
 

 

 
 

Critical success factors in 
managing sustainable indigenous 

businesses in Australia 
AQ:au Kerry Bodle and Mark Brimble 

Department of Accounting, Finance and Economics, Griffith University, 
Southport, Australia 

Scott Weaven 
Department of Marketing, Griffith University, Southport, Australia 

Lorelle Frazer 
Learning and Teaching, Office of the PVC (Business), Griffith University, 

Southport, Australia, and 
Levon Blue 

School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, 
Mount Gravatt, Australia 

Sustainable 
indigenous 
businesses 

 
 

1 
 

 

Received 24 February 2016 
Revised 1 November 2016 

7 March 2017 
Accepted 18 April 2017 

 
 
 
 
 
 

AQ: 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
AQ: 2 

 

Abstract 
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to investigate success factors pertinent to the management of 
indigenous businesses through the identification of points of intervention at the systemic and structural 
levels. Through this approach, the economic and social values that First Nations communities attach to 
intangible indigenous cultural heritage (ICH) and indigenous cultural intellectual property (ICIP) may be both 
recognised and realised as assets. 
Design/methodology/approach – This paper adopts a multidisciplinary approach to address a global  
issue of economic and social significance to First Nation peoples, their businesses and the Australian 
Aboriginal communities. The authors adopt a First Nation epistemological standpoint that incorporates 
theoretical perspectives drawn from a diverse range of fields and theories (Preston, 2013), as well as advocate 
the use of indigenist methodology for research with First Nation peoples as it is underpinned by critical race 
theory. 
Findings – The authors argue conceptually that accounting, accountability and auditing consideration are 
required to fully identify what is impacting the successful management of indigenous enterprises. 
Specifically, in relation to accounting, elders should be included to assist in valuing the intangible ICH and 
ICIP assets. Furthermore, the authors emphasise the need to improve the financial and commercial literacy 
levels of indigenous entrepreneurs. 
Practical implications – The authors prescribe the use of tools for the accounting treatment of ICH and 
ICIP as intangible assets within an Australian regulatory environment and define an auditing process and 
accountability model incorporating cultural, social and environmental measures. A central tenet of this model 
relates to improving levels of personal and commercial financial literacy in the First Nation participants. 
Collectively, these factors promote informed participation and decision-making, and may promulgate more 
sustainable outcomes. 
Social implications – Integrated thinking requires all these factors to be considered in a holistic manner, 
such that a First Nation enterprise and the wider Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people can 
understand, and make decisions based on, the overall impact it has on all their stakeholders and generally on 
the society, the environment and the economy. 
Originality/value – Integrated thinking requires all factors to be considered in a holistic manner, such that 
a First Nation enterprise and the wider Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples can understand, and 
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make decisions based on, the overall impact it has on all their stakeholders and generally on the society, the 
environment and the economy. 

Keywords Indigenous entrepreneurship,  Accounting,  auditing  and  accountability, 
Cultural, Environmental, Social and sustainability values, Financial and commercial literacy, 
First Nation enterprises, Intangible, Cultural heritage and intellectual property assets 

Paper type Conceptual paper 
 

Introduction 
Australian First Nation enterprises are underperforming relative to non-indigenous 
enterprises. The Office of the Registrar of Indigenous Corporations (ORIC) report identified 
poor management, poor governance and poor financial accounting as key characteristics of 
failing corporations (Swansson, 2010). A significant recommendation resulting from this 
study was for “[.. .] some explicit treatment of the way in which heritage matters influence 
(an Indigenous corporation’s) management and growth” (Swansson, 2010, p. 37). Central to 
this recommendation is the contention that attachment to culture and tradition hinders the 
achievement of mainstream economic goals. Given the maintenance of a strong First Nation 
culture underpins a number of positive outcomes across a range of socio-economic 
indicators for First Nation Australians (Altman, 2003), there is support for “culture and 
heritage to be viewed as part of the solution to Indigenous disadvantage in Australia, and 
not as part of the problem” (Dockery, 2010, p. 315). Indeed, Gallhofer et al. (2000) asserted 
that Western values could be transformed for the better by valuing indigenous knowledge. 
We agree that using accounting techniques in a more inclusive way may increase the 
success and sustainability of indigenous businesses (Buhr, 2011). In essence, a way forward 
involves building financial capability of indigenous peoples to have “greater access to and 
control over the use of government and other funding, and over reporting requirements” 
(Lombardi and Cooper, 2015, p. 96). AQ: 3 

The tension between the maintenance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture 
and achievement of socio-economic “equity” can be best considered as a function of “self- 
determination” versus “assimilation” (Dockery, 2010). Until the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander knowledge is incorporated into the social and economic structures that help 
perpetrate inequities, self-determination will not be realised and white privilege and 
supremacy will continue to be reinforced (Brayboy, 2005; Battiste, 2013; Pinto and Blue, 
2015). Overcoming obstacles that disadvantage indigenous businesses through more 
inclusive and culturally responsive accounting practices is required (Rkein and Norris, 
2012). A step towards self-determination in financial reporting is the multiple bottom-line 
reporting approaches that include measures of economic, social and environmental success 
(Elkington, 1997; Pinto and Blue, 2015), or quadruple bottom-line reporting that also 
includes cultural components in additional to economic, social and environmental measures 
(Scrimgeour and Iremonger, 2004). 

