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Meaningful Careers in Social Enterprises in Remote Australia: Employment De-
cisions among Australian Indigenous Art Centre Workers
ABSTRACT
This research investigates why Indigenous workers decide to enter, stay or leave their
positions in art centres that serve as important social enterprises in remote Australia.
We develop a framework that integrates identity theory and push-pull theory via insti-
tutional logics, thereby extending Wry and York (2017)’s typology configurations that
is applicable to other actors in the entrepreneurial eco-system, including Indigenous art
centre workers. Based on a qualitative study of 72 Indigenous art centre workers em-
ployed in remote Australia, the results indicate that although art centres have dual for-
profit and social missions, it is mainly pull factors related to paid, local employment
aligned to vocational interests, and pro-social motives that are important in explaining
why Indigenous Australians choose to work there. Career motives also explain workers’
decision to stay, while diverse pull and push factors explain why workers quit. Im-
portantly, the factors that explain employment decisions are multi-factorial, interrelated
and closely tied to the social and cultural logics of community life. The research furthers
our understanding of how identity factors contribute to decisions by Indigenous art cen-
tres workers to enter, leave or stay in their role, providing a more complete understand-

ing of HRM within the context of social enterprises.

Keywords: Social Enterprises, Push-Pull Theory, Identity Theory, Institutional

Logics, Indigenous research perspective, Indigenous Australians, Remote Art Centres



Meaningful Careers in Social Enterprises in Remote Australia: Employment De-
cisions among Australian Indigenous Art Centre Workers
INTRODUCTION

Social enterprises are unique hybrid organisations that engage in entrepreneurial
action to address both social and economic issues (Battilana, Lee, Walker and Dorsey,
2012, York, O'Neil and Sarasvathy, 2016). Social enterprises differ from conventional
ventures in that they have objectives other than economic wealth creation, integrating
both social welfare logics, which focus on improving the welfare of society, and com-
mercial logics, which focus on profit, efficiency, and operational effectiveness
(Battilana and Dorado, 2010, Battilana et al., 2012). The terms “commercial” logics
and “social welfare” logics follow Besharov and Smith (2014) and Wry and York
(2017), in that they are based on the concept of institutional logics, which are socially
constructed groups of tangible practices, beliefs, values and assumptions that mould
cognition and behaviour (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury, 2012). A “commercial”
logic leads to behavioural expectations related to the maximisation of efficiency and
profit (Lok, 2010). In contrast, a “social welfare” logic leads to the pursuit of social
welfare objectives. These rival logics, with their differing goals, values and shared
meaning systems can be difficult for organisations (and the individuals within them) to
balance, leading to conflict (Wry and York, 2017).

While there have been recent efforts to better understand people working in In-
digenous social enterprises (Pearson and Helms, 2013), to date, the extant social enter-
prise literature has largely focused on the motives of managers (Seet, Jones, Acker and
Whittle, 2015) or social entrepreneurs (York et al., 2016). There is a scarcity of empir-

ical studies examining employment-related decisions of other actors in social enter-



prises, including employees and volunteers (Mair and Marti, 2006, Amin, 2009). Spe-
cifically, there is a dearth of knowledge on what motivates employees to work in the
social economy, and what benefits they gain from it (Amin, 2009).

This lack of research is surprising, given the considerable economic importance
of art centres, especially to workers in remote Indigenous communities. The art sector
makes a sizeable contribution to their livelihoods, playing a role in generating employ-
ment, and is an important source of economic benefits, since in many communities, “art
sales are the primary or only source of non-government income” (Office of the

Registrar of Indigenous Corporations, 2012).

The purpose of this study is to begin to fill this gap, by exploring the factors that
explain why Indigenous people choose to work in the art sector and as well as the rea-
sons why they stay in or leave their positions. The study extends the research at the
intersection of social enterprise and HRM, by providing qualitative evidence on what
factors motivate Indigenous' Australians to enter, remain in or exit employment in re-

mote art centres. It contributes to knowledge in the following three ways.

