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Indigenous populations in towns, cities and remote 
communities across Australia.

One example of good policy that supports and shifts  
good cultural mechanisms is the Cashless Debit Card.  
The implementation of the Cashless Debit Card, which 
restricts welfare recipients’ ability to use welfare payments 
to purchase alcohol, drugs and gambling, is an example 
of a policy that works positively within traditional cultural 
mechanisms. 

The demand share economy in traditional Aboriginal 
culture dictates that one has access to their kinsmen’s 
belongings and can make demands for those belongings; 
including income or welfare payments. This is problematic 
when these requesters suffer from substance abuse or 
addiction. The Cashless Debit Card provides the welfare 
recipient the opportunity to deny the cultural obligation 
of submitting to demands by kinsmen to have access to 
their welfare payments, as their payments are restricted. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests welfare recipients are able to 
better pay their bills and have enough money left in order 
to provide for their children and families as a result.

Understanding how Aboriginal women’s and children’s 
rights sit within the structure of traditional Aboriginal 
culture in comparison to Australian law is where we 
must begin to address and reduce violence in Aboriginal 
communities. This provides the foundation for a healthier 
society by empowering communities to take responsibility 
for the upholding of these rights. 

In turn, government, policy makers, NGOs and community 
leaders will then be in a much better position to address 
this, and other, important issues, such as Indigenous 
incarceration and Indigenous economic development.

Message from Jacinta 
Price, Director of CIS 
Indigenous Program
Since the 1970s, governments and NGOs have been 
motivated by good intentions to overcome Indigenous 
disadvantage. However,  the billions of tax dollars spent 
have not appeared to close any measurable gap. 

Particular failure is evident in the high levels of 
imprisonment and domestic abuse as well as low levels  
of education, employment and health outcomes.

In order to begin to solve the issues faced by Australia’s 
most marginalised citizens, the narrative must change.  
It must become a narrative built on evidence-based  
public policy. 

Deeper understanding fosters pathways to developing 
practical and sustainable problem-solving. The key issues 
that need to be addressed in order for real change to 
take place include the upholding of the human rights of 
Aboriginal women and children. Their inalienable rights 
are currently being critically diminished as a result of the 
high rates of family and sexual violence, alongside other 
forms of abuse and neglect.

Respect for human rights underpins a healthy society. 
Australia has been one of the world’s leaders in insisting 
that other states in the world respect the rights of its 
citizens, as defined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights proclaimed by the UNO in 1948. Paradoxically, 
Australia is also subject to a great deal of criticism, both 
domestically and internationally, in relation to its perceived 
lack of respect for the collective rights of its Indigenous 
citizens. 

Unfortunately, in the course of fighting for the rights 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as a 
distinct ethnic and cultural group, the indivisible human 
rights of the person have too often been sacrificed in 
the interests of preserving the collective rights. Caught 
centre stage in this predicament are women and children. 
This is illustrated by the continuing horrifying levels of 
violence against women and the abuse of children among 
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Changing the Narrative 

The ground breaking book by Helen 
Hughes, Lands of Shame, was released. 
This book exposed the dysfunctional 
nature of Indigenous policy and led to a 
rethink of Indigenous policy.

First work by Jacinta Price on exposing 
violence in Indigenous communities. 

The Prosperity Project: Strategies for 
Indigenous Empowerment was launched.  
The aim was to deliver a national service 
map of government and non-government 
programs to identify duplication. The 
reports, submissions, media generated 
and event activity have been cited by 
government, having a substantial role 
in improving the evaluation process of 
Indigenous programs.

Indigenous Policy Program – Helen 
Hughes and Sara Hudson fearlessly 
examined education, health, 
alcohol, housing, training and justice 
reinvestment.  The research created 
public debate and attention which 
culminated in some changes in 
government policy particularly in NT.
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Message from Nicholas 
Moore, CIS Chairman
Thank you for your consideration in supporting The Centre 
for Independent Studies’ Indigenous program.

