
1

ATSI
         

Retention GUIDE
Recruitment & 

THE
 Culturally Secure

Aboriginal
and Torres

Strait
Islander





1

ATSI
         

Retention GUIDE
Recruitment & 

THE
 Culturally Secure

Aboriginal
and Torres

Strait
Islander



Copyright WANADA 2011

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 
1968, no part may be reproduced by any process without prior written permission 
from the Western Australian Network of Alcohol and other Drug Agencies 
(WANADA). Requests and enquiries regarding reproduction and rights should be 
directed to WANADA.

 

Disclaimer:

The Recruitment and Retention Guide for the AOD Sector is intended to provide 
information and examples about culturally secure ways for organisations to 
recruit and retain Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander workers in the alcohol and 
other drug sector. The information and examples are offered as a guide only. The 
guide is designed to assist workforce development and is based on the best 
information available at the date of publication.

This document uses the term “ATSI” to describe Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples. The use of ATSI has been endorsed by an overwhelming 
majority of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait people consulted for this project, and 
this is their preferred phrase for this resource.
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Introduction
The Western Australian Network of Alcohol and other Drug Agencies 

(WANADA) is committed to supporting CEOs and senior managers of 
services in the AOD sector to consider better ways to attract, retain 
and support Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) workers in the 
workplace. 

The Culturally Secure ATSI Recruitment and Retention Guide 
is designed to provide CEOs and line managers with a deeper 
understanding of ATSI workers and their culture. This guide provides 
useful tips and examples of positive approaches to recruiting and 
retaining ATSI workers.

ATSI workers may face many challenges and may be prevented from 
working effectively if cultural differences are not considered. 

This guide is designed to give employers a better understanding of 
ATSI workers; their family and community; cultural security; recruitment 
and retention considerations; health and wellbeing of ATSI workers 
and ways to include whole organisations in creating a culturally secure 
workplace. 

This document uses the term “ATSI” to describe Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. The use of ATSI has been endorsed by 
an overwhelming majority of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait people 
consulted for this project, and this is their preferred phrase for this 
resource.

The importance of welcome to country
welcome to country

A Welcome to Country is a formal ceremony performed by a 
recognised and appropriate ATSI person who is from the traditional 
land on which you are meeting. It can take many forms, depending on 
the particular culture of the traditional owners. 

It can include singing, dancing, smoking ceremonies or a speech in 
traditional language or English.

Officially, the next speaker to follow the Welcome to Country is 
required to provide a response. The response should acknowledge the 
person who delivered the Welcome to Country and acknowledge the 
traditional owners on the land on which they are gathering. 
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“ is spiritual
we have a living history

our connection to the land

”
“Welcome to Country means our connection to land, 
because it is a spiritual connection and our law and 
spirituality is intertwined with the land, the people and 
its creation forms our culture and our language.  We 
as Noongar people are living proof that our old people 
lived and roamed this land before European settlement. 
Because we still practice our culture and language means 
that we are still living the stories, it really means that we 
have a living history. This is the acknowledgement that we 
want from having Welcome to Country letting the world 
know that we have a living Cultural Heritage.” 
- MRS JANET HAYDEN

acknowledgement of Country
An Acknowledgement of Country is a way of showing awareness 

of and respect for the traditional ATSI owners of the land on which 
a meeting or event is being held, and of recognising the continuing 
connection of ATSI people to their Country. 

At a meeting, speech or formal occasion, the speaker who may be a 
non-ATSI person or an ATSI person from another community can begin 
their proceedings by offering an Acknowledgement of Country. 

Example: I respectfully acknowledge the past and present traditional 
owners of this land on which we are meeting today, the (insert traditional 
name/s) - people. It is a privilege to be standing on (insert traditional 
name) country.

Days of significance
Honouring ATSI Days of Significance in your workplace is one way of 

respecting your workers and the community in which you work. 

