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òSomeone close to me became very sick. She had little family in 

town, so I stayed with her night and day at the hospital. After 

several days, I had to call my boss. My paid sick days had run out. 

To my surprise, the Executive Director of my non-profit agency 

said òno problem, take the time you need, weõll work it out.ó I was 

shocked. A few hours later my ED showed up at the hospital with 

co-workers and Elders. They brought food and drums. The food 

kept coming for days. My loved one pulled through. I was so 

touched. This is when I knew I was working in the right sector, and 

would continue to do so the rest of my life, or as long as they 

would have me! I previously worked in government.ó 

                                                                       

                            -ANP sector employee, at Victoria Sharing Circle 
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Executive Summary  

 
Project overview  

In August 2012, the BC Association of Aboriginal Friendship Centres (BCAAFC) commissioned a 
team from the Victoria Native Friendship Centre (VNFC) to undertake a research project to 
strengthen connections with Aboriginal culture and traditional values in British Columbiaõs 
Aboriginal non-profit (ANP) sector. Our research project is one of four projects commissioned to 
develop the ANP Sector Human Resources (HR) and Workforce Strategy. 
 
This report provides a summary of our journey, including what we learned and experienced. It 
culminates in a list of recommendations to help create a culturally-anchored workforce able to draw 
upon unique traditions and values to best serve clients and communities.  
 
Through a variety of research methods focused on engaging ANP sector employees and volunteers 
in communities across the province, the project team documented many examples of promising 
practices for culture and traditional values in the workplace. These practices are referenced in the 
report and listed in the Cultural Self-assessment Tool (Appendix A), where they are presented in a 
format to assist BC ANPs. This tool is a living document.   
 
The project team generated findings about the state of culture in BCõs Aboriginal non-profit sector, 
its value to agencies, and considerations for successful implementation in the workplace. These 
findings form the basis of the recommendations and were echoed across group sessions, sharing 
circles, individual interviews, the literature review and sector survey.  
 
Overall, our research revealed that incorporating culture and traditional values in the workplace 
improves employee morale and organizational outcomes. It also leads to better recruitment and 
retention of qualified employees.  
 
Survey results support a direct correlation between culture in an organization and employee 
satisfaction, recruitment and retention.  

 93% of those surveyed in the sector are more satisfied in a workplace that incorporates culture 
and traditional values 

 88% of those surveyed are more likely to work for and remain in an organization that 
encourages indigenous cultural practices and traditional values 
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Our work also illustrates that while culture is alive and well in BC ANP organizations, there is little 
formal research or literature about it. However, limited groups do exist and are creating an emerging 
community of practice to look at the effective implementation of culture in the workplace.   
 
Findings for the BC Aboriginal non-profit sector also include: 
 

 Culture is not static; it originates from the territory where the Aboriginal non-profit is located 
and is influenced by the individuals within the organization  

 A diversity of models exist for successfully incorporating cultural practices into an organization, 
both in practice and in policy 

 In a financially constrained sector, access to resources for cultural mentors; leadership and staff 
training; cultural policy development; and recruitment efforts are paramount 

 
Along with better benefits and pensions, workplace wellness, mentorship and professional 
development, the following recommendations are brought forward to support the development of a 
strong and united Aboriginal non-profit sector with the wisdom and strength to successfully serve 
Aboriginal communities in a good way for generations. 
 

Summary of Re commendations  

Through our primary and secondary research, we learned that efforts need to be made in the 
following four areas:  

Cultural Policy Development: reflecting culture in the organizationõs policies (e.g. cultural leave), 
mission statement and core documentation, as well as programming  

Organizational and Community Practice: providing support for cultural and traditional 
practices in the workplace through resources, mentors, research, gathering, tools and collaboration  

Recruitment and training:  Strengthening the sector by emphasizing recruitment and promotion 
of Aboriginal employees and offering training and education to all members of the sector and our 
stakeholders, with particular focus on youth development  

Elder Involvement: Increasing the role of Elders in our organizations, entrusting them with the 
responsibility of guiding our future and the role of culture in the workplace 

 
To achieve the above, and thereby help ANP sector employees better serve their clients and 
communities, it is recommended that the ANP Strategy support: 
 

 Making HR specialists, policy experts, and cultural mentors available to BC ANP agencies  

 Creating resources (e.g. Cultural Self-assessment Tool) and sector gatherings to support 
development of community of practice, cultural programming and workplaces 

 Aboriginal recruitment and training initiatives for the sector  

 Enhancing the role of Elders in BC ANPs, including at the provincial level 

 Aboriginal led research of work-based culture and programming 

 Enhancing engagement with funders to promote indigenous approaches for service delivery 
 
The complete list of recommendations is presented in section four.  
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Methodology  

 
About Our Team  

The Victoria Native Friendship Centre assembled a team to use an òIndigenous Approachó to 
engage the non-profit sector community and deliver this important strategy. This team consists of: 
Bruce Parisian, Aboriginal Non-Profit Executive Director; Dr. Leslie Brown, Academic and 
Community Based Research; Kim Cameron, HR Strategist; Ron Rice, Advisor on Matters of Culture 
and Protocol in traditional and urban contexts; Ron Lees, Facilitator and Communicator; Marek 
Tyler, Cultural Facilitator and Analyst; and Sebastian Silva, Researcher and Analyst. 
 