We view a systemic transformation of accounting practices as part of the solution; 
however, financial literacy (e.g. knowledge, confidence in applying this knowledge, other 
enabling factors) is also required (Blue and Brimble, 2014). With regard to accounting 
practices, Davie (2000) examined the accounting practices that were imposed on Fijian 
indigenous people in the nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries, revealing the explicit 
assumption about indigenous Fijians’ lack of ability to “do accounting” and an implicit 
assumption about their societal values and beliefs not aligning with Western accounting 
practices (Davie, 2000). Therefore, rather than make assumptions about financial literacy 
levels, we agree with Blue (2016) that financial literacy education in indigenous communities 



 

 

 
 
 

 

 

begins with discussions with community members about what financial skills and 
knowledge are required. This is particularly important despite evidence showing that First 
Nation peoples in Australia and Canada currently possess the lowest levels of financial 
literacy and the lowest socio-economic status within their respective regions (Altman, 2000; 
Collin, 2011; Thiessen, 2009). The lack of access to financial services in remote and rural 
localities is also an ongoing issue that First Nation peoples face (Altman and Taylor, 2002; 
McDonnell and Westbury, 2002). Consequently, there is a pressing need to improve financial 
literacy levels through context specific knowledge and skill development, and this has been 
shown to improve the overall economic status of First Nation peoples (Macklin, 2008). We 
explore the current status of indigenous businesses in Australia in the next section of the 
paper. 

 
Background – indigenous business in Australia 
In Australia, legislation (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act 1984 
[Cth]) aims to protect the tangible cultural heritage by requiring development proponents to 
complete the cultural heritage impact assessments, in addition to assessments of social and 
environmental impacts. The “cultural heritage” industry that has grown because of this 
legislated requirement and commercial consultants possesses qualifications in archaeology 
and anthropology, thereby widening the practice area to incorporate theoretical 
contributions from these disciplines. Despite traditional custodians being the holders of 
intellectual property over the sites targeted for major developments, the returns awarded to 
custodians remain minimal (Aston, 2013). While Native Title legislation, such as the Native 
Title (Queensland) Act 1993, was designed to protect the rights and interests of Australian 
First Nation peoples by requiring that First Nation claimants be included in the decision- 
making process, the final decision to approve or not approve a development rests with the 
government. 

For more than a decade, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander researchers from a 
range of disciplines, including economics, business, humanities and law, have focused on 
identifying factors impacting negatively on the economic status and well-being of 
Australia’s First Nation peoples (Hunter, 2015; Schaper, 1999). Foley (2004) suggested that 
entrepreneurship was firmly entrenched in Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
society through trade and other commercial undertakings long before the arrival of 
Europeans and the British colonization of our country in the late eighteenth century. The 
introduction and dominance of the Western legal and economic systems not only eliminated 
First Nation peoples’ traditional economy but also destroyed their social systems. As such, 
indigenous people remain in the margins with little political and social power and Western 
dominance continues to flourish (Pinto and Blue, 2017). However, the emergence of “social 
entrepreneurship” that shifts the focus from profit to social good and quadruples bottom- 
line financial reporting (Scrimgeour and Iremonger, 2004) has lent assistance in 
transforming some of these financial practices. For example, Dockery (2014) examined the 
resource industry in the state of Western Australia and determined that there was minimal 
leverage benefits (in the form of employment) derived from the recent mining boom, despite 
significant advancements in the legal framework of native title and stated commitments to 
corporate social responsibility. Furthermore, Rolfe and Windle (2003) found significant 
difference between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples’ values about cultural heritage 
sites. They found that non-indigenous people did not value high levels of cultural heritage 
site protection but did value some protection (Rolfe and Windle, 2003). This included many 
Aboriginal sites not being recognised as valuable by commercial operators and/or 
landholders resulting in loss (Rolfe and Windle, 2003). Unlike environmental and social 
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impacts of developments that are often included in the cost-benefit analysis, Aboriginal 
cultural heritage sites are not (Rolfe and Windle, 2003). 