ATSI Days of significance include; 

26th January – Survival Day 

13th February – National Apology Day

21st March – Harmony Day

26th May - National Sorry Day  

27th May – 3rd June – National Reconciliation Week

3rd June – Mabo Day

1st full week in July - NAIDOC (National Aboriginal                      
Islander Day Observance Committee or for many National   
ATS Islander Day Of Celebration) Week



ATSI workers may be supported to share their cultural values and 
expectations within the organisation and promote their culture and 
history with their work colleagues during these significant events. 
Experiencing the language, customs and culture of ATSI people can 
lead to deeper understanding and value by non-ATSI workers. 

Ideas for getting your workplace 
involved in days of significance:  

• Get to know local ATSI elders and create opportunities  
for staff to learn about local ATSI history 

• Respect and recognise ATSI culture and traditions in  
policies and procedures for the organisation. Include 
ATSI workers in the development of the policies and 
procedures  

• Create opportunities within the work environment, 
for ATSI workers to share their knowledge about 
language, culture, history, identity and values (e.g. 
lunchtime yarning sessions)

• On the ATSI days of significance, put aside time for 
staff to learn/hear/yarn about ATSI culture and the 
importance of the day in Australian history

• Incorporate ATSI artwork and stories into 
communication tools used by your organization (e.g. 
newsletters, websites). Permission to do this will be 
required for some photos and artwork

• Attend ATSI cultural events to increase your 
understanding of ATSI culture within the area/
community in which you work/live

• Organise cultural events of significance for ATSI 
workers and community people within your workplace 
and community 

• Provide opportunities for people to develop and 
enhance understanding through ATSI/Cultural 
Awareness Training 

• Include and acknowledge the ATSI days of significance 
on your corporate events calendar and website.

• Host events that include ATSI food, dance, art and 
ceremonies  
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Cultural security in the workplace
Cultural security within the workplace is where an organisation 

actively demonstrates a commitment to creating a fair and respectful 
environment that meets the cultural needs and obligations for 
all workers.  A culturally secure workplace is worker-friendly and 
supportive of ATSI workers. 

cultural security in service provision
Cultural security in the health services area is about ensuring that 

the delivery is such that no one person is afforded a less favourable 
outcome simply because she or he holds a different cultural outlook.

-National Rural Faculty - Royal Australian College of General Practitioners, 2004

why is cultural security important for recruitment and 
retention?

It is recognised that cultural security in delivering services is best 
achieved with diverse cultural representation amongst service staff, 
with staff diversity mirroring the current or intended community of 
clients. These staff members will be best recruited and retained 
through culturally secure human resource processes.

providing a culturally secure workplace

reconciliation action plans

This document may also be useful to those organisations with 
Reconciliation Action Plans (RAP) or those putting plans together.

A RAP is segmented into groups of activities that focus on dealing 
with relationships, developing respect and creating opportunities 
for ATSI people. There is a final segment which is about reviewing 
successful activities and ideas for moving forward.

For information on putting together a Reconciliation Action Plan you 
can contact Reconciliation Australia. 

accreditation framework 

The Accreditation Framework consists of Standards for Culturally 
Secure Practice (Alcohol and Other Drug Sector) and an Interpretive 
Guide to the Standards.  

The Standards includes a section on Performance Expectation 
including a section on Staffing Development and Support, which will 
assist organisations to implement appropriate recruitment and retention 
strategies for ATSI people.  The Standard and Interpretive Guide are 
available from the WANADA website (www.wanada.org.au). 



“ “
unique skills and 

perspectives

“ “
every person is different

actively engage in decisions 

Workers, their family and community 
what do ATSI workers bring to the workplace?

ATSI workers can break the barriers by bringing a diverse range of 
skills to the workplace such as educating non-ATSI workers through 
a better cultural understanding, appreciation of the history and 
knowledge of the needs within the workplace and community.

No Shame, No Discrimination
• Make sure that ATSI people – workers or clients – do 

not feel shame because of their ATSI heritage or 
because they are the only ATSI in the workplace. 

