
comfortable with its mainstream approach. Research has shown that 
Indigenous people want support from Indigenous people as part of their 
health care (see examples from Lai et al., 2018). A culturally-safe option 
would ensure Indigenous employees have access to an Indigenous health 
professional, or suitably trained non-Indigenous health professional. 

Relationships with other Indigenous employees were also a source of 
great support for participants in this study. Previous research indicates 
that creating a ‘critical mass’ of Indigenous employees on site may lead 
to better job satisfaction amongst Indigenous employees. For example, 
at Red Dog mine in Alaska, crews who comprise a high proportion of 
Indigenous employees have lower turnover (Haley and Fisher 2014:25). 
Reaching the necessary critical mass, however, will be remain con-
strained by size of the regional skilled Indigenous labour pool in these 
remote regions. The consequence of the limited skilled labour pool in the 
Pilbara region means that skilled Indigenous employees can easily move 
to other resource companies in the region, many of whom are actively 
targeting Indigenous employees to meet their own commitments to in-
crease Indigenous employment. Rio Tinto operates alongside several 
other large-scale resource developments in the Pilbara region, including 
Woodside and Chevron, both of which are engaged in gas extraction and 
processing, iron ore miner Fortescue Metals Group (FMG), and Rio 
Tinto’s major iron ore competitor, BHP. FMG, for example, report high 
levels of Indigenous representation in its workforce at 15.1%16 (FMG, 
2019) and offer highly attractive FIFO from regional centres accompa-
nied by housing for its Indigenous employees. This makes it relatively 
easy for skilled Indigenous employees to be drawn to other companies 
where they are not satisfied in their current position. As was the case in 
this study, all former employees who participated in this study remained 
working in the mining industry, for other companies in the Pilbara re-
gion. This appears to be the case in Canada as well, where most skilled 

16 This figure includes contractors. 
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Cree and Inuit are already active in the labour market (Caron et al., 
2019). 

Employing Indigenous people who are already job-experienced, 
rather than investing in building a regionally-based workforce, is a 
longstanding critique of the mining industry (Lenegan, 2009). As pre-
viously indicated, there are large educational disparities between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations in remote Australia. This 
highlights the importance of companies investing in programs that aim 
to increase the Indigenous labour pool, such as ‘work-ready’ programs 
training that guarantees employment at a mine, as well as the devel-
opment of transferrable skills (Sarker and Bobongie 2007). These pro-
grams typically introduce the realities of mine life, hone general life 
skills such as financial literacy and healthy lifestyles, as well as provide 
introductory technical training in preparation for jobs in industry 
(Western Australian Government 2016). Several mining companies in 
Australia have invested in such programs over the past two decades. This 
is of particular importance in remote regions, where the Indigenous 
population remains significantly disadvantaged relative to the broader 
population and continues to grow much faster than the non-Indigenous 
population. In the Pilbara region there is an urgent need to focus on 
those of early working age who are unemployed or marginally attached 
to the labour force Taylor (2018:143). Until the skilled labour pool 
grows in the region, retention is likely to remain an issue for experienced 
Indigenous employees. 

Finally, it is clear from the analysis of employment data in this study 
that the success of measures to improve Indigenous employment out-
comes ultimately rely on a management system dedicated to maintain-
ing a culturally safe workplace. The ability to track Indigenous 
employment outcomes (and identify improvements) starts with the 
availability of accurate and relevant Indigenous employment data. It is 
critical that human resource systems provide for the collection of this 
data, which is systematically monitored by executive management. This 
includes the collection of diversity data at the point of hire (with con-
sent); through to exit interview data. For instance, data such as prior 
work experience (or lack thereof) collected at recruitment can enable 
companies to measure their contribution to increasing the labour pool in 
remote Indigenous communities. An effective management system will 
also ensure that Indigenous employees are offered development options 
that are consistent with the individual’s career aspirations and pro-
gression is monitored. Further, routine evaluation of retention initia-
tives is required. For example, maintaining data on whole-of-workforce 
participation in Indigenous cultural awareness training, gathering 
feedback from participants, and addressing any areas that can be 
improved. 

7. Conclusion 

Major mining companies in Australia have successfully increased 
Indigenous employment within the sector over the last 15 years. As this 
case study demonstrates, however, more work is required to keep pace 
with the growing Indigenous population in remote regions. Equally 
important to the continuing rates of Indigenous recruitment, is the 
implementation of adequate retention strategies. This paper provides 
insights into key interrelated factors that support the retention of the 
Indigenous workforce. A culturally safe working environment is 
considered one where the non-Indigenous workforce have an under-
standing of and respect for cultural obligations and the importance 
Indigenous people place toward their responsibilities to family. This is 
especially important for direct supervisors of Indigenous employees. In 
addition, culturally appropriate employee support was critical to 
retention, especially during the first year of employment. 

Despite significant industry progress in employing Indigenous peo-
ple, it is concerning that the majority of the Indigenous workforce 
remain in entry-level positions, as these are at risk of diminishing as the 
industry moves toward greater automation and remotely controlled 
operations. Access to development opportunities and career pathways 

requires greater attention by industry as a key strategy to increase re-
tentions rates. The importance of increasing Indigenous retention 
highlights the need for a strategic approach supported by a dedicated 
management system that collects and reports accurate Indigenous 
employment data. Despite recent controversies in the Pilbara, Indige-
nous employment remains an important focal point for company- 
Indigenous relations. 
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