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Chapter One: I N T RO D U C T I O N ABORIGINAL HEALTH ORGANISATIONS operate in a complex cross-cultural environment. Within each Aboriginal health organisation, Aboriginal and nonAboriginal health workers, who are managed by both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal staff, provide health services to people in Aboriginal communities. The managers of the organisations report to a managing board or council members who represent the health interests of the people in the communities they come from. Cross-cultural communication issues that affect service delivery and health outcomes can emerge within and between all of these groups of people. This book investigates cross-cultural management processes in two community controlled Aboriginal organisations (one urban and one remote). The author or Aboriginal co-researchers interviewed forty-five current or past staff from these organisations (27 Aboriginal and 18 non-Aboriginal). Interview data was analysed and interpretations of the results clarified and discussed with key informants. Tentative results were then presented and discussed further in workshops with separate groups of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal staff. Drafts of the subsequent text were read by a number of critical readers and the final text takes their comments into account. Information gathered during the interviews with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal managers indicates that they need quite different but related cross-cultural skills. Non-Aboriginal managers mentioned the importance of a non-judgemental attitude towards Aboriginal people. They must allow for the ways in which direct criticism can discomfit Aboriginal staff, and they must learn how to ‘read’ and use non-verbal and indirect communication strategies. For Aboriginal managers and staff, a key cross-cultural expertise is their ability to deal with the sometimes negative attitudes and judgements of non-Aboriginal people. Some of the negative attitudes and judgements, which emerge among both groups, appear to be the result of important differences in communication styles.
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Aboriginal Health Workers. The Aboriginal Health Workers may see this as a lack of confidence in their skills and abilities. If widespread, it can disrupt the delivery of health services and demoralise Aboriginal Health Workers. “Sometimes people come here asking for nurses (saying) ‘any nurse here’. That makes me feel down. Maybe they sick of me or they want Kardaya (non-Aboriginal nurse).” (Aboriginal Health Worker) Non-Aboriginal health professionals play an important role in supporting or not undermining Aboriginal Health Workers in the eyes of their community. Skilled non-Aboriginal staff are aware of their capacity to support Aboriginal Health Workers in this way, and understand that if they show respect and confidence in the Aboriginal Health Worker’s skills and abilities, then the community members concerned may follow suit. Internalised oppression can also occur in management where Aboriginal community members may undermine Aboriginal people who are in, or aspire to management roles, by questioning their capability. For example, members of an Aboriginal community may accuse those who take on some responsibility, such as management, of “thinking they are white” (Shinn 2006). This type of pressure can make it difficult for Aboriginal people to take on, and perform in a management role. It can also be used within an organisation, by Aboriginal staff or clients, to destabilise Aboriginal managers who have made some decision that they do not like. This type of pressure adds to the stress experienced by Aboriginal managers and health workers.



BURDEN OF ILL HEALTH Aboriginal staff and their families face the same health issues as other members of the Aboriginal community that they live in. Local Aboriginal Health Workers share the same health statistics as other members of their community. A family member’s poor health, the demands of being a ‘carer’, or their own ill health can influence the attendance and work performance of Aboriginal staff. This burden of ill health, when combined with the degree of family 'connectedness' and responsibility for an extended family, creates pressures on Aboriginal workers that are not present for most non-Aboriginal staff. These demands become management issues when they affect the need to
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Chapter Three: M A N AG E M E N T S T Y L E S , W H O E X E RT S I N F L U E N C E A N D H OW I S I N F L U E N C E EXERCISED Management practices are generally derived from culturally based expectations about who should exert influence, in what way, and over whom. The cultural differences in the ways people exercise influence and authority are initially evident in childhood, and in the relationships between adults and children. The variations in the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal management styles identified in this study are generally consistent with the way children are influenced culturally while they are growing up. Malin (1990) and Fasoli & Ford (2001) have described distinctive culturally based social relationships within families and with childcare that are consistent with later management styles. Aboriginal parents issue fewer verbal directives but expect their children to help other people. Aboriginal children are encouraged to behave well as part of a group, while western children are encouraged to focus more on individual behaviour (Malin 1990). While Aboriginal people use fewer verbal directives, this does not mean they face fewer obligations. In Aboriginal cultures in Australia, as a general rule, more people are affected by more significant obligations than is the case in western cultures. However, influence is communicated and exerted through different processes. Western culture tends to be more focused on individuals and, under western styles of management, individual managers are expected to direct and evaluate the performance of subordinate members of staff (‘line management’). This process is not only unfamiliar to Aboriginal people, but also one that makes them feel very uncomfortable when Aboriginal social processes value ‘collective responsibility’. However, it is common for western management principles to be regarded as the universal standards for good management