Other research by Dodson and Smith (2003) suggested that a lack of clarity surrounding 
First Nation property and resource ownership rights in Australia further complicates the 
progression  of  negotiations  with  developers  by  custodians   who  are  charged   with 
the responsibility of protecting cultural heritage assets. Moreover, Janke (2009) identified the 
absence of communal rights for the ownership and control of indigenous cultural heritage 

     (ICH) and indigenous cultural intellectual property (ICIP) in Australia as posing significant 
barriers to the realisation of tangible, ICH and ICIP assets by traditional custodians. While 
researchers have long argued that it is just too difficult to construct a meaningful 
quantitative measure of “heritage” (Hunt and Smith, 2007; Australian Productivity 
Commission, 2011), we suggest that quadruple bottom-line financial reporting may provide 
a salient approach in recognising the importance of culture in accounting contexts 
(Scrimgeour and Iremonger, 2004). International human rights advocates have also been 
active in pursuing avenues to ensure recognition of cultural heritage assets. For example, 
activism with the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 
resulted in a declarative statement that the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
should be afforded “the right to control, protect and develop their ICIP over their cultural 
heritage and traditional knowledge”. In the lead-up to this declaration, Kirshenblatt- 
Gimblett (2004, p. 60) examined the efficacy of UNESCO policy and standards as 
instruments for the protection of the intangible ICH assets. She observed UNESCO’s policy 
shift in 2001 from supporting folklore professionals in documenting and archiving materials 
pertaining to endangered traditions, to a renewed focus on “sustaining the traditions 
themselves by supporting practitioners”. Importantly, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (2004) 
recognised that intangible heritage is not only “embodied in the culture bearer” but “is also 
inseparable from the material and social worlds of persons” (p. 60). 

Within the New Zealand context, the accounting treatment of cultural heritage assets 
was transformed in the 1990s with the universal application (in public benefit and other not- 
for-profit entities holding heritage cultural and community assets) of private sector financial 
reporting requirements (based on IFRS and GAAP). However, a mode of accounting that 
was developed to serve a capitalist economic system of maximising financial returns to 
private investors remained inconsistent with the overarching purpose of a public sector 
“whose primary function was to meet social and cultural objectives, not economic goals”’ 
(Wild, 2011, p. 10). In addition, prior research confirmed that the value of intangible assets in 
the form of intellectual property was often inflated in financial reports as firms approached 
bankruptcy (Bodle, 2013). Moreover, the tangible ICH assets were generally under- reported 
because they failed to meet the definition and recognition criteria under current reporting 
standards (Carnegie and West, 2005; Hunt and Smith, 2007; Wild, 2011). Consequently, we 
argue that more holistic accounting approaches that hold social, environment and cultural 
values to be as important as profit (quadruple bottom-line) are more appropriate for the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander businesses and could be considered as a critical 
success factor for future indigenous businesses. 

 
Methodology – a critical evaluation of policy and practice (interdisciplinary/ 
multidisciplinary) 
Our research adopts a framework from various fields, including macro- and micro-economic 
theory, management theory, change management theory, accounting theory and 
sustainability theories. Concepts derived from integrating the theories that will advance 
knowledge in areas of reconceptualism (Nalder and Ganis, 2009; Pinar, 2004; Yang, 2001) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AQ: 4 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

and indigenous entrepreneurship (Pinto and Blue, 2015, 2017) are discussed below. 
Reconceptualism involves adopting a First Nation epistemological standpoint in which the 
deficit model used in the Western paradigm is replaced by a positive relational model that is 
compatible with First Nation world views. Economic and developmental theorists working 
from a First Nation paradigm have argued that the mechanisms of non-Aboriginal 
administrative structures, which are themselves dysfunctional, cannot be assumed to 
adequately accommodate Aboriginal rights and interests (Altman, 2003). Furthermore, the 
economic outcomes from the “resource” industries impact negatively on the well-being of the 
Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples by damaging what is of most 
value in their lives. In particular, there has been a tendency in mainstream service delivery 
approaches to bypass, undermine and de-fund First Nation organisations, which lends 
further support for the need to address the capacity constraints within and between the 
governments engaging with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 
(Dockery, 2010). 

Internationally, the Aboriginal and  Torres  Strait  Islander  scholars  have  responded 
to these issues in arguing for initiatives that target the systemic and structural impediments 
to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait  Islander  people’s  self-efficacy. However, there is 
some suggestion that there are a plethora of cultural limitations to    fully understanding 
what initiatives are required (Dodson and Smith,  2003,  p.  8).  Critical Race Theory[1] 
provides a theoretical foundation for this project as it assists in providing cross-cultural 
understandings, and upon identifying the fundamental and structural sites of intervention 
needed to achieve positive change. In particular, interventions need to relate to current 
governance arrangements including Acts of Parliament pertaining to corporations, and the 
interpretation of these legal instruments  into rules for corporate governance. In the 
context of this study, we posit that the accounting framework contributes to this as 
discussed below. 