• Do not discriminate against ATSI workers or clients  
make sure that the service welcomes ATSI people 
and that non ATSI workers are aware that ridicule, 
harassment, alienation are not acceptable within your 
workplace.

“Aboriginal staff provide unique skills and 
perspectives within our workplace. Good therapeutic 
relationships and culturally secure work practices are 
essential to working effectively with our Aboriginal 
clients.” - ANDREW, CEO 

ATSI workers within the community 
For ATSI people, their role in the community means they may be 

working 24/7 caring for their clients, extended family and community. 
ATSI workers respect and appreciate their workplace and it is important 
to them, but their culture and family obligations are often their first 
priority. There has to be an understanding that many ATSI workers have 
a strong spiritual connection to their people and their land.  

“Having a manager who understands that every 
person is different helps to create a feeling of family 
and trust in the workplace” – ATSI WORKER

“The Board of Management of an organisation needs 
to actively engage in decisions about policies and 
procedures for bereavement leave allowances for 
ATSI workers” - CEO
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unique skills and 

every person is different

actively engage in decisions 

understanding grief/loss 

(sorry business/funerals)
There needs to be an understanding of the impact of grief and loss 

experienced by ATSI people. ATSI workers will most likely be from 
different cultural groups and regions of Western Australia and they all 
have their own cultural ways of grieving the loss of their family and 
community members. 

ATSI workers’ relationship with their family and community is very 
strong and complex and it may be very important for workers to attend 
family funerals (sorry business) in their community as a sign of respect 
to their community and the family of the deceased. 

For instance in many groups, brothers and sisters of biological 
parents are also the Mothers and Fathers of ALL of the children 
produced by their siblings and share equal responsibility in how they 
are reared and share equal blame from the community if there is a 
tragedy in the family.

Assumed guilt and community cultural blame/shame can play 
a major part in the impact a death has on a worker so it is best to 
support them through their time of sorrow. 

When grief or loss arises within your workplace, you can work with 
the ATSI worker to better understand how they feel and ask the worker 
what you or the organisation can do to support them at this difficult 
time in their lives. 

ATSI workers and community people will respect you more if you 
take the time to understand the grief/loss of a loved-one/family 
member from an ATSI perspective. 

ATSI funerals may require extended formalities where cultural 
responsibilities and requirements for the family are considered. This 
may mean ATSI workers will require extended personal leave.  A 
flexible organisation could consider paid leave or additional paid leave. 



Recruitment
human resources

advertising

Some points to consider about the advertising and application 
process include: 

The advertisement 

• Think about whether or not the job advertisement encourages 
ATSI applicants to show their interest in the position. 

• When advertising for ATSI designated position, the position 
should be advertised as a 50(D) position in accordance with 
the Equal Opportunity Act 1984, this means only ATSI people 
should apply.

• All positions within an organization should be open to ATSI 
worker applications. It is acceptable to include the statement 
“ATSI people are strongly encouraged to apply” within the 
advertisement. 

• Clearly state if positions are full time/part time or subject to 
funding.

• If seeking to employ local ATSI workers always advertise in 
the local newspaper or radio and community newsletters, 
inform senior community members, ATSI community controlled 
organisations and place the advertisement at the local shops.

• Write an advertisement in language that people in the 
community will understand and if possible use flags or artwork 
that is appropriate to the local community.

• Word of mouth is really useful and can be spread through 
networks, communities and community events.

• Advertise in ATSI specific newspapers and on ATSI radio.
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Aboriginal Network Project Officer - $60,000 to $65,000 (Pro rata)  
(plus superannuation and generous salary packaging options) 
 
You will be responsible for supporting Aboriginal workers and organisations in the Alcohol and other 
Drug (AOD) sector though the provision of resources and facilitation of networking and professional 
development opportunities. Your work will include a focus on improving services for consumers with co-
occurring mental health and AOD use. This will involve working with Aboriginal workers and services 
across WA, turning issues into outcomes and supporting Aboriginal workers to meet together. 
This position is initially offered for 12 months with the likelihood of extension. 
Details including JDF, selection criteria and how to apply are available on the WANADA website 
www.wanada.org.au by emailing drugpeak@wanada.org.au or phoning (08) 6365 6365.  
 