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Chapter Four: C RO S S - C U LT U R A L EXPERIENCES The distinctive cultural differences brought to a communicative interaction create a dynamic process. The result is predictable cross cultural experiences for those from each culture. This chapter describes the common experiences of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, as a result of their involvement in crosscultural communications. The common experiences of each are very different. While Aboriginal people often experience a barrage of unfamiliar and demoralising direct criticism, non-Aboriginal people usually encounter very little criticism and this can foster unrealistic confidence in the appropriateness of the way they are working. There are a number of culturally based communicative differences that have been reported in the literature. Even when English is being spoken by Aboriginal people there are important sociolinguistic differences. For example, there is avoidance of direct questions and the tendency to agree with the questioner as an indication of co-operativeness, even if the person really disagrees or has not understood the question (Queensland Government 1993). Differences in the amount and interpretation of eye contact during conversation have also been reported (Harris 1980). Two key cultural differences between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communication styles that were evident in this project are the relative importance of the non-verbal elements of communication and the use of indirect communication. The non-verbal elements of communication include gestures, facial expressions and body language. Indirect communication happens when people seek additional information and clarification through a third party who may be known to both of the people involved in direct communication, instead of directly from the other person. Indirect and non-verbal communication is an important feature of Aboriginal communication (Howard & Ferguson 1999) and has important implications for
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Chapter Five: MIDDLE EAR DISEASE, C O M M U N I C AT I O N A N D M A N AG E M E N T Workplace communication in Aboriginal health organisations is also influenced by the widespread functional listening problems that have their origin in the endemic conductive hearing loss that affects Aboriginal children as a result of middle ear disease. Estimates suggest that Aboriginal children in Australia experience, on average, 2.6 years of conductive hearing loss while growing up. The equivalent figure for non-Aboriginal children is three months (OATSIH 2001). Not surprisingly, many Aboriginal adults have functional listening problems caused by this incidence of persistent middle ear disease in childhood. Longterm conductive hearing loss also contributes to the development of auditory processing problems (Hogan & Moore 2003). Auditory processing problems make it difficult for people to listen in noisy environments, and to understand and remember spoken information. One study found that 38 percent of Aboriginal secondary students had auditory processing problems (Yonovitz & Yonovitz 2000). This compares with the 7.5 percent of non-Aboriginal children who have auditory processing difficulties. A history of middle ear disease may result in some sensori neural hearing loss among Aboriginal adults (Lay 1990) and mean that some people have a greater vulnerability to noise induced hearing loss (Job et al 1999). While there has been some focus on the impact of Aboriginal children’s hearing loss on their education, little attention has been paid to the ways in which functional listening problems among Aboriginal adults may contribute to the multiple areas of Aboriginal disadvantage. The only research carried out in this area has been with a group of Aboriginal apprentices (Howard 2005). This study found that functional listening problems were associated with performance and social difficulties in the workplace.
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Chapter Six: LISTENING AND G OV E R N A N C E Communication and interaction among members of governing boards and councils was also considered in this study. The deliberations and decisions of these bodies play a central role in the operation of community controlled health organisations. Two day long meetings of two different bodies were observed, with the permission of committee members. Participants completed a questionnaire that helped to identify the members who had functional listening problems. It was apparent that the effect of functional listening problems depended on the topics under discussion. When observed, the management committees were primarily concerned with two types of task. First, committee members were discussing ‘community matters’; representing the interests of their community, conveying community wishes and reviewing and addressing complaints. Second, they were discussing ‘external matters’ in response to demands of nonAboriginal organisations and other bodies, government regulators, professionals and researchers. Functional listening problems were less evident when the discussion was focused on ‘community issues’ and more evident when ‘external matters’ were addressed. This reflects the differences in the knowledge frameworks of participants and their communication opportunities in each subject area. In general, there was no time constraint when community issues were considered, in the context of the issue, using the language committee members were most familiar with, and with accompanying signing. On the other hand, discussion when dealing with ‘external matters’ often involves culturally unfamiliar concepts, often takes place within time-constrained meetings with limited opportunity for clarification, and the subjects are often considered in an abstract way and out of context.