A central part of the Australian story is the tragedy caused 
to indigenous people by the arrival of the British, and 
thereafter, the history of injustice and the disadvantage 
suffered by subsequent generations.

Today, although the majority of indigenous people 
are economically little different from the rest of the 
community,* there is a disproportionate minority still 
suffering disadvantage. Almost from the establishment 
of the British Colony to the current time, Government 
and private institutions have sought to ameliorate 
this suffering and injustice.. However, despite the 
achievements, disadvantage and injustice continues.

The CIS has a proud history of researching indigenous 
polices since 2004. This research has had an impact 
for the better but there is still much more to do. The 
research was initially led by Helen Hughes who looked to 
the evidence to evaluate the impact of Commonwealth 
polices on remote communities. Her work resonated 

Timeline History

with many and impacted the development of a range of 
Government policies. More recently, Sara Hudson reviewed 
the evaluation of indigenous programs and found very 
few processes in place, and the ones that were, lacked 
effectiveness. The CIS was pleased to see a subsequent 
Commonwealth budget allocation of funding to track the 
effectiveness of its Indigenous programs.

Jacinta Price brings to the CIS an insider’s view of life 
in remote communities. She has established herself 
as a leading voice in suggesting practical polices to 
improve economic and broader social outcomes for these 
communities. As a member of the CIS, Jacinta will lead a 
team to research the success of current polices, as well as 
advocating how they could be improved.

Please join in supporting our work in this critical policy 
area.

* Mapping the Indigenous program and funding maze, Sara Hudson, August 2016



“The decision to take the 
predicament of Indigenous 
Australians seriously, and to bring 
to bear the intellectual weight of 
the Centre for Independent Studies 
in a policy zone that had hitherto 
been owned by progressives, was 
crucial. When this country comes 
to look back on the Indigenous 
reform story of the early 21st 
Century, the role of the CIS will  
be plain.” 
 — Noel Pearson,  

The Australian, July 2010  
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The work of Jacinta Price offers a unique perspective 
on the most important issues in remote Indigenous 
communities that suffer persistent social disadvantage.

Few Australians possess her authentic combination of 
deep personal experience and first-hand knowledge of the 
challenges confronting the most marginalised Indigenous 
people. This combination — in addition to her passionate 
awareness of key policy questions and her compelling 
communication skills — make Jacinta one of the most 
important speakers and writers on Indigenous affairs in 
the nation. 

The Changing the Narrative program will enable Jacinta’s 
message to be brought home to more Australians. 

Jacinta’s fearless speaking out on complex and 
challenging issues — such as violence and abuse of 
Indigenous women and children — is crucial to the future 
well-being and prosperity of her people. If the real 
problems in remote communities are not acknowledged 
and addressed, the right solutions will never be identified 
and implemented.

Jacinta’s research will build on the foundations of our 
long-term commitment — rare among Australian public 
policy think tanks — to improving social outcomes for 
Indigenous Australians across vital areas including welfare, 
education, housing, and economic development. 

The Changing the Narrative program presents a unique 
opportunity to help facilitate a better-informed national 
conversation about Indigenous policy. 

The program will allow Jacinta to continue helping 
Australians fully understand the key issues and 
challenges through research papers, print, television and 
radio appearances and via social media platforms.

Support for Changing the Narrative will also give 
Jacinta the capacity to directly engage in the crucial 
conversations about the direction of Indigenous policy in 
conference auditoriums, boardrooms, and parliamentary 
offices throughout the nation.

Why will Jacinta Price and the CIS change  
the conversation about Indigenous policy?

Unique Voice — Unique Opportunity



Children learning in language from the Guluman 
Child and Family Centre, Ngukurr NT 

Protect Our Children Rally 2018, Alice Springs
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The Changing the Narrative program will:

1.  Critique current policy affecting Australia’s most 
marginalised citizens, our Indigenous Australians and 
explore ways in which better partnerships and better 
policies can be implemented.