Project Purpose  

The team began its work by defining the purpose of the project. From the onset, we saw this 
project, Strengthening Connections with Culture and Traditional Values in the Aboriginal Non-profit Workplace, 
as a way to: 
 

1) Explore and document examples of culture and traditional values in the ANP workplace 
(promising or wise practices), and how to successfully implement culture  

2) Investigate the value and impacts of culture and tradition in the workplace  
3) Determine whether incorporating Aboriginal culture and traditional values in the workplace 

leads to greater employee satisfaction, recruitment and retention 
 

With supporting research in hand, our primary objective was to develop a sector-driven strategy with 
a set of recommendations to create a more culturally-anchored ANP workforce.  

Indigenous  Approach  

In accordance with local First Nation protocols, the team established an internal Cultural Council 
comprised of two Elders and two Youth requesting them to òCall to Witnessó the work to be done. 
Establishing an engaged òIndigenous Approachó from the beginning of the project provided the 
team the cultural foundation to engage with all six provincial regions in a good way and effectively 
gather the needed cultural data and information. We also called upon our Cultural Council to review 
project work and key materials.   
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Commencing in October 2012, and in cooperation with three other contracted research teams, we 
met with the Aboriginal Non-profit Advisory Committee, whose purpose is to guide the ANP 
Human Resource and  Workforce Strategy. Practicing cultural protocol, we had the Advisory 
Committee òCall to Witnessó the work that was being done by all the teams. We also asked for their 
advice about our research, including how to best engage non-profit agencies in local communities. 
We gifted them for their work and included a printed question in each gift about our strategy.  
 
In July 2013, a follow-up Advisory Committee meeting was arranged allowing each team to present 
their preliminary findings and recommendations. Advisory Committee feedback was documented 
and incorporated in the final strategy.  
 
Indigenous approaches and values influenced all of our research methods. Adopting an indigenous 
approach allowed us to engage with members of the ANP sector respectfully and gain (and share) 
valuable information. Our approach included following local protocols in the territories visited, 
witnessing, gift giving, utilizing a dialogic approach to interviews and sharing circles.  
 
Our project Elders and Youth as well as the Strategy Advisory Committee were relied upon as 
valued resources to consult for the duration of the contract. They provided encouragement when 
needed and reminded us of our purpose and how to achieve it.  
 

Strategy Team Collaboration  

Through the BCAAFC, we came together and met with the other contracted Aboriginal Non-profit 
research teams to strategize and develop a cooperative working model. It was recognized that from 
the perspective of employees in the ANP sector, our four separate projects were in fact all part of a 
larger whole. It was also recognized that as a collective we would be more effective working and 
engaging communities together, rather than asking for peopleõs time separately and creating 
consultation fatigue. It was also a way to leverage each otherõs strengths and achieve savings in 
engagement and travel costs. 
  
The work was done mostly through the creation of three committees comprised of members from 
each of the project teams. These included: 
 

1. Survey Development Committee: Developing joint survey instruments 
2. Communications Committee: Developing website and communications materials 
3. Regional Engagement Committee: Planning sharing circles in regions 
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The work from these committees led to the development of two survey instruments combining the 
research areas of two project teams each; construction of website visuals and materials; unified 
communications strategy with letters to all ANPs; and coordinated planning and promotion of 
regional sessions. Once the survey, communication and planning work was complete, individual 
committees were dissolved and the Strategy was managed by the BCAAFC through a committee of 
project leads.  
 

Information Gathering  

Overview  

The project team utilized a range of research methods. These included a literature review, a survey, 
key informant interviews, and regional facilitated group sessions (sharing circles). In addition to 
embracing an indigenous approach, standards for conducting research in an ethical manner were 
followed and the rights of participants were well communicated and honoured.  
 
Research supporting documentation included:  

 Key informant interview questionnaires  

 Survey instrument (hard copy and online)  

 Framework for capturing examples of culture in the workplace, which became the foundation 
for the organizationõs òCultural Self-assessment Tooló (Appendix A) 

 Analytical framework for the literature review (sources and themes) 

 Facilitated session materials, including guiding questions to stimulate participant interaction  
  
Over the twelve-month duration of the contract, our team consulted broadly to best inform the 
overall findings and recommendations in support of our Strategy Paper. Stakeholders consulted 
included, but were not limited to: (1) The BCAAFC and ANP Advisory Committee; (2) employees 
or volunteers in the ANP sector in six defined regions across British Columbia, in all identified 
sectors (treatment, child and family, housing, health, employment); (3) Elders and Youth, including 
BC Youth Council; (4) Individuals involved in implementing Aboriginal culture in the workplace in a 
variety of sectors (interviews only);  and (5) researchers and facilitators from the project teams.  
 