First, it extends the identity-based approach to interpret the decisions beyond
that of social entrepreneurs to that of employees in social enterprises, in particular, de-
cisions remote Indigenous art centre workers, face in balancing their interests and indi-

vidual values, which are important in attracting them to the art centres. Identity theory

! Consistent with the title of the paper, and in line with established terminology used by academics, the
Australian government and other agencies e.g. Mellor, S. and Corrigan, M. (2004), The case for
change: A review of contemporary research on Indigenous education outcomes: Aust Council for Ed
Research, Banks, G. (2007), Overcoming indigenous disadvantage in Australia: Productivity Commis-
sion, Sullivan, P. (2011), "The policy goal of normalisation, the National Indigenous Reform Agree-
ment and Indigenous National Partnership Agreements," DKCRC Working Paper, Hollinsworth, D.
(2012), "Decolonizing Indigenous disability in Australia," Disability & Society, 28, 601-615., the term
“Indigenous” has been used in this paper to refer to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. It is
also used to refer to Indigenous peoples in places other than Australia in other sections of the paper.



is useful in terms of understanding the different motivations of varied actors in the so-
cial enterprise creation process as it can incorporate varied roles and individual self-

meanings (Stryker, 2008).

Second, push-pull theory is used to classify research results into pull (discre-
tionary) and push (non-discretionary) factors, which may respectively pull or push a
worker into or out of work. In this context, pull factors for entry may include a source
of income, an interest in the work, and/or the opportunity to contribute to the commu-
nity; these motivators likely act in combination with push factors such as lack of other
work options, a circumstance out of the worker’s control which may push them to ac-
cept or remain in the role. Similarly, the decision to exit the sector could be related to
push factors out of the control of the employee, such as low wages or limited oppor-
tunity for career development, but will most likely act in combination with pull factors

such as other, better employment opportunities.

Thirdly, we integrate identity theory and push-pull theory through institutional
logics, thereby extending Wry and York (2017)’s identity configuration framework to
include configurations for employees / workers in Indigenous social enterprises in re-
mote Australia. In so doing, the research furthers our understanding of identity work
factors and how they contribute to decisions by these Indigenous art centres workers to
enter, leave or stay in their role. We find that while the framework is well-supported,
some aspects of culture among Indigenous Australians (e.g. the embeddedness of the
workers in being part of the nature and the community) make it difficult for the workers
to separate their role and personal identities, and also to keep these independent of their

social identities. By interpreting motivational factors through this integrated lens, we



begin to provide a more complete understanding of HRM within the context of social

enterprises.

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. We begin with a context/
background section that elaborates further on the characteristics of Indigenous art cen-
tres as social enterprises in Australia and motivations for work among Indigenous Aus-
tralians. This is followed by the literature review focusing on identity theory, push-pull
theory and institutional logics leading to a configuration that integrates the dual tension
faced by social enterprises affecting employees’ identity with pull-push factors. This is
followed by an explanation of the research method to apply the integrated framework
to apply to identity configurations for employees / workers in remote social enterprises.
The results are then presented and findings are discussed. The paper concludes with

implications for future research and practice.

CONTEXT/ BACKGROUND

Indigenous Australian Art Centres as Social Enterprises

With the growth of interest in Indigenous art, Indigenous Australian art centres
have become significant features of remote Australia. About 85 art centres support the
creative and cultural expression of many Indigenous Australians (Fergurson, 2011) and,
cumulatively produce a majority of the artworks that enable a national and international
market to operate. Remote Australian art centres are generally incorporated organisa-
tions that have Indigenous artists as their members (Altman, 2005). They are led by art
centre managers, who are officially employed by the board of directors comprising of
Indigenous elders, and who operate like accidental quasi-entrepreneurs in that they are
not selected for their entrepreneurial or business capabilities but for their skills in en-

couraging new forms of arts practice, nurturing and inspiring young artists, mentoring



established artists and providing professional development advice (Davidson, 2009).
However, they also have significant responsibilities for business modelling, planning,
developing new markets, marketing, operations, and management of staff that go be-
yond the specialised task of producing art (Office of the Registrar of Indigenous

Corporations, 2012).