 
Closing Date: 5pm - Friday November 20 
 
 

	   	   	   	   	   	   	    

sample advertisement



Job Description Form 

Job title: ATSI Support Worker - full time permanent Level 3
Salary Range ($ - $)
 
ATSI is a genuine qualification in accordance with the Equal Opportunity Act 1984 section 50d). 

Working focus: The ATSI Support Worker will be responsible for providing ongoing support to ATSI 
individuals, families and community members to better enable them to find solution to issues which 
may be affecting their daily lives. 

This position reports to Team Manager and CEO

Selection criteria (desirable):
• Knowledge and understanding on ATSI culture, customs and language  
• Skills and ability to work and communicate respectfully with the ATSI community.
• How would you involve yourself with the community 
• Provide an example on your life and work experiences 
• What knowledge and understanding do you have on issues that are impact on the ATSI  
 families and communities members within your community 
• Written and verbal communication skills – (example)

Qualifications: Knowledge and understanding of working in your community and with ATSI people. 
Training opportunities will be discuss with the successful applicant. 

Applying for this position does not require a written application. If you are interested in applying, 
simply ring and lodge a verbal expression of interest and you will be given a time to come in for an 
informal yarn about the job with a small selection panel.

job description forms 
Job Description Forms for ATSI positions should clearly state 

that life skills, abilities and knowledge specific to people with ATSI 
backgrounds are essential. ATSI is a genuine qualification for this 
position as per section 50d of the Equal Opportunity Act 1984.

50d Job Description Form example:



13

selection criteria 
• Selection criteria can be discussed by telephone. Visits from 

potential applicants seeking clarification are welcome and you 
should make this known in your advertisement.

• Seek advice from community members on the selection 
process. 

• An alternative process to formal advertising would be to call for 
an expression of interest and have a yarn with interested parties 
to assess suitability for the position.  

• Selection criteria needs to be easily understood by applicants 
and others in the community. Include clear instructions about 
how you would like the applicant to respond to the selection 
criteria; e.g. break it down into STAR/SAO which shows how to 
answer the criteria. 

Example of a more senior position for an ATSI worker, with a 
formal selection criteria:

Essential
1. Aboriginality -  this position has been deemed an identified position under  

 Section 50D of the Equal Opportunity Act (A) 1984 (WA);
2.  Demonstrated experience managing and supporting staff and projects;
3. Demonstrated experience in writing successful funding submissions and  

 reports;
4. Demonstrated understanding of quality and change management processes;
5. Excellent organisational, interpersonal and communication skills, including  

 written, information technology,  and oral presentation skills;
6. Ability to work autonomously and collaboratively within a small team   

 environment.
7. Experience and skills in developing, implementing and evaluating projects;
8. Ability to travel extensively throughout the State for up to 1 to 2 weeks at a  

 time and possession of a current drivers license;
9. Demonstrated experience working with Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal people  

 and organisations in a consultative and culturally appropriate manor;
10. Understanding of cultural security and ability to communicate this   

 understanding to staff working within Alcohol and other Drug Services. 
Desirable
1. Experience in Alcohol and other Drug research and policy development, and/or  

 working in the Alcohol and other Drug sector within Western Australia with  
 knowledge of current evidence based practice approaches to Aboriginal  
 Alcohol and other Drug use;

2. Capacity to identify and take advantage of opportunities for cooperation  
 between organisations;

3. Experience in managing project budgets and finances;
4. Relevant tertiary qualification or equivalent;
5. Experience and skills in developing, implementing and evaluating projects;
6. Understanding and commitment to advocacy processes.