ANP Sector Key Informant Interviews  

The BC Aboriginal Non-profit sector consists of hundreds of organizations. Using our òKey 
Informant Questionnaire,ó our team conducted interviews with a list of individuals from 
organizations representing various participants. These were done using a consistent interview 
instrument as a guide. Over the duration of the contract, our team conducted approximately 15 
formal key informant interviews with frontline staff, volunteers, administrators, Youth, Elders, and 
executive directors, predominantly from the Vancouver coastal, Vancouver mainland and Interior 
regions.  
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Many more informal conversations about Aboriginal culture and traditional values in the workplace 
were carried out and interviewees were also encouraged to complete the online survey anonymously. 
Knowledge gleaned during initial interviews helped develop the survey tool and prepare for 
facilitated group session. We also conducted a limited number of interviews with individuals from 
the public (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal), academic and private sectors to see what can be learned 
from these sectors.  
 

Sector Survey  

Our project paired with the Workplace Wellness and Work-life Balance project team to create a joint 
survey (see Appendix F). The survey was developed to capture promising cultural practices in the 
workplace and the value culture can bring to organizations. The survey used simple language and a 
limited number of questions. It also acknowledged the diversity and uniqueness of Aboriginal 
cultures from the many First Nations in BC.  
 
Participation was controlled to ensure that only employees or volunteers in the Aboriginal sector 
could participate. As such, the results represent findings specific to the ANP sector. A link to the 
online survey as well as hard copy versions were sent to all ANPs on a master list provided by the 
BCAAFC. Surveys were also distributed at the regional sessions.  
 
Incentives in the form of a prize draw for a chance to win Carey Newman jewellery or an iPad were 
also offered to encourage participation. Instructions stated clearly that prize draw winners would be 
required to prove they work or volunteer in the ANP sector in order to claim their prize.  
 
It should be noted that a non-randomized approach was used. This was done to capture as many 
promising practices of culture in the workplace as possible and to allow everyone interested in 
sharing information an opportunity to participate. Survey results are consistent with findings from 
multiple lines of evidence, including interviews, and facilitated community sessions.  
 
A total of 147 individuals took the survey, either online or in paper form. All paper copies were 
transcribed into the online tool to create on central information repository.  
 

Literature Review  

The literature review was conducted in late 2012 through the summer of 2013 by the Victoria Native 
Friendship Centre Project Team. It built off an initial review done by Liam White as part of UVICõs 
LE,NONET program. Its aim was to document existing research in the field of Aboriginal culture 
in the workplace. It also provided potential information for sharing at the facilitated sessions. Both 
literature reviews are included in Appendix B. We found the literature limited in content and scope.  
Few studies could be found examining the impacts of Aboriginal culture in the workplace, or the 
role of women in the sector, and fewer still were conducted by Aboriginal researchers.  
 

Facilitated sessions - Provincial Sharing Circles  

As part of our team mandate to make the strategy òby the sector; for the sectoró, and in cooperation 
with the three other contracted research teams, we embarked on six Provincial Sharing Circles. 
These facilitated data gathering sessions took us to six regions over the months of January through 
June 2013. Locations included Victoria, Vancouver, Kamloops, Kelowna, Prince George and 
Terrace. The locations were identified by the project teams with support from the Advisory 
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Committee for their accessibility and large number of ANPs, as well as geographic distribution 
(modeled on First Nations Health Regions).  
 
During these sessions, our teamõs facilitators engaged participants to: 
 

 Share information about the ANP Workforce and HR Strategy Project  

 Learn specific examples of promising cultural practices in the workplace 

 Learn successes and challenges faced by ANPs in making culture part of their workplace 
 
Following the guidance of our Cultural Advisory Committee, we followed regional protocols by first 

writing and hand delivering (when possible) letters to all BC ANPõs to extend an invitation to 

participate in ANP Regional Sharing Circles.  Letters were delivered and mailed followed by phone 

calls to each ANP and then finally with emails. Alongside and in support of traditional invitation 

protocol, all Sharing Circle information was published on the www.aboriginalnonprofit.ca website.  

Due to smaller than anticipated participant numbers at the first three sessions, our team contracted 

Kelowna coordinator, Tanya Gregoire (Youth) for the Kelowna Sharing Circle to help boost 

participation and awareness among local ANPs. In accordance with her regional cultural teachings, 

she traveled to each local ANP and gifted each organization with a sage bundle to invite them to the 

Kelowna session.  

Utilizing a regional Indigenous approach can require more time and budget but utilizing this 

approach did drive higher participation while also achieving clarity of intent and demonstrating 

respect for local protocol and participantõs time.  

The Sharing Circles were treated as gatherings where employees and friends in the sector were able 
to share experiences and connect (or re-connect) with one another. Cultural protocols were 
followed, including opening prayers, talking circle formats, and gifting. Elders shared their wisdom, 
and mentored the youth in attendance, who also shared their perspective. Sessions were powerful 
and warm, with singing, laughing, good food and many shared stories.  
 