To a large extent, Australian Indigenous art centres are hybrid organisations that
play the role of social enterprises with a social and economic mission, and to a large
degree are “multidimensional” (Ohana and Meyer, 2010) in that they are “at the cross-
roads of market, public policies and civil society” (Nyssens, 2006). They operate in the
commercial sphere through the selling of Indigenous art, the public sphere (by creating
jobs for local Indigenous Australians and accessing significant government subsidies)
and the social sphere through encouraging new forms of arts practice, nurturing and
inspiring young artists, mentoring established artists and providing professional devel-
opment advice (Davidson, 2009, Kerins and Jordan, 2010, Kerins, 2013). In addition,
most Australian Indigenous art centres, including those in this study, are classified as
“very remote” based on the Accessibility/Remoteness Index for Australia (ARIA)2. To
that end, these remote art centres are characterised by local embeddedness (Shaw and
Carter, 2007, Mair and Marti, 2009) whereby the ability to combine art production with

meaningful work as a novel social innovation is created in locally-embedded contexts,

2 The ARIA classifies localities by their “remoteness”, defined as the distance along road networks to
service centres (a hierarchy of urban centres with a population of 5000 people or more) Department of
Health Australia (2001), "Measuring Remoteness: Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA)
Revised Edition," Commonwealth of Australia. Generally it is assumed that “remote” is four hours’ or
more drive from an urban centre and “very remote” is usually more than four hours’ drive from a range
of services and may be inaccessible by an ordinary car, this implies a non-bitumen road ABS (2011),
"4714.0 - National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey, 2008," Australian Bureau of
Statistics.



and a feature which is common among social enterprises (Dacin, Dacin and Tracey,

2011).

While there has been a fascination with Indigenous art, to date, there is very
limited research into or understanding of the employment of Indigenous people in re-
mote Indigenous communities. This includes factors that motivate Indigenous people
to take up paid employment in art centres. Anecdotal evidence indicates that recruit-
ment and retention of appropriate staff is one of the most significant challenges for

remote art centres (Acker, Stefanoff and Woodhead, 2013).

LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature review outlines identity theory and push-pull theory which provide theo-
retical perspectives that explains these influences/ decisions. This is followed by a re-
view of the limited empirical research that has examined the factors that influence In-
digenous people’s participation in work in remote Australia. It concludes with the de-
velopment of a framework that integrates identity theory and push-pull theory via in-
stitutional logics, thereby extending Wry and York (2017)’s typology configurations
that is applicable to other actors in the entrepreneurial eco-system, specifically, Indig-

enous art centre workers.

Identity Theory

Identity refers to “the set of meanings that define who one is” (Burke and Stets,
2009p.1). This meaning can be created through several processes, including conscious
inward-facing reflection (Clarke, Brown and Hailey, 2009), and is partially generated
by choices about individuals and groups with whom one associates (Ibarra and

Barbulescu, 2010), appearance and physical surroundings (Weaver, 2001).



In the context of groups, whether organisations, family or community, identity
is a social process involving perception and differentiation: this can be defined as the
ways in which individuals and groups regard themselves as similar to, or different from,
each other (Sherry, 2008). In particular, identities are associated with culturally defined
social roles that comprise sets of named categories that people learn to apply to them-
selves and others (Burke, 2004). Each identity carries a set of behavioural expectations
valuing certain behaviours that individuals are expected to adhere to in a role (Mead,
1934, Stryker and Burke, 2000). In the example of arts centre workers, examples of role
identities are an employee in the arts sector, an artist, a custodian of culture, a commu-
nity member, and the breadwinner in the family.

