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If you want to read about 

‘Growth in Aboriginal enterprises and the changes 

in cultural practice’ ......... read



The Dark Side of Aboriginal 

Entrepreneurship/Enterprise

‘policy makers continue to promote 

the apparent advantageous aspects 

of commercial activity by Indigenous 

people to reduce the burden on the 

welfare budget and strengthen 

Indigenous social well-being’



Yet at what cost?



What is the cost?

• To families when you spend 60-80 hours a 

week in the start-up

• To children and grandchildren who miss the 

daily contact with you

• Your spouse and children who burden the 

financial strain of the fledgling business

• The physical and mental toll on your body

• Stress, blood pressure, increased coffee 

and cigarette intake

• And the various detrimental consequences 

of your naivety and/or poor business 

planning - training



The Business Problem, from an 

Indigenous Cultural Perspective!

Within the Australian business context;

the Aboriginal entrepreneur’s financier is 

inevitably non-indigenous, 

their suppliers are predominantly non-

indigenous; 

their sales are normally to the non-

indigenous and 

their business model almost always 

conservatively is non-indigenous



Where is the Indigenous business model?

The impact of colonisation:

- Identifying as Indigenous

- belonging as a minority group

- within a dominant subjugating society 

- With limited reserves of social - human  

and financial Capitals

… the Indigenous business model is 

suppressed 

(power imbalance – deficiency discourse)



Research question?

• Do mental health issues impact on 

the Indigenous small business 

person?

Not gauging if they are worse or less than 

the non-indigenous, rather try and 

understand the possible existence if any and 

how this impacts on the business decision 

process



The Research

• 100 randomly selected Indigenous 

Australian businesses interviewed during 

2015-6

• Selected in accordance with ABS 

demographics, approx. 15% remote; 30% 

regional and 55% urban

• Selection ensured broad analysis of 

industries, tourism – retail – manufacturing 

– construction – services:  

no industry concentrations

• 80%  had been interviewed previously over 

last 15 years - reinterviewed



methodology

• Multiple case study approach applied 

within independent studies 

• Mixed methods

• Qualitative semi-structured interviews

• Systematic literature review 

• Methodological process from an 

Indigenous Standpoint 



Findings

• 15 Aboriginal entrepreneurs were deceased prior 

or during the 18 month research period

- most cases cardio-vascular issues 

- combined high blood pressure and 

- impact of diabetes

• 72 believed they suffered from depression

• only 15 of the living believed they exhibited 

similar symptoms prior to entering business



• the constant stress of not failing, the ‘white’ world 

expected them to fail and this played on their mind 

• non-indigenous accountant expressed surprise that he 

was still trading profitably after 5 years “he thought I 

would have gone walkabout by now” 

(S13 interview Dec. 2015). 

• large construction company feels that both non-

indigenous and Koori people are just waiting for him to 

go into liquidation, “people have trouble accepting that 

a blackfella can be successful in construction” 

(S2 interview Nov. 2015).

• Others believed that it was normal stress associated 

with being [Aboriginal] in business, “this is my chance 

to be successful … I cannot afford to fail” 
(C1 interview Aug. 2015).



• 15% had passed away prematurely  

• I did not realize until I began the research  

many were friends 

• fourteen Men aged 42 ï61 

one Woman aged in her 50ôs 

• Cause of death 

cardio-vascular disease  

eight instances linked with type II diabetes 

and high blood pressure. 

One took their own life by overdose of 

prescription drugs.



The single characteristic of all these businesses is 

that they had suffered highs and abnormal lows 

during their business lifecycle and all the 

deceased had been óripped offô in their spouses or 

childrenôs words by: 

accountants, 

solicitors, 

landlords, and even in one case 

ATSIC. 



The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission (ATSIC) (1990ï2005) was the 

Australian Government body through which 

Aboriginal Australians and Torres Strait 

Islanders were formally involved in the 

processes of government representation. It is 

alleged ATSIC staff copied the entrepreneurs 

business plan and a person closely related to 

the ATSIC business loans office allegedly 

commenced a copy-cat business in the same 

tourist strip and ATSIC funded it in direct 

opposition to the participant.



In most cases problems involved 

- overcharging, 

- theft- embezzlement, 

- non-commercial increases on rentals 

- cancelling leases on their premises 

forcing them to move at short notice when they 

established their business then competing with 

copycat businesses. 



After lengthy discussion with their partners and 

children it was commonly believed that those 

that suffered heart attacks and the one 

overdose coincided with a traumatic event 

during their business lifecycle that created 

enormous strain 



Did they regret going into business? 

No was the common response. 



Of the remaining 85 businesses 

they were asked 

list the hurdles that they faced in 

establishing and operating their businesses 

to where they were today 

effectively the ódark side of enterpriseô 

The average age of the enterprises was just 

under ten years and the average age of the 

proprietors was 45



They ranked the following in order of 

importance:

- Lack of business start up finance and

working capital finance

- Racism (within the marketplace) 

- Lack of business expertise and access to  

advice

- Lack of after-hours industry assistance

- Qualified trained staff that are prepared to  

work for minimal wages.



The Aboriginal enterprise runs the risk of being 

a bus to no-where – unless the driver 

and conductor are in control

An Aboriginal eco-tour gone feral



Willie Gordon, Nugal-warra Elder and 

Guugu Yimithirr speaker, is passionate 

about his Aboriginal culture and 

spirituality - launched Guurrbi Tours in 

2003 ïno one in the wider family would 

take on the succession of the business



Mr John Moriarty, well known Indigenous 

identity and businessman, has a genuine fear 

regarding the ‘invention’  or ‘re-invention’ of 

Aboriginal culture by some sections of the 

Sydney community



The Rocks Dreaming Aboriginal Heritage Tour -

Margret Campbell, a Dunghutti-Jerrinjah Elder

Survived repeated lateral violence attacks 

based on her success or perceived success



Conclusion

There is a dark side to Aboriginal enterprise

- a cost to family kinship involvement

- saying no to gifting (reciprocity)

- additional stress

- fear of failure / failure thatôs almost 

expected by mainstream

- health é. Untreated depression

Koori Men Canôt Cry Syndrome!



But there are positives in attaining business 

success

- increased self-esteem

- financial capital accumulation

- bridging and bonding social capital

- social networking

- crossing the chasm of the óotherô

Financial independence is colour blind, financial 

independence is sending your child to the right 

school, being able to live where you want, being 

able to afford medicines for your family é.. This 

is self-determination!