2.  Provide a platform for voices within the 
Australian community — in particular Indigenous 
Australians — that seek to change the narrative and 
foster deeper understanding in order to reach practical 
solutions and meaningful outcomes.

3.  Disseminate research and foster public discussion. 

4.  Revisit and update CIS work on, for example, 
education, housing and substance abuse.

5.  Publish papers and develop online resources to assist 
communities, policymakers, service providers and 
those seeking to make social investment to develop 
strategies to overcome Indigenous disadvantage.

6.  Build relationships with key government ministers, 
leaders of NGOs and community leaders.

How will we change the narrative?

The success of this program will be measured by:

1.  Change in government policy.

2.  Evidence of our research being used by Indigenous 
communities, organisations and the justice system.

3.  Evidence of greater collaboration between 
government, private and philanthropic sectors and 
Indigenous communities.

4.  Evidence of change in public discourse.



There is a deep silence that 
envelops domestic violence in 
Aboriginal communities: “many 
assaults are never reported for the 
simple reason that there seems to 
be little justice for young women 
and girls if they do go ahead.”  

— Hannah McGlade,  
Justice as Healing 
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What will be our research focus areas?

Jacinta Price has a reputation for being an honest, 
forthright voice on the issue of violence against 
Indigenous women and children. There is a need for 
positive cultural change and for Indigenous people to  
take back responsibility to resolve entrenched issues. 

This program aims to improve outcomes for Indigenous 
women and children by bringing together the community, 
researchers, policymakers and corporates to bridge the  
gaps between research, policy and practice.

It aims to make change a narrative based on a clearer 
understanding of the internal cultural drivers that 
contribute to the family violence and sexual abuse 
epidemic within Indigenous communities. By more 
honestly and effectively articulating a description of  
these drivers, we will create opportunities for communities 
to develop strategies to overcome the crippling issues 
they face. 

This needs to be done in such a way that Indigenous 
communities and organisations can contribute to, accept, 
and work with the new narrative. 

The project will produce the evidence desperately  
needed to:

   Understand and articulate the role of traditional 
Aboriginal culture in terms of its impacts on 
the family violence and sexual abuse epidemic, 
particularly in the treatment of victims. This will 
enable Indigenous communities and governments 
alike to understand how we have arrived at the 
current policy trajectory

  Enable Indigenous communities to communicate 
their own narrative

  Formulate ways to reduce the levels of violence, 
which will in turn lead to a reduction in levels of 
incarceration.

Domestic violence, substance abuse, failure of upholding the law

Activities
  Research and write new reports based on gathering 

data and information from front-line people in both 
remote and regional communities

  At least four lectures and workshops a year bringing 
together communities and stakeholders

  Use commentary and media to move entrenched 
opinion and enable new threshold for solutions, 
accountability and autonomy

  Drive policy change.



“The greatest threat to the 
continuation of our first nations 
is chronic dependence on 
government without needing to 
meaningfully contribute in return,’’ 

— Warren Mundine 2015
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Wellbeing and poverty

Entrenched disadvantage and poverty among Indigenous 
communities is one of the defining challenges of modern 
Australia. While Indigenous people living in our cities 
and towns have life experiences and expectations not 
dissimilar from their neighbours, Indigenous people living 
in remote communities are suffering. 

Many indigenous people lack the basic literacy and 
numeracy skills necessary to participate in the economy. 
For those left behind, the lack of education becomes 
a starting factor in condemning many to a lifetime of 
poverty.

A lack of education, welfare dependence and deeply 
entrenched poverty on Indigenous homelands are complex 
problems that defy easy solutions. 

In 2016, the Indigenous employment rate was less than 
47%, compared with 72% for non-Indigenous Australians. 