As stated previously, indigenous entrepreneurship was firmly entrenched in the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander societies through trade and other commercial 
undertakings long before the arrival of Europeans (Foley, 2004). To better understand the 
nature of indigenous entrepreneurship, Hindle and Moroz (2010) defined it as activities “ [.. .] 
focused on new venture creation or the pursuit of economic opportunity, or both for the 
purpose of diminishing Indigenous disadvantage through culturally viable and community 
acceptable wealth creation” (p. 372). In this way, it differs from Western definitions of 
entrepreneurship in which it focuses on reducing the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
disadvantage through culturally appropriate ways of acquiring wealth that undoubtedly 
include respect for intangible heritage values. In the next section of this paper, the 
importance of intangible heritage, that is, the cultural, economic, environmental and 
sustainable values, is discussed. We also review and critically evaluate the accounting 
standards frameworks, and environmental management accounting theories to present 
commentary on the relative merits of alternative policy directions. 

 
Issues with the accounting standards frameworks – national and international 
Existing accounting frameworks such as that of the Australian Accounting Standards 
Board (AASB) only permit intangible investments to be recorded in the accounting system 
as “assets” if the items meet both the asset definition and the recognition criteria (AASB 138, 
para. 18). The asset definition criteria for intangible assets comprise three primary 
attributes, namely, identifiability, control and future economic benefits  (AASB  138,  
para. 10). Asset recognition criteria for intangible assets comprise two attributes: 
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(1) probability that the expected future economic benefits attributable to the assets  
will flow to the entity; and 

(2) the costs associated with the asset can be measured reliably (AASB 138, para. 21). 

However, many intangible assets tend to have different economic characteristics from those 
assets as defined and recognised under the current financial accounting framework and, as a 
result, are often not included in the balance sheet. More specifically, the three distinguishing 

     economic characteristics of intangible assets, which include inherent uncertainty, partial 
excludability and non-separability, can render these assets (in many cases) to fall outside of 
the accepted definitions and recognition criteria. 

In considering how traditional custodians derive benefit from the use of ICIP that is 
vested in the intangible cultural heritage, it is useful to examine how ICIP is treated under 
current accounting standards. Typically, intellectual property has been viewed as an 
internally generated intangible asset and represents one of the most controversial areas in 
the Australian standard setting process as internally generated intangible assets cannot be 
directly linked to a firm’s income stream. Intellectual property exists independently of a 
product or service, and, therefore, is valuable to a business regardless of the existence of an 
adequate reporting system. However, profits and losses currently reported by businesses 
may not adequately reflect the enterprise’s economic profitability, particularly if intellectual 
property is responsible for the success of the business model and/or its business strategy. As 
intellectual property is not explicitly stated on the balance sheet and investments in creating 
intellectual property are usually expensed as these occur, both the earnings and the book 
value of equity are understated by the current accounting models (Canibano et al., 2000; Lev 
and Zarowin, 1999). Consequently, increases in the cost of capital may result in intellectual 
property-intensive enterprises (e.g. public access cultural programs) finding increasing 
difficulty in passing funding hurdles. Furthermore, the management of these enterprises 
may become more challenging as adequate information on all the assets and liabilities of a 
company is unavailable. 

To further explicate the need for accurate assessment of ICIP in the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander enterprises, a recent study by United Nation World Tourism 
Organisation on Tourism and Intangible Cultural Heritage (2012) identified major challenges 
for the developers of ICH-based tourism projects, particularly within the context of 
attending to issues surrounding cultural revival and maintenance. While acknowledging 
indigenous knowledge holders as stakeholders, the recommendations arising from this 
study directly inferred that tourism operators were developers of products that used assets 
and labour of indigenous cultural workers through the medium of a “tourism guide”, who 
needed to be provided training and sufficient remuneration (World Tourism Organisation, 
2012). However, no consideration was given to the notion of profit sharing. Rather the model 
was based on the assumption that tour participants would purchase items made by artists 
and/or pay to attend performances. This might be advantageous to tour operators who 
receive payment from each tour customer, whereas the tour customers had the option to 
“look but not buy” arts, crafts and food items or performance tickets from the First Nation 
enterprises, which undermines the returns and does not recognise the cost of the service or 
infrastructure on cultural sites. Thus, there exists a critical need to enable the quantification 
of purchases relative to visitation, so as to provide the basis for a more equitable economic 
model. 

Intellectual  property,  when  used  in  tourism  contexts,  falls  within  the  scope  of 
International Public Sector Accounting Standards that are based on International Financial 
Reporting  Standards.  If  intellectual  property  is  held  and  maintained  by  an enterprise 
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principally for its contribution to knowledge and culture, it should be classified as heritage 
assets because it possesses historic, artistic, scientific, geophysical or environmental 
qualities (Wild, 2011). However, as suggested earlier, reporting and accounting for ICH 
assets are often not characterised as assets because these cannot be directly matched to the 
firm’s income stream. Furthermore, heritage assets held by these organisations are more 
likely to be primarily generating outflows of cash (expenses). Obtaining market valuations 
for these types of ICH assets represents a costly process and this tends to discourage First 
Nation organisations from valuing such assets. 