Besides role identities, personal identities that comprise of desirable behaviour
and beliefs that create authenticity help individuals generate self-meanings in their re-
lationships and different situations (Hitlin, 2003, Burke, 2004). Personal identities are
not attached to roles but are enacted through other identities and they may affect indi-
viduals when choosing roles that are aligned to their personal identities (Hitlin, 2003,
Wry and York, 2017). For example, among art centre workers, a person who is artistic
or loves producing art, may adopt an artist role in the art centre as opposed to an ad-
ministrative or business-related one.

Identities are strongly motivational (Wry and York, 2017). Acting in accordance
with their behavioural standards verifies important self-conceptions, leading to positive
affect and self-esteem; discrepant acts are associated with negative emotions. Because
identities are embedded in social groups, identity-consistent behaviour elicits positive
reactions from valued others while inconsistency brings derision and scorn (Stryker and

Burke, 2000).



Recently, there has been a move beyond categorisation of these tensions to a
more process-based approach in the social enterprise creation processes, attempting to
understand the “why” and “how” in terms of individuals engaging in social entrepre-
neurship (York et al., 2016, Wry and York, 2017). In particular, Wry and York (2017)
have developed a theoretical model based in identity theory that helps to explain: (1)
how the commercial and social welfare logics become relevant to entrepreneurship, (2)
how different types of entrepreneurs perceive the tension between these logics, and (3)
the implications this has for how entrepreneurs go about recognising and developing
social enterprise opportunities.

Despite the advancements in understanding how identity affects social entrepre-
neurs, and how social enterprises are affected by founder social identities, relatively
little research has been conducted on employees and workers within social enterprises,
whether new or established. It may be because, as highlighted earlier, identity theory
has been applied in many organisational contexts before. However, social enterprises,
by their mission to try to reconcile both social and financial goals, would also attract,
recruit, motivate, train and develop their employees in different ways. From the em-
ployees’ perspective, those that are attracted to join and work in social enterprises could
be very different, in identity terms, from those that join and work in other types of
organisations and there is an opportunity to address this research gap.

In this research, we extend this model, which was originally applied to social
entrepreneurs, to the motivations of employees of social enterprises, specifically remote
Indigenous arts centre workers. This model proposes that both commercial and social
logics may exist in the same individual, who may be balancing multiple role identities,
but also multiple personal identities, which may carry conflicting logics to one’s role

identities.
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In the next section, we outline the push-pull theory that provides a theoretical
framework to examine the reasons why people enter or leave a sector. After that, we
will elaborate on the link between role and personal identities and commercial/ social
logics.

Push-Pull theory

We begin with the assumption that there can be several reasons behind an indi-
vidual’s decision to enter or leave work in remote art centres. Entry can be seen as being
caused by “pull” (discretionary) factors, “push” (non-discretionary) factors; most
likely, such factors will act in combination. In a remote Indigenous context, pull factors
for entry may relate to employment opportunities in the remote arts sector, often acting
in concert with push factors such as lack of other work options in their community
outside the remote arts sector. Similarly, the decision to exit the sector may relate to
push factors such as the closure of a remote art centre, poor work conditions, low wages
or lack of interest in the job, but will most likely act in concert with pull factors such as
other, better job opportunities outside of the sector (e.g. higher wages, better work con-

ditions etc.).

Pull factors are attractors which pull people into or out of a sector, and about
which people make a voluntary decision to enter or leave (Stimson and McCrea, 2004).
They may be economic or social/ non-economic in nature. Economic factors that pull
people into a sector include employment or career development opportunities, oppor-
tunities for higher income or a better work environment. Non-economic factors include
a better lifestyle and quality of life, and access to services and amenities, and social
ones refer to those that are related to relationships, family and community concerns and

group cohesion (Pinto, Cabral-Cardoso and Werther Jr, 2012, Thorn, Inkson and Carr,

11



2013) including strong connections with nature (York et al., 2016) and culture (Ho,

Seet and Jones, 2016).