Though considerable efforts were dedicated to recruitment, including mass mail-outs, direct phone 
calls and site visits, attendance at some of the sessions was not as high as expected. We were 
reminded on several occasions how busy ANPs are and the challenges of freeing up staff for 
important initiatives such as cultural or professional development. The sessions were nevertheless 
hugely rewarding from a research perspective. The smaller numbers allowed for more in-depth 
discussions, resulting in rich and very informative discussions. Attendance ranged from 7-25 
participants, with participants from various organizational positions (front line staff, executives, etc.).  
 

Youth Outreach - Gathering our Voices   

In addition to the facilitated sessions with members of the ANP sector, we were advised by our 
Cultural Council to promote the ANP HR and Workforce Strategy to Youth. We organized a 
workshop as part of the provincial youth conference, Gathering Our Voices (Penticton, BC). Our 
project lead, Marek Tyler, and Caring for First Nations Children Societyõs Samantha Tweet, 
facilitated eight focus groups. The workshops attended by between 6-12 participants from across BC 

http://www.aboriginalnonprofit.ca/
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were an opportunity to engage Youth directly. Participants were made aware of the workshops 
through conference communication channels and materials. 
 
The workshop construct allowed information to be shared about the four project areas and the 
sector more broadly. It also served to gather feedback and promote upcoming Regional Sharing 
Circles. Not all youth in attendance were employees or volunteers within the ANP sector. Only 
those employed or volunteering in the ANP sector were invited to take surveys. Attendance at the 
conference also served the function of promoting awareness of the ANP sector. Many Youth were 
not previously aware of the ANP sector and as such, had not considered it as a career option.   
 
The intent for participating at this Youth event was to: 
 

 Have discussions with Youth and accompanying chaperones from ANP agencies 

 Collect information through focus groups and surveys from individuals who work or volunteer 
in the ANP sector  

 Capture Youth perspectives and viewpoints regarding culture (an example of how culture can 
be viewed was shared in relation to Gitxsan dancers - see Appendix C) 

 Promote the Strategy ð thereby increasing its visibility and overall participation  
 
The range of viewpoints, from volunteers to executive directors, at all of these engagements allowed 
a broad set of issues to be examined for this sector to strengthen connections with culture and 
traditional values in the workforce as a tool for HR recruitment and retention. 
   

Analysis 

The findings in the following section are based on the research conducted during this project. They 
were developed by analyzing the information learned through the various data collection methods, 
including: (1) the literature review; (2) the interviews and facilitated sessions; and (3) the surveys. The 
analysis was a grounded emergent analysis built dynamically as participant contributions increased. 
Sessions and interviews were initially constructed from literature review findings and then evolved as 
we met and spoke with more people.  

Thematic analysis of survey responses and community engagement notes revealed consistent 
patterns. The findings section shares learnings spanning multiple lines of evidence. Findings 
confirmed by more than one line of evidence were considered for discussion and inclusion. For 
example, if a finding was identified in both the literature review and heard in the community 
sessions (two out of three sources), it attained a level of validation which confirmed it was strong 
enough to share.  

The result is a set of findings sourced through literature and community of practice and confirmed 
on more than one occasion. In most cases, themes heard as part of the community sessions and 
interviews were aligned with survey findings. Findings from the literature review were limited in 
numbers but supported by findings from interviews, survey results, and community sessions.  

While there are undoubtedly more findings to draw upon in relation to culture in the workplace, the 
findings presented in this report are those which, through our research with members of the sector, 
were identified as most important for effectively embedding culture in the workplace.  
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Research Findings & Discussion  
Introduction  

This Final Strategy Paper for the Aboriginal non-profit sector by the Victoria Native Friendship 
Centre project team explores how this sector can strengthen connections with culture and traditional 
values as a working tool for HR recruitment and retention.  

We conducted research to answer the question: Does a strengthened connection with culture and 
traditional values in the workplace bolster HR recruitment for the Aboriginal non-profit sector? We 
also sought to document what constitutes promising or wise practices in embedding culture and 
tradition in the workplace, and looked at the impacts of doing so.  
 
What emerged is a telling tale of the value of a culturally-anchored workforce and the widespread 
importance of tradition in the Aboriginal non-profit sector.  
 
We successfully gathered information from six regions in British Columbia. Of the one hundred and 
forty-seven (147) surveyed participants, the majority were female (88%) adults (90%) between the 
ages 30-56 (76%), self-identified as First Nations (68%), Métis (11%), or non-Aboriginal (24%).   
 
Strategically, participants from all sectors participated in group sessions, interviews and surveys. The 
majority of those surveyed work in the Child and Family Sector (40%). We also collected responses 
from individuals in the following sectors: Health (25%); Housing (20%); Employment (21%); and 
treatment (11%).  
 
Individuals across a variety of organizational positions contributed. As part of the survey, we heard 
most from frontline staff (31%) and administration staff (31%), managers/supervisors (25%) and 
executive (20%). We also heard from volunteers such as student interns and board members.  
 