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Chapter Seven: FAC E - TO - FAC E M A N AG E M E N T Managers can use a number of practical techniques to address some of the communication and cross-cultural issues described in earlier chapters. Many of these centre on the need for effective face-to-face communication between staff and clients, and focus on relationships. Functional listening problems also increase the importance of visual communication strategies, and especially the use of signs, facial expressions and body language to convey meaning. During face-to-face communication, body language and facial expressions help to clarify what is said. Problems that may otherwise arise in the course of telephone conversations or through the use of written communication are avoided. Many Aboriginal communities have ‘signing systems’ that supplement or at times replace the use of words. Where formal signing systems do not exist there are often commonly used elaborate non-verbal communication systems. While there are cultural reasons for the reliance that Aboriginal people place on non-verbal communication, its use is also important because of the prevalence of middle ear disease and consequent hearing loss among Aboriginal people. In contrast, in literate western societies communication has become very focused on the use of spoken and written language. This focus has resulted in a reduction in the use of non-verbal forms of communication, and people from western backgrounds are usually not accustomed to the use or interpretation of non-verbal messages. They are seldom familiar with the specific signs used by Aboriginal people. Ralph (2000) tells the story of a family counselling session during a dispute in an Aboriginal family over a small child. The dispute was resolved when one family member used a hand signal that signified that her sister was free to take the child. All the Aboriginal people at the meeting, but not the non-Aboriginal counsellor, understood this hand sign and knew that the dispute had been resolved. (Ralph 2000: 214)
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Chapter Eight: C RO S S - C U LT U R A L H U M A N R E S O U R C E M A N AG E M E N T The cross-cultural matters discussed in earlier chapters have implications for human resource management in Aboriginal community controlled organisations. There is great diversity in Aboriginal cultures, organisational settings and individual styles. This chapter presents some issues and strategies as a contribution to the ongoing exploration of human resource management strategies that will work in cross-cultural settings. The issues and approaches discussed in this chapter are in no way exhaustive or universal. They will not apply to all situations. The ideas in this chapter, as with those in the rest of this book, need to be tried and tested in real working situations.



PEOPLE MANAGEMENT Aboriginal styles of cross-cultural management have a range of implications for human resource management policies and practices. For example, ‘relationship’ focused management can mean that a personalised approach to performance management problems is often most effective. This approach is illustrated by the comments of an experienced non-Aboriginal manager who was addressing concerns about the lack of motivation of an Aboriginal member of staff. The manager concluded that a problem had arisen because he had not been spent enough time on building the appropriate relationship with the Aboriginal staff member. He decided that it would help if their families spent some shared time together outside work, and they knew each other better personally. The staff member later reported that this approach had worked and that the performance problems had been resolved. While this is an approach that may not be appropriate in many contexts it highlights the informal, relationship focused approaches that are often expected and more successful with Aboriginal staff. A more standard performance
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Chapter Nine: AT T I T U D E S , J U D G E M E N T S A N D H I S TO RY The preceding chapters deal with matters related to the cross-cultural implications of culturally different communication styles and the influence of the functional listening problems that can result from early childhood middle ear disease. While these matters are important, when the results of this study were discussed with Aboriginal people they pointed out that these factors do not exist in isolation. “The listening stuff and constant criticism is on top of all of your past experience with white people and knowing what has happened in the past. All of that is in the background as you are experiencing these things. So you are not confident not just because it is hard to understand but because of their attitudes and all the things have happened in the past.” (Aboriginal manager) The inclusion of this chapter was considered carefully, because of the risk that it might trigger distress among some Aboriginal readers who have personal and family histories of discrimination, dispossession and trauma. However, Aboriginal critical readers supported its inclusion because they thought it important that non-Aboriginal readers were aware of the significance of these influences. Aboriginal readers are warned that this chapter contains material they may find distressing. This chapter explores some of the ‘cultural baggage’ that affects non-Aboriginal people. This includes the ignorance and negative attitudes that commonly prevail among people who grew up in mainstream Australia. It also explores some ways of dealing with this ‘baggage’. This chapter also explores aspects of Australian history that non-Aboriginal Australians are mostly unaware of, but that Aboriginal Australians can be all too well aware of. Non-Aboriginal Australians often begin work in the field of Aboriginal health
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Chapter Ten: CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS Aboriginal controlled health services operate in a complex cross-cultural context. There is an ongoing negotiation of values, priorities and processes on many levels. Aboriginal personal identity is embedded in a web of intensely felt relationships, whereas western people have a more disconnected individual identity. Western and Aboriginal cultural frameworks differ, and western health services, based on ‘item by item’ approaches to various ‘body parts’, appeals more to notions associated with individual or ‘self-responsibility’ than those associated with collective responsibility. On an organisational level, the extensive and intricate social responsibilities within and outside the workplace make management within an Aboriginal health service a more complex endeavour than it is in mainstream organisations. The importance of responsiveness to community demands can contribute to what Sally Matthews termed an organisational ‘culture of interruption’ (Wakerman et al 1999), where the need to respond to a multiplicity of immediate demands can divert attention from strategic goals. Conversely, ‘tunnel vision’ and an over-riding focus on strategic goals can alienate key stakeholders whose support is essential for the achievement of those goals. The art of cross-cultural management often means that managers and organisations must follow a pragmatic middle path; a path that travels in a strategic direction while the people who are following it take time to build and maintain relationships. People working in cross-cultural organisations face challenges that involve different but related cross-cultural competencies for non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal members of staff. The interaction of distinctive cultural based communication styles creates different experiential outcomes for people from each culture. It suggests that cross-cultural communication processes are
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