Push factors are stressors that push people into or out of a sector as a result of
force; in other words, because people have no choice (i.e. non-discretionary decisions)
(Stimson and McCrea, 2004). Push factors may also be economic or social/non-eco-
nomic/social in nature. For example, for economic push factors, a reduction in the num-
ber of positions, a hard work environment, a decline in work conditions or deteriorating
financial conditions are factors inside the art sector that may force workers out. Non-
economic factors which push people out of a sector include poor living conditions and
lack of quality of life, or lack of access to services and amenities with social ones in-
cluding family and community (Richardson, 2006). For example, in relation to the lack
of resources and infrastructure in remote indigenous communities, social push pressure
in the form of family can be seen from the view that relocating to a less remote area
will bring a better future for the whole family, especially for their children and future
generations (Carr, Inkson and Thorn, 2005). Research has shown that in Australia, there
has been a long term trend of people moving away from less-remote areas to more urban

areas for both economic and non-economic reasons (Hugo, Rogers and Collins, 2001).

As with the extension of application of identity theory, this current research
aims to address this gap in career research by exploring push and pull factors beyond
entrepreneurs or managers of social enterprises (Hakim, 1988, McClelland, Swail, Bell
and Ibbotson, 2005, Schjoedt and Shaver, 2007) and extending it to employees in social
enterprises, in particular, the decision by these employees of Indigenous Art Centres to

leave or stay (Schjoedt, 2009).

12



Indigenous Australians’ motivation to work

In a study of woodcarving in Arnhem Land, Koenig, Altman and Griffiths
(2011) find that over half the adult population of the region are actively involved in art
production. Monetary returns (which are economic pull factors) although relatively low
(around AUDS$12 -$14 per hour), nonetheless make an important contribution to peo-
ple’s livelihoods as this income is often the only form of non-welfare income in remote
communities. Thus, Indigenous artists have economic motivations for arts production,
with participation in the Indigenous visual arts sector providing one of the few market
opportunities (Koenig, 2007). The lack of opportunities for work, especially in conven-
tional mainstream economies (such as mining and tourism), for Indigenous Australians
living in remote regions of Australia can be seen as a push factor and is a recurrent
theme in the literature (Wright, 1999, Koenig et al., 2011, Fleming, Petheram and
Stacey, 2015). While socially and/or culturally aligned community-based businesses
and enterprises - pull factors - provide an opportunity for Indigenous employment par-
ticipation, outcomes have been mixed, with Indigenous work participation most suc-

cessful in the natural resource management sector (e.g., ranger positions).

In addition to economic motivations for artists, arts production is seen as an
important and revered profession (Perren, 2000, Corn, 2003), as well as generating in-
direct and non-economic returns (Koenig et al., 2011) that can also be seen as pull ef-
fects. According to Allain (2011), art centres are beneficial to the wellbeing of Austral-
ian Indigenous communities not only from a social and cultural perspective, but also
due to their effect on the economic, physical, psychological, spiritual and emotional

development of the whole person and the whole community.
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In contrast, Fleming et al. (2015) report that Indigenous women believe that
culturally-aligned commercial enterprises, in this case aquaculture enterprises, should
meet both economic and community needs such as generating employment, providing
skills and knowledge, keeping the younger generation occupied and providing greater
access to fresh foods. The generation of local youth employment in aquaculture was
seen by female traditional owners and senior elders as essential to redressing the youth’s
general disengagement with community life. Employment was also recognised as es-

sential to mental and physical well-being.

Identity Theory, Push-Pull theory and Institutional Logics

Institutional logics facilitate the integration of identity theory and push-pull the-
ory as they provide deeper understanding of the suitability of the actions linked to be-
havioural standards among various actors in these organisations. As constructs, identi-
ties and logics are related but distinct (Wry and York, 2017) in that “institutions provide
the shared meaning that gives coherence to social life through the creation of social
identities ... that define the cognitive schemas and roles governing behaviour in a given
situation” (Misangyi, Weaver and Elms, 2008p.754). As Thornton et al. (2012p.90)
note, “logics comprise shared meanings systems that justify particular values and goals,
while identities specify the practices through which these values and goals are pursued
in particular contexts”. For this research, the particular context, as discussed above, is
the remote Indigenous art centre.