 
Issues with the environmental management accounting – theories and practices 
Effective financial management incorporating contextual awareness is critical to a firm’s 
viability and ongoing survival. Economic downturns such as the global financial crisis 
highlighting deficiencies in current financial management practices have increased demand 
for ethical investment opportunities. The profession’s response to the rise in demand for 
ethical investment opportunities has been the introduction of environmental management 
accounting where accountants advocate the use of accountability measures such as the 
balanced scorecard (BSC), life cycle analysis (that provides measurement and reporting 
mechanisms that highlight outcomes in this regard and thus influences management 
behaviour), ecosystems service and contingency valuation method (Morrison and Brown, 
2009). Interestingly, a report by Jackson (2009) details how societies find it difficult to 
accommodate aspirational goals for a sustainable economy as accepted measures of 
economic growth are explicitly built around consumption and gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth. However, current conceptualisations and measurement of GDP are inadequate, as 
these do not properly account for changes in the asset base. In particular, current measures 
of gross fixed capital investment do not account for depreciation of capital stocks (for 
example, degradation natural resources). Accordingly, Jackson (2009) suggested the need for 
a new vision of governance to ameliorate deficiencies in current neoclassical economics. 
Moreover, researchers in both Australia and New Zealand have raised concerns about the 
current gaps in management accounting in which intangible assets in the form of ICIP and 
ICH. They argue that these types of assets are not adequately accounted for, and culturally 
located values and measures (which are of significance in the First Nation enterprises) are 
not considered in the BSC (Elijido-Ten and Tjan, 2011; O’Connor and Feng, 2005). This 
oversight could largely be attributed to prevailing conditions whereby ICH and ICIP assets 
contravene fundamental accounting requirements that endorse the reporting of information 
that should reflect qualitative characteristics of “consistency”, “comparability” and 
“verifiability” to be of any use to stakeholders (AASB, 1990). 

In relation to the BSC, it incorporates both environmental and social measures; 
environmental management accounting is also concerned with environmental impacts of 
organisations and how to best measure such negative and positive impacts in monetary 
terms. Kaval (2011) and Preston (2013) investigated the existing methodologies most 
commonly used to measure organisations’ ecological impact. The most commonly used 
measurement tools and valuation methods reported in the literature include the contingent 
valuation method (Morrison and Brown, 2009; Ellwood and Greenwood, 2015), life cycle 
analysis, ecosystem service, the BSC and environmental management accounting systems, 
to name a few (see appendix in Preston, 2013). These results demonstrate recent increases in 
stakeholder demands for firms to be accountable for costs associated with adverse economic 
and social impacts on business and society values. 

Recent research has sought to investigate issues pertaining to the growth in stakeholder 
demands for greater corporate responsibility together with elevating levels of criticism 
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levied towards companies operating in industries producing deleterious social or 
environmental impacts (e.g. mining, construction and manufacturing, to name a few). In 
particular, Black (2013) devised a management framework and a set of tools under the 
premise of “a social license to operate”, which encompass a stakeholder engagement 
strategy, directed towards assisting them in navigating complex sociopolitical 
environments. Black (2013) argued that a social license to operate must be “earned” via 
consideration of “mov[ing] beyond community benefits and invest[ing] in regional 

     development”. Such a “participatory governance” structure is argued to be essential in 
minimising the negative environmental and social consequences attached to company 
activities. In the following section, we review policy alternatives aimed at supporting the 
legitimacy and management of ICH and ICIP First Nation enterprises. 

 
Issues with the exploration of policy alternatives 
Numerous productivity investigations worldwide have directly linked the absence of an 
economic basis in the First Nation communities to low performance on health and well-being 
indicators (Wild, 2011). However, Bourke (1998) argued that the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people have always had an economic basis that differs somewhat from the 
Western neoliberal economic principles. Moreover, from a public policy perspective, the 
Australian Government has emphasised a need for government agencies, private sector 
enterprises, indigenous enterprises and First Nation communities to open a dialogue so as to 
“foster business to business transactions and commercial partnerships.. .[and] [integrate] 
Indigenous business into the Australian economy” (Hunter, 2015, p. 8). However, it is often 
based on the central assumption that First Nation peoples constitute a homogenous 
community, which is unrealistic or (as reported by UNESCO) a “rarity in life” (Corporate 
Analysis Enhanced Responsibility, 2013). Thus, First Nation peoples’ capacity (for instance) 
to negotiate a fair distribution of economic revenues from resource extraction remains 
contingent upon the existence of measures, pricing structures and use of protocols tailored 
for communally held ICH and ICIP assets. To date, existing protocols used for negotiations 
for the protection of First Nation cultural heritage was through government legislation 
(Aboriginal Heritage Act, 1988); however, this has generally proved ineffective 
(O’Faircheallaigh, 2008, p. 25). This is mainly due to the weak bargaining position of the 
First Nations peoples because of the lack of commercial and financial literacy skills and also 
the disparity between the measurements of values placed on intangible and tangible cultural 
heritage assets (O’Faircheallaigh, 2008, p. 27). 