Activities
In this Research Focus Area we will:   

   Update and expand upon existing CIS research 
on welfare, housing, and poverty, with a focus on 
education, economic empowerment, employment 
and improving living standards

   Gather data and information from front-line 
community leaders in both remote and regional 
communities for research and publications

   Offer Parliamentary submissions when applicable

   Hold events and workshops to bring together key 
people and disseminate findings of our research

   Write commentary and media releases to expose 
problems and inform the general public.

The unemployment rate for Indigenous Australians at that 
time was more than 18%.

In remote and regional communities, employment 
prospects are exceptionally limited, especially for workers 
without education, skills or experience. 

However, we believe that positive outcomes are achievable 
if Indigenous communities are encouraged to pursue 
economic opportunities. Welfare is no substitute for work 
and no path to wellbeing for Indigenous Australians. 

Our previous work in this area has been influential and 
widely recognised. Our focus on economic development, 
housing policy, education reform and the danger of 
passive welfare traps points the way to better outcomes 
for Indigenous communities. This message will continue to 
be refined & updated.
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Key research & achievements
Year Project Achievement

2018 COAG Closing the Gap Refresh

Submission to the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet – 
Consultation Paper

Charles Jacobs

Follow up of earlier CIS reports on the importance of the role of evaluation to ensure 
programs and services achieve desired outcomes

2017 Risky Business: the problems of Indigenous business policy

Charles Jacobs

Identified the good and the bad in the Indigenous business policy.  

2017 Evaluating Indigenous programs: a toolkit for change

Sara Hudson

Follow up recommendations after the federal government allocated $10 million over 
four years to strengthen the evaluation of Indigenous programs

2016 Ending the Violence in Indigenous Communities

Jacinta Price, Marcia Langton, Josephine Cashman

National Press Club address and publication

Following on from the impact of ‘Homeland Truths’, Jacinta was invited to deliver 
an address at the National Press Club, for which she was joined by Marcia Langton 
and Josephine Cashman. The address was broadcast live by the ABC, and received 
nationwide coverage across all mainstream media, including for the subsequent 
publication of the speeches.

2016 Homeland Truths: The Unspoken Epidemic of Violence in 
Indigenous Communities 

Jacinta Yangapi Nampijinpa Price

The lecture and publication sparked wide spread interest in the media, with Jacinta 
also writing many opinion pieces for leading media.

2016 Mapping the Indigenous program and funding maze

Sara Hudson

Sparked a federal review of the effectiveness of outcomes from Indigenous programs.

2016 Direct Instruction: Good to Great Schools 

Event

Noel Pearson, Founder and Co-chair of Good to Great Schools Australia, joined with 
several academics and teachers to outline the success of Direct Instruction in lifting 
the education levels of school children on the Cape York Peninsula. The event was 
widely publicised and instrumental in the Queensland government becoming more 
accepting of the education program.

2014 The Kinship Conundrum: The Impact of Aboriginal Self-
Determination on Indigenous Child Protection

Dr Jeremy Sammut

To help ‘Close the Gap’ in social outcomes between Indigenous and other Australians, 
this report explained why Indigenous and non-Indigenous children should be 
treated the same, including using adoption (or permanent guardianship) on a non-
discriminatory basis.

2013 Panacea to Prison? Justice Reinvestment in Indigenous 
communities 

Sara Hudson

The report gained attention from the NSW government and Sara was invited to meet 
with policy officials. A Senate Inquiry into Justice Reinvestment heavily quoted Sara’s 
report.

2013 Black and White: Australians All at the Crossroads

Sara Hudson, Chapter in book published by Connor Court

The impact of this book was formally acknowledged by Adam Giles, the Chief 
Minister of the Northern Territory, among others.

2012 Charlatan Training: How Aboriginal Health Workers Are Being 
Short-Changed 

Sara Hudson

Provoked considerable public debate in the media and elsewhere for exposing the 
issues with the Aboriginal Health Worker role.

2011 Alcohol Restrictions in Indigenous Communities and Frontier 
Towns 

Sara Hudson

Received widespread media attention and the federal government adopted some 
of the papers suggestions — notably the need to ensure the responsible service of 
alcohol in bars in the NT.