We thank all those who participated in this research project and helped create this culture strategy 
for the sector. 
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1. State of Culture and Traditional Values in the ANP 

workplace in BC  

1.1 Culture is alive and well in BC ANPs  

Aboriginal culture in the workplace has several dimensions. It is usually expressed through 
traditional practices employees use in their workplaces, such as observing protocol. It is also found 
in the values or ôways of beingõ which shape interactions at all levels of the organization.  
 
It is important to note that our research focused on Aboriginal culture and traditional values in the 
workplace, not ôworkplace cultureõ, which is how an organization runs its operations, fosters an 
environment and cultivates certain feelings amongst its members. 
 
In our research, we learned that culture is dynamic, and not always easily communicated in words. 
Typically, it starts with culture from the territory where the ANP resides, then broadens to reflect 
the people within the organization and the community it serves.  
 
We observed a number of factors or pillars seemingly common among most organizations 
incorporating Aboriginal culture. Yet because all First Nations are unique, and by extension ANPs, it 
is the responsibility of each ANP to determine the foundations of culture in their organization and 
how this extends to all aspects of the organization. The Cultural Self-Assessment tool in Appendix 
A captures many of the practices and values that were shared with us which reflect Aboriginal 
workplaces. We also sought to capture some of these through quotes and stories which are in this 
report.  
 
Aboriginal workplaces are often marked with an emphasis on family, community, traditional 
wisdom, and doing whatõs right in a good way. They also place great value on protocol, the natural 
world, and individuals as whole beings, respecting each personõs individuality and ways of practicing 
culture. In speaking with an ANP finance administrator, she related the following story:  
 
òAt first, I was the new non-Aboriginal person taking care of the books. I tried my best to fit in but 
I was still an outsider. Over the first year, I was asked to help make food for community feasts, 
participate in staff sharing circles and smudging. After about a year, I realized that I was no longer 
the white lady working in finance but I was now one of the team.ó  
 
Another employee in the sector relayed the following: òI think about being a part of a supportive, 
caring team. Like a family. It takes courage to support your fellow staff and it also takes courage to 
ask for their support. When you work at an ANP, you are not alone, you are working with a team, a 
courageous team, and you will work hard for them because you care about them.ó 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The Sharing Circle in Kamloops was fortunate to have a Youth attend. Not only did he support the 
Kamloops' Sharing Circlesõ Elder with the day's protocol but his input proved very important in 
capturing the idea that practicing culture at work is not just something that you do. òCulture is not a 
box that you check once per day, but something that you live throughout the whole day, because itõs 
what you do - respectfully practising culture in all of your dealings, from working with Elders to 
developing organization programs.ó Simply put, culture is not about doing, but being and living who 
you are.  
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In the course of our research, almost every ANP worker we engaged stated that culture was 
practiced in their workplace in some way. Results from the survey confirm this, with 86% of 
respondents stating that òCulture and traditional values are strongly embedded in their workplace.ó  

The majority of sector employees engaged were women due to the fact that the sector is 
predominately comprised of female staff. Based on our interviews and sessions, we found that 
women are very much aware of the importance of practicing culture in the work place and usually 
play leadership roles. This was not reflected in the literature, which is a definite gap, given the role of 
women in the ANP sector.  
 
In all cases, male and female participants alike stressed the importance of culture in their lives and 
expressed a desire to see more culture and traditional values embedded in the workplace.    

1.2 There is a very rich diversity of prac tice  

There are many ways and varying degrees of cultural expression within ANPs. For some 
organizations, culture is expressed frequently and explicitly. For others, it is ever present but more 
implicit. An example of this is the degree to which some organizations have culture written into 
policy, while others follow such norms but only as orally expressed.  
 
The degree of culture integration depends on a number of factors, including the level of cultural 
competency of staff and leaders and whether Elders or cultural mentors are present. We also noticed 
that expressions of culture in the workplace were strongly present in more remote communities but 
less explicitly stated, while in urban agencies with individuals from diverse Aboriginal (and non-
Aboriginal) backgrounds, culture was more explicitly stated.   
 
During every community session, employees and volunteers from the ANP sector gave examples of 
culture and traditional values being expressed in the workplace. In the survey tool, almost everyone 
who took the survey answered this question, providing concrete examples.  
 
We found that culture and traditional values were often expressed as:  
 

 Spirituality, ceremony, cultural work 

 Visible displays of culture in the workplace: art, languages, music 

 Access to Elders 

 Culture reflected in the programming and processes of the organization 

 Acknowledgement of the territory and people where the organization is located 

 Cultural education, policy 

 Feasting, gatherings 
 
The complete list of practices is documented in the draft Cultural Self-assessment Tool (Appendix 
A). While the tool itself can evolve and become a resource for ANPs, the examples of culture in the 
workplace within it form an integral part of our research and this report.  
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1.3 There is a limited body of kn owledge  

 
While there are many examples of culture being expressed in the workplace, there is very limited 
research documented on culture in the workplace and the value it offers. A significant finding from 
our literature review is that more Aboriginal led research is needed to understand the role of culture 
and traditional values in the workplace.  
 