A holistic approach to conceptualising a rigorous economic model that incorporates 
appropriate accounting tools is desperately required to effectively manage risks associated 
with the negative impact on the legitimacy, sustainability and survival of enterprises, as 
well as to address the lack of transparency in financial management and poor governance 
skills. Such a model must be capable of accommodating the complexity of ICH and ICIP 
asset-based enterprises in a transparent manner, so as to provide a means to protect, 
preserve and use First Nation peoples’ most important assets (i.e. lands, water, culture and 
heritage). In the next section, a new perspective of measuring the value of ICH assets is 
presented. 

 
Recommendations – a new perspective of indigenous cultural heritage asset 
value 
In situations where ICH assets remain unaccounted for, there is a high probability that these 
assets are underpriced in business negotiations conducted by enterprises. What 
distinguishes the First Nation enterprises acquisition and management of ICH assets is the 



 

 

 
 
 

 

 

impact of communal ownership, which involves extensive (protocol-bound and values- 
bound) negotiation. However, to date, these distinctive circumstances have not been a 
consideration in the reporting requirements of ORIC. Wild (2011, 2013) provided some 
direction towards incorporating cultural values in ICH asset valuation in recognition that 
cultural values could have utility in the development of tools for measuring collectively held 
intangible culture and heritage asset value in services that are aimed at social development 
and well-being. This framework developed for a museum comprised a set of fundamental 
qualitative characteristics (such as relevance, faithful representation, comparability and 
verifiability) for accounting information to be useful to its users (cited in Wild, 2011, p. 7). 

To address this shortfall in theory and practice in an Australian context, a holistic 
approach to policy formulation is required that integrates economic, cultural, social, 
environmental and financial management theories, so as to support the development of 
standards, tools, measures and indicators that adequately enable recognition of ICIP in 
financial accounting. Moreover, such an approach needs to embed the values of First Nation 
peoples if the financial reporting methods are to be both accurate and usable. One such 
approach that could be used is the total impact measurement and management (TIMM) 
developed by PricewaterhouseCoopers that incorporates framework and tools for assessing 
social and socio-economic impacts, such as cultural heritage. 

 
Embedding the values of First Nation people in financial reporting through indigenist 
methodological approaches 
The methodology advocated for research with First Nation peoples is known by the term, 
“indigenist”, which was proposed by Rigney (1997). An indigenist research methodology is 
underpinned by CRT, predominant in the North American literature, which “focuses on and 
learns from the array of cultural knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed by 
socially marginalised groups that often go unrecognised and unacknowledged” (Yosso, 
2005). Indigenist research is distinguished by its revisionist intent, and this evolving 
framework incorporates Aboriginal post-colonialism and de-colonising strategies developed 
through dialogue between indigenous peoples in a global forum. Martin and Mirraboopa 
(2003) listed its main features as incorporating recognition of First Nation peoples’ 
worldviews, knowledge and realities as distinctive and vital to the existence and survival of 
the First Nation communities. Such an approach honours Aboriginal social mores as 
essential processes through which First Nation peoples live, learn and situate themselves as 
Aboriginal people in their lands and those lands of other Aboriginal people. Hence, this 
approach emphasises the social, historical and political contexts that serve to shape 
experiences, lives, positions and futures of First Nation people. Moreover, this methodology 
privileges the voices and experiences of Aboriginal people and focuses on identifying and 
redressing issues of importance attached to First Nation peoples. 

Central to this approach is the acknowledgement that communication arises from 
respectful communication with the First Nation peoples of Australia, that is, the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Lui, 1998). Moreover, a localised approach that 
acknowledges the specific historical facts and experiences of individual communities of 
colonisation (Smith, 1999) forms the basis of ethical research. To ensure that any research is 
theoretically and conceptually grounded in the authority of the traditional owner/custodians 
as local knowledge holders, a participatory action research model is recommended. 
Participatory action research provides for the establishment of mutually beneficial 
partnerships in which participants (including the researchers) work together to achieve the 
set research goals. In the context of this research, the outcomes pertained to the 
identification of tools (for subsequent testing) to assist in the accounting treatment of ICIP as 
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an intangible asset within an Australian regulatory environment. More specifically, the goal 
would be to define an auditing process and accountability model incorporating cultural and 
social as well as environmental measures in consultation with local community elders[2]. 

 
Embedding the values of First Nation people in financial reporting through tailored financial 
literacy education 
A key element of this model relates to the existing levels of personal and commercial 
financial literacy in the First Nation participant cohorts. In terms of financial literacy, we 
refer to a comprehensive model (as per Blue and Brimble, 2014) that extends beyond the 
basic financial knowledge to include enabling factors (literacy, numeracy and digital 
literacy) and behavioural elements (confidence and motivation to apply knowledge). 
Collectively, these factors promote informed participation and effective decision-making and 
may promulgate more sustainable outcomes through a structured, inclusive and integrated 
education program that represents a key element of the proposed framework. Importantly, 
such a framework needs to circumvent conventional financial literacy education approaches 
that focus on individual wealth accumulation so as to incorporate measures of collective 
well-being and how financial decision-making affects communities (Blue, 2016; Blue et al., 
2015; Lucey et al., 2015). 