“

• Writing and addressing selection criteria can be very confusing 
for ATSI people. Try to make the selection criteria non-
intimidating for applicants 

• When seeking ATSI workers, always consider their life skills.

• Limit the application requirements to the applicant’s resume 
and a one page expression of interest about the position.

• Use the JDF to target the ‘level’ of worker you are looking for, 
this can be shown by the level of response required to each 
selection criteria and the level of qualifications required. 

The interview process

considerations for interviews 

• From a culturally aware perspective, it may be appropriate 
to have a yarning session rather than a formal interview 
(depending on the job role).   

• Use plain English or local language, don’t use jargon. 

• Ask questions that are relevant to the position and community 
in which the job is advertised.

• Ask about their knowledge of ATSI culture, customs and family 
structures within the community.

• Ask about their skills for engaging with ATSI people, the 
community and networking with government or other 
organisations. 

• Be aware that ATSI people in local communities often 
understate their skills and experience on paper and feel more 
comfortable talking about achievements rather than writing 
selection criteria. 

• In regional areas, having a face to face yarn could be ideal for 
you both as it will give you a better understanding of the worker 
and his/her knowledge, life skills and it will be more comfortable 
for the applicant. 

• Involve ATSI community people/elders as well as qualified 
ATSI employees on the interview panel for identified 50D ATSI 
positions.

• Always have representation of ATSI men/women on a panel 
when interviewing for a position based on the gender of the 
applicants.

• Always try to make the interview room comfortable and not 
intimidating for the worker. For example, use couches or small 
tables and offer a drink. 

• Make sure the interview questions are consistent with the 
selection criteria. 

• 
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“have an invormal yarn
feeling seen and valued 

communication and approachability
make sure you feel confident 

with their head in the clouds
don’t just hang around 

• Provide explanations for the questions, so it is clear what you 
are looking for. 

• Make sure the panel and applicant are informed of the way the 
interview will be conducted. . 

languages and regions 

If language is a potential barrier you may wish to consider using an 
interpreter. 
 

Retention 
ATSI workers play an essential role in providing culturally secure 

alcohol and other drug services throughout WA. 

ATSI workers make it more acceptable for ATSI people to seek 
information and treatment when it’s needed. 

Retaining ATSI people in the workforce enhances the confidence of 
the community in the culturally secure practice of an organisation.

Because of comparative shortages of skilled ATSI alcohol and other 
drug workers, service deliverers may need to take the time to train new 
staff and retrain/reskill existing employees. 

Like other new employees, ATSI staff may not be familiar with 
workplace practices and culture of a business. Give them time to settle 
into the workplace and provide a mentor if possible to help them ease 
their way into the working environment.

Feedback from ATSI staff about what has made they stay in the 
workplace: 

“The supervisor or managers should make sure 
you feel confident in your position and provide 
professional development opportunities.” 

“Communication and approachability is important.” 

“Feeling seen and heard in the workplace – feeling 
valued.” 

“It’s good if supervisors can pop their head in and 
have an informal yarn about things.” 

“Good executives know what’s happening from the 
ground up – they don’t just hang around in the clouds 
and deal with the angels.” “



“
consistency

supervision gives
supervision is vital 

a cultural approach
genuinely wanted to support 
asked me the best way 

“

supervision 
Supervision is intended to provide an opportunity to support people 

in the workplace. Appropriate supervision can support ATSI staff to 
have confidence in applying an ATSI way of working and building on 
their abilities to demonstrate its effectiveness, even within a non-ATSI 
specific organisation. 

Some feedback from ATSI staff about appropriate supervision :

“My line-manager just asked me what I thought was 
the best way to approach a situation, and whether 
there are cultural considerations. They just asked 
this repeatedly - she genuinely wanted to support 
a cultural approach – and as a result I started being 
more conscious about how to express this”

“Supervision is vital for all staff and it is a good forum 
to debrief” 

“Having supervision gives a feeling of consistency 
because you know you have always got someone to 
debrief with whenever you need to.”