Beyond the limited documented body of knowledge, there is an emerging community of practice. 
The ANP Strategyõs focus on culture in the workplace is really a shining but rare example of a 
project focusing on Aboriginal culture and traditional values in the workplace.  
 
To date, what we have are leaders and employees from the sector coming together and practicing 
culture in their work and relations. But there is little in the way of gatherings or resources dedicated 
specifically to building awareness of how culture can be practiced effectively in the non-profit 
workplace. This research project, and in particular the facilitated sessions, provided an opportunity 
to gather and share, and the community welcomed it.  
 

Of note is the role of cultural liaisons in Friendship Centres. 

These cultural liaisons coordinate and bring together individuals 

from various centres to share wise practices and promote further 

integration of culture in the workplace.  

Victoriaõs Native Friendship Center has actively invested in and 

developed policy that provides employee cultural training and 

learning systems and supported practice. The result of this 

healthy support system is a strong cultural identity for both 

employees and the organization as a whole.  

2. Value of Embedding Culture in the NP Workplace in BC  

2.1 Promotes employee satisfaction, attraction and retention  

Meeting ANP sector employees from across the province answered important questions. We 
wondered whether cultural practices and Indigenous values in the workplace might lead to more 
satisfied employees, and be a factor in recruiting or retaining them.  
 
We asked if employees working in organizations that embed culture are more fulfilled, or satisfied, 
as employee satisfaction is identified as a powerful determinant of employee retention.  
 
Repeatedly we heard that employees feel more fulfilled and satisfied when culture is practiced and 
traditional values are present in the workplace. The survey results confirmed this finding; with an 
overwhelming majority of survey respondents (93%) agreeing they feel more satisfied in a 
workplace that incorporates culture and traditional values.  

 

Policy 

Learning 

Practice 

Cultural 
Identity 
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We also inquired whether culture was a factor in their decisions to work for ANP organizations. 
Once again we were told by employees on several occasions that yes, culture is a main reason why 
people come to work in the sector, and why they stay. Survey results reveal that 88% of 
respondents agree they are more likely to work and remain employees of organization that foster 
traditional culture and values.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

2.2 Improves organizational outcomes  

In addition to making an organization more appealing to current and prospective employees, 

embedding Aboriginal culture and values in the workplace provides many benefits. Below are some 

of the benefits stated by respondents as part of the survey or in-person sessions and interviews, or 

documented as part of the literature review. Aboriginal culture and values in the workplace are 

valuable because: 

 Supports individuals by enhancing their ability to manage stress, resolve conflict 

 Helps staff better understand their clients, and to reach them, ultimately providing services 
that have better outcomes and lasting impacts on lives 

48% 45% 2% 5% 
Survey Results

n=128

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

44% 44% 7% 4% 
Survey Results

n=126

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

òI am more likely to work for, and remain an employee of, an organization 

that incorporates culture and traditional valuesó 

òI feel more satisfied in a workplace that incorporates culture and traditional valuesó 

A participant at the session in Victoria said she joined an ANP to connect and learn more about her 

culture. Because of the ANPõs focus on cultural education and culture being practiced in the workplace, 

she felt the benefits of working for the ANP extended well beyond her paycheque. It was an opportunity 

to learn who she was and where she came from.  



18 
 

òI was asked to drive the school bus one 
morning. It was my first time, so I took great 
care.  As I approached one of the stops, I 
could see one of the children walking across 
the street with their proud parent. All the 
cars from the four corners stopped to let 
them cross. Itõs amazing the power a child 
commands. As the child stepped onto the 
bus, barely able to make it up that first step 
with his small legs, a little easier on the 
second, he looked up at me, the man driving 
the bus with a hugely pleased grin on his 
face, and said without hesitation òyouõre not 
my bus driver!ó The childõs environment was 
different and he had no trouble saying it out 
loud. This is what First Nations people want 
to see in their children, empowering each to 
speak their mind.ó 
 

- Cowichan Elder and cultural advisor, 
Victoria Sharing Circle 

 

 Creates a sense of purpose and helps motivate employees 

 Promotes collaboration, individuals working together to accomplish challenging tasks 

 Reduces competition, helping with team-work and trustworthiness 

 Is congruent with ways of knowing and being 

 Creates a sense of spiritual safety 

 Encourage workplace well-being by creating a positive and safe environment, helping when 
negative feelings or conflicts arise 

 Utilizing Elders, House Chiefs, and extended communities, problems can be resolved within 
the context of culture and traditional ways 

 
A culturally anchored workforce is not only better able to cope with the challenges of working in the 
non-profit and social services sectors, it is better empowered to achieve organizational outcomes 
and serve clients who need their help, thereby achieving higher measures of success.  
 
Culture is also essential to promote healing and address the deep and lasting impacts of colonialism 
and residential schools. 