 
Embedding the values of First Nation people in financial reporting through a case study 
approach 
Elders participating in the research designed a case study using the indigenist methodology 
mainly to identify and redress the central issue in this research. In other words, to find out 
their expectations in regard to returns provided to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities from the users of intangible and tangible cultural heritage assets across a 
range of local industries, including mining, tourism, fishing and education (Harward-Nalder 
and Grenfell, 2012; Jaszi, 2010). Early results from the case study that have informed this 
subsequent discussion are relevant themes identified by elders involved in rich descriptions 
of the local context and perceptions of how cultural heritage matters influence the 
management and growth of corporations that are regulated by the ORIC (Stevenson, 1996; 
Morley, 2015). By conducting case studies of newly registered enterprises, intangible ICH 
and ICIP assets should offer a quantifiable value using the environmental management 
accounting, by adapting the BSC to include social and cultural values (Kaplan and Norton, 
2004). This should be of interest and importance to economic and social development 
planners and policymakers, institutions and industry operators/suppliers that are  
dependent on local cultural products and services. Such perceptions should enable firms 
more success in attracting independent external funding at reduced rates of interest. 

 
Embedding the values of First Nation people in financial reporting through recognizing 
intangible heritage – cultural, economic, environmental and sustainability values 
First Nation  peoples’ epistemologies are closely  aligned with living systems theory.  This 
means for First Nation peoples, cultural heritage comprises in the main intangible assets, for 
example, knowledge about non-agricultural food sources, the medicinal qualities of natural 
vegetation and about ecosystems management (Harward-Nalder and Grenfell, 2012). In 
contemporary indigenous thought, the creation of scientific research institutes, restored 
sites, heritage trails and cultural heritage enterprise has become a meta-cultural 
phenomenon in its own right that inextricably links the intangible with tangible. Intangible 
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heritage is not only “embodied” in the culture bearer but also “inseparable from the material 
and social worlds of persons” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2004, p. 61). 

In modern economic terms, cultural heritage can be thought as “labour” over time that 
contributes services and goods that do not deplete or degrade natural resources. While 
Australia adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People in 2009, instruments 
for the recognition and protection of collectively held intangible ICH assets do not currently 
exist. Furthermore, ICIP laws neither protect the communal rights of indigenous peoples nor 
allow for protection in perpetuity. 

The accounting treatment of ICH and ICIP are both difficult to measure and implement. 
Indeed, both public and private sector corporations find it difficult to define, recognise or 
measure heritage assets because no single standard exists to provide such guidance. This is 
further exacerbated when heritage assets that include intellectual property belong to the 
First Nation enterprises where, as discussed above, intellectual property has been viewed as 
an internally generated intangible asset, does not meet asset definition and recognition 
criteria and is one of the more controversial areas in Australian accounting standards. 
Furthermore, intellectual property exists independently of a product or service, and, 
therefore, is valuable to a business whether or not an adequate reporting system exists. 
Intellectual property-intensive enterprises relying on indigenous cultural knowledge for 
entertainment, guiding or hospitality services to the tourism industry may find it even more 
difficult to pass the funding hurdle. In addition, the financial information provided does not 
give a complete and faithful representation of a FNSE’s holdings of ICH or ICIP assets. 
Thus, management of these enterprises becomes a much greater challenge because adequate 
information on all the assets and liabilities of a company is not available (Bodle and Nalder, 
2013). 

 
Embedding the values of First Nation people in financial reporting through the social 
responsibility element of corporate performance 
The stakeholder approach to corporate sustainability takes into account the multi-fiduciary 
obligations of corporations by recognising that their responsibilities go beyond the 
shareholder management relationship (Goodpaster and Matthews, 2001). By having 
enabled and empowered employees achieving organisational environmental outcomes 
through community-driven (balancing stakeholders needs) and synergy-driven approaches 
aimed at enabling a “win-win” for all three aspects of people, profit and planet (Van der 
Woerd and Van den Brink, 2004) progress in an equitable direction is possible. However, 
there is a need to identify discrete responsibilities of an organisation as different stakeholder 
groups could evaluate organisational performance in different ways (Chen et al., 2008). Both 
the stakeholder theory and the legitimacy theory have been linked to performance on a 
corporate level, whereas organisation commitment by employees and employee 
empowerment relates to employee motivation toward achieving organisational 
environmental performance. These theories (together with goal congruency motivators for 
employees) form the basis for the application of environmental management accounting, 
social/sustainability BSC or contingency valuation methods for the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander corporations. 