Supervision can also happen away from the office with a coffee, 
which can be a good opportunity for staff to speak more openly with 
their supervisor. Formal and paid supervision may be an option for 
some staff. 

cultural mentor 
Some non-ATSI specific organisations may consider engaging 

a cultural advisor to contribute cultural considerations in engaging 
and retaining ATSI staff and supporting improved outcomes for ATSI 
consumers. 

An ATSI staff member could alternatively be supported to access a 
cultural mentor to help enhance confidence in incorporating a culturally 
secure way of working into their position roles and responsibilities.

Organisations could introduce a buddy system between staff who 
have been working there a long time and new staff, which involves 
longer-term staff supporting the new worker in their role. 

Organisations could consider introducing a mentoring program which 
can be formal or informal. 
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consistency
supervision gives

supervision is vital 

workforce development
All staff benefit from training and workforce development 

opportunities. 

Ideas to aid in retention of ATSI staff
• ATSI cultural awareness training to all staff members 

to enhance ATSI staff comfort in the workplace
• Supporting all staff to access training on improved 

service delivery for ATSI people – so that ATSI staff are 
not the only staff members meeting the needs of ATSI 
consumers

• In all training and workforce development, encourage 
all staff to ask about cultural considerations

Consider these options for training provided 
by the Drug and Alcohol Office (for more 
information see www.dao.health.wa.gov.au)
• ATSI Alcohol and other Drugs Program - CHC30802 

Certificate III in Community Services Work (provided by 
the Drug and Alcohol Office).                                     

• ATSI Alcohol and other Drug Workers CHC41702 
Certificate IV in Alcohol and Other Drugs Work 
(provided by the Drug and Alcohol Office).

• SSSM Culturally Secure Clinical Supervision

A healthy work environment
In Australia, the gap in life expectancy for ATSI people compared 

with non-ATSI people is 17 years. It is vital to take into consideration 
the importance of the health and wellbeing of all ATSI workers.

ATSI people may be under stress from their constant role as carers 
for clients, family and people in their community. The stress may cause 
contribute to increased rates of burn out and/or affect their ability to 
cope both personally and professionally.

genuinely wanted to support 
asked me the best way 

“



Workplace ideas for positive contribution to 

health and wellbeing of ATSI workers 

• Provide lifestyle programs to build on the individual’s 
ability to cope physically, mentally, culturally and 
spiritually 

• Support staff access to counselling services

 
ATSI staff may be more sensitive to some circumstances or situations. 
While your organisation may encourage openness, there may be some 
shame associated with raising certain issues. 

Tips for supporting a healthy work environment 
• The development or review of grievance procedures to 

support the inclusion of cultural considerations
• An open door policy between you and your staff, so 

workers can stop in and have an informal yarn when 
they feel ready or comfortable

• Generations of discussions with ATSI workers, to talk 
about cultural aspects that contribute to wellbeing

exiting employees
When staff members are leaving the workplace, always part on good 

terms and encourage them to talk through any issue yet to be resolved. 
Always ensure the worker is aware of the intellectual property of all 
relevant work and information they have completed at the workplace, 
i.e. that it belongs to the organisation, and it is left there to support 
and enhance future work to be carried out by the next person in that 
position. 
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“ “
celebrate their success

thank them for their contribution
it means a lot to them and their community

“It is always priority to support staff to improve their 
skills and if the opportunity arises, we support them 
to move onto bigger and better things. As managers, 
we should celebrate their success and thank them 
for their contribution to the organisation. Wishing the 
worker well means a lot to them personally, and their 
community” - CEO

IDEA 

Farewell your staff member and celebrate their time at the 
organisation. Thank the worker for their efforts by hosting a 
morning/afternoon tea and if possible, organise a gift from 
the team/colleagues.
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