 

2.3 Fosters individual and communit y development  

Culture in the workplace brings value that 
extends beyond the ability to do oneõs work. 
Research participants also stated that culture 
in the workplace: 
 

 Supports development of individuals; 
individual growth and learning 

 Helps build pride in Aboriginal 
identity  

 Provides teachers and role models 
for staff and community members 

 Helps employees connect to their 
traditional heritage and helps pass on 
these traditions and teachings from 
generation to generation 

 Brings community closer to 
organization and staff 

 Creates a sense of belonging and 
community 

 Provides a platform for unity, 
collective action  

 Builds a sense of community by 
bringing people together and helping 
with team-work and trustworthiness 

 Promotes healing which can make it 
easier to deal with workplace stress 
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3. Implementing Culture in the Workplace  

3.1 Determinants of culture in the workplace  

In our research and various lines of inquiry, we found consistent themes arising when it comes to 
promoting culture in the workplace. This section builds upon previous findings and describes the 
factors which are usually associated with culture thriving in the workplace. 
 

Supportive Leaders  

In both the literature and our sessions with ANP sector employees, we heard that leaders play an 
important role in promoting cultural practices and traditional values in the workplace. Without the 
support of leaders, it is difficult for cultural initiatives to take root.  
 
There is usually greatest cultural expression in organizations where leaders not only encourage, but 
practice culture, leading by example, and a space is created by leaders for culture and traditional 
values to shape the direction and interactions within an organization. It is also important for leaders 
to communicate the value of promoting Aboriginal culture and values in the workplace. 

Presence of Elders and knowledge holders  

The importance of Elders and knowledgeable individuals in making space for culture in an 
organization was stated in all of our research. Through stories, experience, and connection to the 
past, Elders are universally believed to be necessary for culture to thrive in any environment, 
including places of work. Elder involvement in the organization is helpful because Elders have a 
strong presence and can help raise morale and lower tension among employees. From a cultural 
perspective, they are traditionally the ones empowered to practice culture and speak with legitimacy 
about it.  
 
Culture as policy  

Many of the ANP organizations that showed deep levels of culture had culture written into their 
policies. We often heard the importance of this, since it sends a strong message of the importance of 
culture as part of the organizationõs activities and identity. Included was culture being specifically 
referenced as part of organizational documents and practices, as well programming. Examples 
observed:  
 

 Culture advanced as part of a mission statement and core organizational documents such as 
strategic plans and annual reports 

 References to culture in programming of the organization, in descriptions of programs and 
their mandates 

 Culture advanced in the human resource (HR) policies of an organization, including hiring 
practices, training, and benefits (such as cultural leave) 

 Culture present in an organizationõs policies, such as for conflict resolution  
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òWe usually get the call the same day or the day before - that the fish is 

coming in. So at the last minute I asked for the day off and it was granted but 

it wasnõt paid, and when I got up there the fish hadnõt come in. So I had not 

gotten paid that day, and paid to travel and got no fish, which is an important 

source of food for my family. When the fish did come in I couldnõt afford to 

go, so I missed an opportunity to go and learn how to clean and can the fish, 

plus an opportunity to spend time with my aunties and uncles and do my part 

in the process. Those times are very important when we can all be together.ó  

  - ANP sector employee 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

According to sharing circle participants, other important reasons for having culture documented in 
policy include: 
 

 It sends a clear message to all about the value you place on culture, including your staff, 
clients, and funders  

 Putting culture and values into policy ensures that the impact goes beyond the current 
employees of the organization and into the future  

 Putting into writing your cultural policies helps remove ambiguity and provides clarity as to 
what staff can expect, also reducing the potential for arbitrary or inconsistent application 
 

Some Aboriginal employees stressed that having documented policies and protocols for cultural 
practices and cultural leave is extremely important. We were also told that policies aimed at leave to 
attend funerals or mourn lost ones should include extended family. Participants remarked that 
cultural policy development should be informed by employees and guided by Elders and cultural 
advisors.  
 
Cultural policy does not have to be written to be relevant. We spoke to a number of individuals who 
said culture was practiced in their organization without formal written policies in place. Allowances 
are made for individuals to take time off, for example, to be with family during difficult times or 
participate in ceremonies or gatherings, despite the absence of written policies.  
 
Aboriginal employees foster culture in the organization 

We stated earlier that in most workplaces, culture was brought into the environment by employees. 

In keeping with this idea, it was found in the literature and in our primary research with ANP 

communities that the presence of employees of Aboriginal descent is one of the strongest 

determinants of whether Aboriginal culture and traditional values are present in the workplace.  

In light of this, HR practices that promote recruitment, retention and participation of Aboriginal 

employees at all levels of an organization are important to promoting culture in the workplace.  

  



21 
 

Education  

Cultural sensitivity training remains a widespread approach to encourage Aboriginal culture and 
values in the workplace. Cultural education and training, including ongoing cultural professional 
development for staff, leadership, board, and volunteers, highlights the importance of culture and 
creates shared understanding. Both the literature and primary research (interviews, sessions and 
survey) support the finding that education remains one of the strongest means to ensure respect for 
and practice of culture in the workplace. Findings also suggest that training and education need to be 
entrusted to individuals with the knowledge and experience to deliver it effectively to avoid 
insensitivity or arousing cultural tensions. This includes a wide variety of initiatives meant to educate, 
stimulate and engage employees and others in a better understanding of culture and tradition. The 
shape of which can include many approaches, from more formal educational initiatives to group 
activities: learning history, experiential workshops such as drumming, and taking part in community 
events, ceremonies and gatherings.  
 