 
Embedding the values of First Nation people in financial reporting through environmental 
management accounting 
Finally,  environmental  management  accounting  could  be  used  by  the  First  Nation 
enterprises in assessing and managing their sustainability performance by quantifying 
environmental impacts through the use of performance metrics, such as costs, benefits, risks 

Sustainable 
indigenous 
businesses 

 
 

11 
 

 



J_ID: PAR ART NO: 10.1108/PAR-02-2016-0017 Date: 4-January-18 Page: 12 Total Pages: 18 4/Color Figure(s) ARTTYPE="ResearchArt 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

PAR 
30,1 

 
 

12 

and opportunities related to current sustainability management practices. At the same time, 
new knowledge gained in this context may have transferability to other environmental 
management accounting initiatives. Despite the existence of United Nations Declarations 
(for example, The Mataatua Declaration), which “insist that the beneficiaries of Indigenous 
knowledge (cultural and ICIP rights) must be the direct Indigenous descendants of such 
knowledge” (United Nations Commission on Human Rights, 1993), there is a relative 
absence of applied research addressing problems associated with the wealth generated from 

     ICH and ICIP assets that invariably flows to the private sector. As a result, there is less of an 
incentive for non-indigenous corporations to deliver a fair return on profits derived from ICH 
and ICIP assets to the traditional knowledge holders. 

 

Embedding the values of First Nation people in financial reporting through adopting the 
proposed framework 
The first approach is to devise a set of cultural, rather than economic, values for measuring 
the culture and heritage asset value, such as that in the well-being of communities’ reporting 
framework discussed in the study by Wild (2011, p. 7). These cultural values will have 
utility in the development of tools for measuring collectively held intangible Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander culture and heritage asset value in the First Nation enterprises aimed 
at social development and well-being. We stress, however, that long-term development of 
the financial and commercial knowledge, skills and confidence of the First Nation 
communities is important to support the process of adopting, embedding and sustaining this 
framework. The details of how to achieve this goal are, however, illusive as further research 
into First Nation financial and, in particular, commercial literacy is needed to inform the 
strategies in this regard. A second approach is Preston’s (2013) TIMM frameworks and tools 
for assessing social and socio-economic impacts, such as the intangible culture and heritage 
asset values, on the First Nation enterprises and the values of the wider Australian 
indigenous societies/communities. 

 

Conclusion 
Critical success factors for sustainable indigenous business identified in this paper include 
social and economic measures to value indigenous knowledge, ICH and ICIP in business 
contexts. We suggest that this will enhance the accounting reporting system in Australia 
and appropriately deal with the value of these items pursuant to the critical race theory. 
Both financial and commercial literacy skills are also required to assist in reducing and 
(hopefully) preventing exploitation of indigenous tangible and intangible assets. However, 
the low number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people working in accounting roles 
remains a concern and will continue to have an impact on who controls funding (Lombardi 
and Cooper, 2015). In this paper, we identified multiple areas to embed the values of First 
Nation people in financial reporting practices to improve practice and inclusion. We support 
Dockery’s (2010) proposition that culture and heritage should be viewed as part of the 
solution to the problem of socio-economic disadvantage and argue that augmented 
accounting, accountability and auditing approaches are required. In the context of 
accounting, having elders assist in valuing these assets will enable a fairer price to be 
determined, which in turn, would lead to more equitable payments for services and/or 
royalties. The process of arranging for payment for Aboriginal participation in the Teaching 
from Country program: 
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Exposed some of the unusual ways that Aboriginal people and University people think about 
money, probity and value, and reminds us of how far we have yet to go in the work of valuing 
Indigenous knowledge (Christie, 2010, p. 64). 

With accountability, non-indigenous organisations will have to be accountable to the elders, 
First Nation businesses and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to ensure 
the methods adopted are culturally appropriate. With regard to auditing practice, elders, 
First Nation businesses and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities may wish to 
adopt auditing roles so as to monitor whether Western organisations and government 
bodies are consulting and acting in their best interests (Lombardi and Cooper, 2015; Rkein 
and Norris, 2012). Finally, a central theme arising from this research was the need to 
measure both financial and commercial literacy competencies as these skills play a critical 
role in the future sustainability and success of indigenous businesses. Further research in 
this area is required to identify equitable measures and thus, ensure indigenous businesses 
have a “measurable” chance at success. 

 
Notes 

1. A critical examination of society and culture where the race, law and power intersect. It 
recognises that racism is engrained in the fabric and system of society and thus demands an 
interdisciplinary approach. 

2. Internationally, indigenous cultural intellectual property (ICIP) is encompassed in the UNESCO 
Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003) where it is defined as “the 
practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, 
artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in some cases, 
individuals, recognise as part of their cultural heritage” (cited in World Tourism Organisation, 
2012). In Article 31, (Australian Human Rights Commission 2009) presented a declaration of the 
UN General Assembly of 2007. 
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