Role and personal identities, as discussed above, are related to commercial
and/or social welfare logics in the entrepreneurial process for social enterprises (Wry
and York, 2017). Wry and York (2017) offer examples of role identities and personal
identities associated with either social or commercial logics, and how they may be in

conflict or in balance in an individual — for example, how a business leader (role iden-
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tity) who is also an active environmentalist (personal identity) makes a trade-off to re-
main internally and externally accountable to conflicting priorities. Conversely, an in-
dividual working in the healthcare sector, with its associated social logics, may be mo-
tivated by the commercial logics of financial success and power.

Research on social enterprises have not really focused on this relationship of
identity theory, push-pull theory and institutional logics, especially in terms of the dif-
ferent groups of actors in the social enterprise eco-system, given that different actors
and groups react differently because they are socialised into different logics (Pache and
Santos, 2013). Existing research has mainly looked at the founders or managers of the
social enterprises (York et al., 2016, Wry and York, 2017). It is recognised that found-
ers and managers of social enterprises, as institutional entrepreneurs, are engaged in
constructing dominant logics with their associated identities (Creed, Scully and Austin,
2002, Reay and Hinings, 2005, Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005), but other actors in
their entrepreneurial eco-system e.g. customers and employees are seen as unconscious
victims (or “targets”) of coercive pressure (Lok, 2010) and/or “symbolic violence”
(Oakes, Townley and Cooper, 1998). In other words, leaders of social enterprises are
normally depicted as active identity producers or “heroic change agents” (Lawrence,
Suddaby and Leca, 2009), but these other identity targets like employees are seen as
relatively passive users of the ready-made identities constructed for them (Lok, 2010),
thereby “blinding institutionalists to the possibility that identities can be subtly trans-
formed through the everyday talk and activities of all actors, not just those of institu-
tional entrepreneurs.” (p.1306) As such, it extends on research on institutional logics
on actors besides entrepreneurs like public sector workers (Thomas and Davies, 2005),

media workers (Storey, Salaman and Platman, 2005), aviation pilots (Ashcraft, 2005),

15



financial investors (Lok, 2010) and physicians (Dunn and Jones, 2010). Figure 1 out-
lines the framework integrating Identity theory with Push-pull theory within the insti-
tutional logics frame. It extends the typology of identity configurations that Wry and
York (2017) established for social entrepreneurs to employees working in the context
of social enterprises in remote areas. Specifically, it shows combinations that include
both commercial and social logics in aspects that apply differently to distinct art centre
employees as they engage in employment decisions in their places of work, and of how
the dual tension faced by social enterprises affects employees’ identity. As the push-
pull factors overlap with but also transcend logics, they are described separately in the

figure.

Insert Figure 1 about here

In line with research on the entrepreneurial process (Venkataraman, 1997,
Shane and Venkataraman, 2000, Alvarez and Barney, 2007), Wry and York (2017)’s
framework focuses on the social entrepreneur, and they examine the emergence of so-
cial enterprise in terms of opportunity recognition and opportunity development. In
terms of understanding how different identities are related the pull-push factors, em-
ployees in social enterprises, who are less involved in opportunity recognition and de-
velopment, are more affected by motivational factors in their work. As highlighted ear-
lier, push-pull factors may be economic or work-related versus social welfare or non-
work related. The relationship between role identities and push-pull factors has been
explored in research on the impact of gender among entrepreneurs (Orhan and Scott,
2001), with males, who are associate themselves with financial provider roles, likely to

align with economic pull factors (monetary motivations) and their perceptions of

16



providing for their children in material ways (Kirkwood, 2009). 