2010 Private Housing on Indigenous Land

Helen Hughes, Mark Hughes and Sara Hudson

The paper’s proposal for community leases has been adopted by the federal 
government in the Northern Territory.

2010 Indigenous Education 2010 

Helen Hughes and Mark Hughes 

A groundbreaking paper, which is one of the top five most read and downloaded 
reports on Australian Policy Online.

2009 Closing the Accountability Gap: The First Step Towards Better 
Indigenous Health 

Sara Hudson

The government: introduced a new accreditation system for Aboriginal Medical 
Services (AMS); increased funding to develop better IT systems for Aboriginal 
Medical Services in the NT; and increased the emphasis on accountability and 
transparency of AMS. Also widely quoted in government reports.

2008 Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory 

Helen Hughes

The failure of remote Indigenous education by Australian governments was 
highlighted and a number of significant reforms to Indigenous education occurred as 
a result — including a greater emphasis on resident teachers in remote communities.

2008 CDEP: Help or Hindrance? The Community Development 
Employment Program and its Impact on Indigenous 
Australians 

Sara Hudson

Federal government introduced sweeping changes to CDEP that were in line with the 
paper’s suggestions, including reclassifying CDEP as welfare rather than wages.

2007 Lands of Shame: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
‘Homelands’ in Transition 

Helen Hughes

Print copies of the book sold out and helped change the debate by highlighting the 
disadvantage in remote Indigenous communities and the dysfunctional nature of 
Indigenous policy. 

2005 Welfare Reform and Economic Development for Indigenous 
Communities 

Noel Pearson

CIS’s publication of Noel Pearson’s paper helped influence and change the debate on 
Indigenous issues in Australia.
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Indigenous policy is a highly contested space, with many voices and vested interests.

The CIS Indigenous Program will mitigate these obstacles by:

    Ensuring rigorous, consistent and accurate research

  Involving people at the grass roots and providing a strong platform

  Fostering points of influence and impact by developing respectful and productive relationships 
with stakeholder groups at regional, state and federal level

  Maintaining integrity and independence

  Ensuring suggested policy changes are concrete and informed by evidence.

Anticipating the obstacles

How We Will Evaluate Progress
What will we measure? How will we measure?

The level of engagement with 
the program and effectiveness of 
research information

Participation of Indigenous people and communities

Audience numbers at events 

Download numbers of podcasts

Research keywords in public discourse

Submitted publications/works

Citations and/or references 

The level of government awareness 
and interest in the program, and the 
influence of the research findings on 
government policy

Number of meetings/correspondence with government following 
release of reports

Changes in government policy that are consistent with research findings

Level of awareness and interest in 
the program, and the influence of 
the research findings

Number and interest in events/meetings

Number of people who visited the webpage

Number of downloads of reports

Number and type of media mentions

Social media engagement 

Number of new partnerships as a result of the research findings
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Funders’ involvement
The CIS exists only because of the foresight and 
generosity of our donors. Building a coalition of support 
around sound research is the most productive way to 
achieve change. Changing the Narrative will be following 
that model. 

We hope funders will be part of the collaborative process. 
The CIS values feedback and suggestions from our funders 
and would like to build a close relationship throughout the 
life of the program.

If you would like to support the program, please contact our 
Development Director at gpulscher@cis.org.au

To that end, the Changing the Narrative Program will:

  Produce six monthly progress reports

  Offer regular opportunities to be briefed by the 
research team

  Be available to discuss the program throughout  
the year

  Invite funders to all education events or workshops

  Share copies of all research reports

  Acknowledge the foundation on all publications and 
education material (if desired).



CIS Mission

To Promote Free Choice,  
Individual Liberty,  

Defend Cultural Freedom  
and the Open Exchange of Ideas.

Level 1, 131 Macquarie St, Sydney NSW 2000
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