Gathering, events and ceremonies 

While culture and values are expressed in a personõs actions or are included in organizational 
policies, we observed that culture is strongly expressed when people gather. When an important 
meeting is called, or members from various organizations or Nations come together for a purpose, 
special consideration is placed on observing cultural protocol and traditional ways. In ANP 
organizations, this is expressed at family open houses, feasts, celebrations, even annual general 
meetings. The act of holding events or gatherings of community members (or visitors) encourages 
the celebration of cultural ways and traditions.  
 

 

3.2 Factors for s uccessfully implem ent ing c ulture in the workplace  

Must be genuine and involve staff, Indigenous approach 

In order for culture to flourish, it must be done genuinely and with the support of staff. 
Implementing Aboriginal culture and values in an organization in a superficial manner will not work 
because it will be perceived as disingenuous and artificial by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
people. Staff engagement and leadership in implementing cultural practices needs to ensure there is 
support as the practices will reflect the individuals in the organization. Practical evidence also 
suggests that creating cultural committees or identifying culture leads (can be on rotating basis), is an 
effective way to promote culture in ANP agencies. Finally, it is important to use an Indigenous 
approach, such as using a holistic perspective to incorporate culture and values in the workplace. 
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Knowledgeable cultural mentors, Elders 
Implementing culture in an organization is a challenge that requires 
the guidance and leadership of culturally knowledgeable individuals. 
The support of individuals such as Elders and culture mentors 
helps agencies create an authentic process grounded in tradition 
that reflects local protocol and the spiritual and emotional needs of 
those affected.   
 
Like all life skills, some individuals possess more experience, 
knowledge or ability than others. Some people are great carvers, 
others are wonderful weavers, some people cook very well, others 
sing, drum or dance mightily. Some are great with numbers and 
spreadsheets, others with fishing nets or classrooms full of 
children.  
 
Those who take a central place in advancing cultural practices, 
ceremonies and teachings of their communities are often those 
ideally positioned to support individuals and organizations in 
integrating culture in the workplace. Acquiring the support of such 
individuals is an important factor in embedding culture successfully 
in the workplace. 
 
Sufficient investment of resources  

Culture and traditional values in ANP agencies help people become 
more connected and more productive in their organization, and 
contribute to their ability to offer better services and achieve better 
results for their clients. But like most workplace initiatives, 
advancing culture requires organizational support which includes 
dedication of time and money. For example:  
 

 Reflecting culture in policy requires people with the skills to 

do so, as well as their time. Not all organizations have full 

time HR personnel on staff or individuals who can write 

policy or review organizational documents 

 Cultural mentors or Elder mentors assisting in 

implementing culture or providing cultural services may 

require payment for their effort. On site Elders or cultural 

liaison roles are highly valued, but they are also structural 

costs which need to be factored 

 Supporting traditional practices such as protocol, requires 

acquiring gifts and demonstrating hospitality in greeting 

guests 
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 Gatherings and feasts also cost money and staff time, which is either paid or unpaid, but also 

can take time away from providing other services 

 Placing art in the organization and other cultural symbols can require money to buy them 

 Educating staff and providing cultural training requires staff resources and materials for 

those taking the workshops, doing site visits, etc.  

Wise investments in observing protocol and traditional practices pay-off in the long run, but they are 

a cost that must be budgeted for by organizations in the present. For cash-strapped agencies in the 

non-profit sector, allowances for cultural workplace policies and practices are fundamental to 

success.  

 
A strategy to create a culturally-anchored workforce and embed culture and traditional values in 
ANP organizations must make the case for culture in the workplace and seek allowances to support 
organizations in pursuing this objective, as well as advance creative ways for culture to thrive in an 
environment with limited resources.  
 
Collaboration and learning from others 

We learned as part of our literature review, interviews and regional engagement sessions that having 
organizations meet and share experiences was instrumental to learning wise or promising practices. 
The entire project, truly, was an exercise in learning from the community and sharing what we 
learned. This is expressed in our report findings and through the Cultural Self-assessment Tool, 
which is a compilation of all the promising practices we learned from ANP organizations across the 
sectors and province.  
 
Sharing resources, such as personnel, is a practice that was also advanced during sessions, 
particularly when talking about HR resources and those specializing in policy. This may be a viable 
solution for culture as well, with cultural resources or ôexpertsõ available to provide services to ANP 
organizations, either as a trade or at a reasonable cost. This may be enabled by sector-wide 
collaboration or through a provincial cultural council or committee (pool of experts, Elders) to serve 
the non-profit sector.  
 
It also became apparent that while the ANP sector is unique in many regards, the opportunities and 
challenges with implementing Aboriginal culture and traditional values in the workplace are shared 
across many sectors. The academic sector has made considerable strides in this regard, and many 
governmental bodies (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal alike) have made efforts to reflect cultural 






















































































































